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Chapter One




“Excuse me? Sir? You can’t go in there.”

I paused, turning to look directly at the young woman who hurried over to me. I wondered what she saw when she looked at me, for surely after many days aboard the train, napping only intermittently between stations, I must have looked a sorry state. “My apologies,” I said with some uncertainty, “isn’t this the bathroom?”

“No,” she said. “That’s backstage. For the performers. Bathroom is to your right.”

Nodding, I looked around for the correct door. Quickly finding it, I entered, resolving to splash some much-needed water into my dark and weary eyes. Gazing at myself in the mirror, I sighed. Slowly, I ran my fingers across my jaw. Splashing the water, I walked from the bathroom and back into the bustling, lively Parisian cafeteria.

As I slid down into a comfortable wooden chair, a waiter leaned down towards me. “Café, monsieur?”

“Don’t suppose you might have any tea?” I asked.

The waiter smirked. “Ah, Englishman?”

I nodded. The waiter gave a grin, and hurried along. Yes, I thought, Englishman — and one so close to returning home too.

The train had delivered me safely to Paris, a large and comfortable city that I had only visited once in my youth. Upon arriving, I felt the autumn air fresh against my face, and noted the crisp brown leaves that dotted the streets alongside tall brick buildings. I found my mind travelling to the last step of my journey — of crossing the channel, which stood before me, and my beloved homeland.

My musings were interrupted by the waiter as he returned. He placed a cup of steaming hot tea before me, and I thanked him. Glancing over, I motioned across the dim, busy café towards the wide stage that stood in the room’s far end. It was indeed a grand stage, around which numerous tables were arrayed, and above which hung a great chandelier which radiated most of the room’s light. “The stage,” I asked the waiter, “is it for shows?”

“Oh, monsieur!” said the waiter, a chuckle in his voice. “Do you not know where you are?”

“Paris?” I offered.

He shook his head. “Tsk, tourists. This is de Moulin Rouge.” 

Slowly, I nodded. “I see. Is that important?”

Sliding the money that I had paid into his pocket, the waiter simply shook his head and left.

I sipped the tea, closing my eyes a minute to soak in the ambiance. It had been a long time since I had been able to slip unnoticed into a crowd of people like this. The last few months had been such a blur, a hectic pulse of travel and adventure. And monsters — terrible monsters. And, by God, so much sex. Here, though, I could finally put such thoughts aside.

“And now,” announced a voice from the stage, “we present Victoria and her amazing ping-pong balls!”

I blinked, and gradually let a smile grow across my face. It had been a long time since I had watched a good juggling act. I sipped my tea, as a beautiful dark-haired woman walked across the stage. Reaching the front, the crowd began to cheer and howl. She waved, bathing in the excitement, before sliding off her gown and letting it drop to the ground. Bare from head to toe, she sat back against a small wooden chair, sliding a ping-pong ball down her thighs.

“Excuse me?” I asked the waiter.

He turned from his table, glancing over at me with a barely concealed look of boredom on his face. “Oui?”

“I’m a little confused,” I said. “What manner of stage shows are these?”

A single ping-pong ball hurtled through the air between me and the waiter. The crowd cheered loudly.

“It is the Moulin Rouge!” repeated the waiter, as though I was a small child. “What do you expect?”

I hummed for a moment. “I don’t know. I only stopped in for a cup of tea before making the final leg of my journey.”

The waiter laughed. “Then you should enjoy the show, monsieur!”

A ping-pong ball landed in my cup of tea. Another cheer rose from the audience. Hesitantly, I fished out the plastic ball. With some thought, I set the cup of tea aside.

From the outside, the café had not looked quite this grand. In truth, I had only selected it as it had seemed quiet, set back away from the crowded streets, and none too far from the train station. Looking up at its high ceiling, its arrayed rows of tables and vast stage, I contemplated that perhaps this was not the most peaceful choice. Still, even so, I was determined to relax and regather my strength for the last step in my journey, before returning home and…

A quick flicker of movement caught my eye.

My focus shifted to the side of the stage. For a moment, I could swear that I could see a figure in the shadows — tall, dark but with a pale face. Yet, the moment my eyes turned to that direction, the figure was gone in a flicker.

I shook my head. Surely, it was just an illusion. A memory of the things that I had witnessed on my journey. For the weirdly sexual encounters that I had experienced at the nimble hands of Count Shagula, the distant Romanian aristocrat, surely now had me jumping at shadows.

“And now, ladies and gentlemen!” echoed a voice. My attention returned to the stage. “We are proud to present the musical stylings of Christine Davaux!”

The woman who walked onstage had about her an air of delicate charm. She was slight, and had a vibrant deer-in-the-headlights-of-a-truck expression as she looked nervously around the room. It was clear to me that she was not exactly flowing with confidence to be in front of a crowd quite this large.

“Get yer tits out, love!” came a cry from the audience.

She seemed to pay the heckler no heed. Unlike the previous act, Christine was dressed in a fine gown, and she clutched her hands together by her slender stomach, as though drawing up the inner strength necessary to give her performance.

I looked to the waiter. “This is no sex show, is it?”

The waiter shook his head. “No. Christine, she is…” he inhaled. “She is special. Talented. Look!”

I glanced around. The crowd, all aside from the man who had called out, were leaning eagerly forward in their chairs. A hush had fallen across the entire room. Christine inhaled, readying her voice. Then, as she began, I understood why. The sound of her song started to fill the room, strong and powerful. Even the man who had heckled was hushed in awe.

My eyes grew wide.

“You see?” said the waiter. “She is good, no?”

I nodded. Very good, in fact. “Very good. I haven’t heard singing this good since I was in school.”

As her performance continued, the nerves seemed to fall from the girl. Standing upright in the middle of the stage, it seemed almost natural for her, her voice reaching a growing height. The audience were spellbound, astonished, and entranced.

And, then, a scream.

I stood upright, the chair collapsing behind me in horror as I watched. From high above the stage, an object hurtled, wildly, crashing against the performer’s head with a resounding thud. Within a second, stagehands rushed to her. The audience member that had screamed had fainted dead away, crumpled against his table, whilst the rest of the onlookers were struck dumb.
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