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Chapter One
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A first day never arrives quietly—not here, on the edge of the world’s gray dawn, nor in rain-laced French mornings. Colette Dubois stands at the foot of the drive, shivering. A blue silk scarf, an heirloom passed down through generations, is draped loosely around her neck. Its faded pattern whispers strength and legacy, a quiet comfort amid the chill. The air is thick with damp earth, making her wonder if her trembling comes from cold or fear.

The Château de Villiers rises from the mist in uneven breaths, its steep wings outstretched, glassy-eyed above the shivering treeline. From those high windows, she must seem so small, so foolish with her battered valise and worn shoes catching every cobble. The weight of what she left behind—the family she cherished, now out of reach—pressed against her chest.

The scent of jasmine tugs her forward. Gravel softens beneath her feet; the world narrows to the silvery glimmer of the front doors. The stone steps glisten, slick as bone. As she climbs, the house seems to withdraw—resisting her arrival, refusing to yield its threshold.

She pauses beneath the overhang. Her hands, numb and unsure, search for the bell pull. Instead, the door opens: a slit of motion, a shape in starched black and white. Madame Marguerite Leclerc stands with her arms folded, holding a tray of polished silver goblets as if to weigh each one against the girl before her.

“Mademoiselle Dubois,” Madame says, her voice a taut line.

“Yes, Madame.” Colette’s own voice is thin and childlike, despite herself.

Madame’s gaze moves from Colette’s damp, frizzing hair to the silk scarf at her throat, then to trembling fingers clutching the valise. “You are late.” No question; an assessment. “Come. The master dislikes delay.”

Colette sidesteps in, shoes skidding over the marble. Inside, the air is warmer but more severe, suffused with wax and something bitter—old flowers left too long in their vases. The vast hall opens, mirrors everywhere—cold-eyed, elaborate—turning her reflection into a procession of wary maids trailing behind.

Madame Leclerc leads, heels striking stone with measured cruelty. Colette follows, shrinking from every echo, wanting to disappear but only magnifying her newness and uncertainty. The corridor is lined with portraits of ancient men in velvet and iron, all staring down with an intimacy that makes her mouth dry.

They turn a corner, and from the gloom, a motionless figure emerges. His uniform immaculate, shoes shinier than mirrors, face long and severe, eyes deep and watchful, the color of old tea.

“Monsieur Laurent, the new girl.” Madame’s voice softens slightly, though her posture does not. “She will need your instruction. Be thorough.”

His eyes settle on Colette’s, searching, hunger, not malice. “Welcome, Mademoiselle,” he says with gravitas.

Her lips form thank you, but no sound escapes. Silence stretches. He studies her as if she were a rare artifact, some curiosity whose flaws are yet to be catalogued.

“Laurent will show you your quarters,” Madame says, and is already gone, leaving the ghost of her perfume and the sound of her receding steps.

He gestures for Colette to follow, and she steps carefully after him, ascending the staircase. The banister is cold beneath her palm, so smooth she must clutch it to keep from slipping. Laurent’s measured steps guide her upward, his watchful presence never more than two steps away, making beads of sweat form beneath her hairline despite the chill.

“You are from Tours?” he asks, not looking at her.

“Yes, Monsieur.”

“A good city. You will find it quieter here. Fewer distractions.” He says it as if this is a blessing.

She tries to reply, but can only nod. Laurent’s tall frame is just ahead, his measured pace steady and sure. His face betrays no judgment, yet she cannot shake the certainty that he has already weighed and measured her, tucked her away in the grand ledger of his mind.

They reach a landing; the hallways branch off in two directions—one brighter, with gilded sconces and fresh runner, the other more austere. It is down the latter path that Laurent turns. The walls here close in, narrowing the light to thin blue blades. The air is colder, the scents sharper. Colette’s skin prickles with the electric certainty that every word spoken here will be heard, that every slip will be marked.

Laurent opens a door. “Your room.”

She steps past him into a chamber barely wider than a closet. There is a bed, a narrow table, a window so tall it nearly cleaves the wall in half, and a plain wardrobe whose doors do not quite meet. Still, the bed is neatly made, the sheets bright against the grey gloom.

As she sets her valise at the foot of the bed, he lingers for a moment, watching her, then says, “Unpack your things and change into your uniform. It’s in the wardrobe. When you are ready, report to the kitchens downstairs. No need to rush, but don’t dawdle either. If you require anything, you will find me there.”

She wishes to thank him, but finds herself staring at the veins in his hand. He glances up, catches her gaze, and for a moment she thinks she sees—what? Pity? A warning? Something soft, quickly hidden behind the formal mask.

He leaves, the door closing silently behind him.

Colette sits on the bed, feeling the seams of the mattress through her dress. Her heart is still beating with a hurried, rabbit-foot tempo. She flexes her hands and finds her nails digging shallow crescent moons in her palm. For a moment, she allows herself a fragile hope—that this house, this new life, might one day feel less like exile and more like home.

A tremor shudders through her; she draws in a deep breath and lets it out slowly. The room is colder now. She stands, goes to the window, and presses her forehead to the pane. Below, the gardens lie in formal grids, the hedges mist-wrapped and secretive. In the distance, a solitary figure moves along the hedge, pruning or searching, or perhaps waiting for something—someone—to slip.

She watches until the figure vanishes, then steps back. Opening her valise, she rearranges a few possessions—two dresses, a brush, a small locket. She places the locket on the table, feeling foolish but unable to hide it. Her hands trace the delicate chain before closing into a fist.
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Colette opens the wardrobe. The stiff, starched uniform’s collar bites at her neck. The fabric smells of lye and sun-bleached cotton—foreign, unyielding. She tugs her hair into a rough braid, hands trembling, nearly dropping the pins. At the last moment, she glances at the locket on the table, tucking it beneath the dress—for luck or armor.

Before leaving, her fingers brush the delicate silk scarf laying on her bed—a cool, familiar tether to a past life, a talisman she dares not reveal. She hesitates, then stands straight, steeling herself for the day.

The bell tolls the hour as she emerges. The corridor is brighter but heavy with decades of dust and whispered footsteps. She walks lightly, afraid to scuff the runner, and nearly collides with a maid carrying linens. The other girl does not speak, only offers a quick, terrified nod and vanishes behind a door.

Colette makes her way toward the main staircase. On the landing, she pauses—her view through the window affords her a better vantage of the gardens. She sees Monsieur Laurent, directing footmen as they erect a canopy. The master must be expecting guests. The thought both excites and frightens her—she’s never served in a house where every action is weighed by unseen eyes.

A sudden, sharp laugh echoes nearby. Colette startles, flattening herself against the wall. The noise emanates from a door left slightly ajar across the landing. She should not, but cannot resist. She peers through the gap.

The first thing she notices is the silence, taut as piano wire after the laugh has faded. Then, the figures within: Philippe de Villiers, unmistakable even in profile. He is standing near the fireplace, arms folded, his gaze locked not on the flames but on the woman seated opposite him.

Madame Isabelle.

She is the room’s axis—composure flawless, body draped in shimmering silk like the portraits. Her hands curl lightly around a white handkerchief; her gaze drifts past her husband, distant and blurred with a weariness that predates the dawn—a fragile veil over hidden pain.

Philippe’s posture is rigid. He does not approach her; instead, he studies her with the air of a man reviewing a painting for flaws. At length he says something low and urgent. Isabelle’s mouth twitches, but she does not respond at first. When she does, her words are even softer, more pointed, and Colette feels herself blush, though she cannot catch the meaning.

She should leave, but something anchors her. An invisible war pulses here, igniting the air. Colette senses the history in Isabelle’s drifting eyes, Philippe’s clenched jaw. No warmth—only the rigid dance of people who know each other’s every weakness.

Then, without warning, Isabelle’s gaze lifts. For a breath—sharp, unwavering—the mistress of the house meets Colette’s eyes through the crack. The air tightens around her, the world narrowing to that piercing look. Heat rushes to Colette’s cheeks; her breath falters, heart thudding in sudden thunder. Time seems to fracture, hanging between recognition and threat. She staggers back, swallowed by the shadows of the corridor, shaking and breathless.

She rushes to her room and closes the door with trembling fingers. For several minutes she stands there, breath ragged, heart thundering in her chest. Had she imagined it? No. She knows the weight of being watched. That gaze held more than recognition—something sharper, a question or a revelation.

She cannot banish the image from her mind: Isabelle, pale and motionless, locked in a struggle with her husband, yet taking the time to mark a new maid as something worth noticing. It is not hatred in her eyes—nor is it kindness. It is curiosity, shaded with a darkness that Colette cannot name.

She thinks of her mother’s warnings, whispered over bread and tea in the lean days: “The ladies in those houses—they’re like the cats in the alley. Beautiful, yes, but don’t let them see you bleed.” At the time, she had laughed. Now, the words coil around her like fog.

The hallway is silent again, the moment passed. Colette sits on the edge of her bed, the locket pressed to her chest beneath the stiff uniform, and wonders—not for the first time—what she has gotten herself into.

She will not run. She cannot. But she will watch and wait, learning the rules of this strange new world—where every glance asks, and every answer must be earned.

After lingering in her room for a while, Colette finally musters the courage to descend to the kitchens.

The air grows warmer here, rich with roasting meats and herbs. Staff glance at her—curious or indifferent—as she moves tentatively. Madame Leclerc nods her to a spot by the hearth. Her tasks are simple but exacting; every small mistake looms large in her anxious mind. Hours pass in sweat and whispered orders. The kitchen’s rhythm exhausts and grounds her, sharpening her focus. By afternoon, small successes grow her confidence, and she is finally sent to rest before evening. 

She returns to her room, where the silk scarf still lays quietly on her bed—a quiet sentinel to the trials of her first day. Colette undresses her uniform carefully and lies down, allowing herself a few moments to rest, to gather strength for whatever awaits.
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Evening unspools, marked by the deliberate chimes of the grandfather clock. Around half past six, a soft knock. A younger maid’s quiet but firm voice: “Mademoiselle, Madame Leclerc requests you in the dining hall. Be ready, in uniform.”

Colette straightens, her heart quickening. She dresses with care, flattening every wrinkle, polishing the brass buttons until they glare in the last rays of the day. The corridor is still except for the soft rustle of linen and scuffing shoes. The house is bracing itself. Colette can sense it: a silent readiness, the charged air before a storm.

The dining room is a cathedral of wood and light. Ceilings soar on beams the color of old chestnuts. The table, vanishing into shadow, is set with precision. Colette’s steps echo; she wishes she could walk softer—or not at all.

Monsieur Laurent is already there, aligning the silverware so exactly she fears any deviation would register as blasphemy. His glance at Colette is brief, approving, then he hands her a tray with three crystal goblets balanced in a perfect triangle. Her hands shake, but she wills them still.

“You will serve from the right, always,” Laurent instructs, voice so low it vibrates in her bones. “You will pour for Madame first, then for the master. Never the reverse.”

She nods, memorizing the rules as if her life depends on them—perhaps it does.

The doors swing open. Madame Leclerc sweeps in, arms folded, her eyes raking over the room and the assembled staff. “Places, now. The master is not to be kept waiting.”

At the stroke of seven, they arrive: Philippe de Villiers in a suit so dark it swallows the candlelight, and at his side, Isabelle, her neck adorned with a pearl choker that seems to tighten with every step. He is every inch the lord of the manor—broad-shouldered, jaw set, eyes like chips of stone—but there is something uneasy in the way he holds himself, a stiffness that betrays his inner tension. The mistress moves with silent grace, but Colette notices her fingers trembling slightly as she lifts the napkin to her lap. For a fleeting moment, Isabelle’s eyes flicker—an almost imperceptible quiver, a soft intake of breath—before her composure hardens once more.

There are no other guests tonight. The absence is a presence in itself, filling the long table with unspoken history.

Colette takes her station behind Isabelle, counting her breaths. She can smell the powder on the mistress’s skin, the faint trace of soap and something sharper—orange blossom? It mingles with the odor of roast duck, the sweetness of glazed carrots, the acrid tang of red wine. She is lightheaded from the symphony of scents, and from the blood pounding in her ears.

She serves the soup; her hand slips. A drop clings to the bowl’s edge; time slows, held in a breath. Colette’s heart stammers, throat tightens, waiting for rebuke that never comes. Instead, Isabelle’s cold, unreadable eyes lock on hers—an unspoken verdict, as if her fate is already mapped.

The master and mistress eat in near silence. Occasional words drift across the table, muted and formal. “The shipment from Lyon arrives Thursday,” Philippe says, not looking up. “Laurent, confirm the arrangements.”

“Yes, Monsieur.”

Isabelle dabs at her lips with the napkin, gaze never straying from her plate. “I expect the garden to be ready for guests by then, Marguerite,” she says, voice so cool it could chill the soup.

“Of course, madame.”

The meal proceeds course by course, each dish a test. Colette’s hands cramp from the weight of platters and decanters. Her arms ache with the effort of composure. She focuses on the rules: serve from the right, clear from the left, never cross an arm, never turn your back. Yet even as she obeys, she can feel Philippe’s eyes on her. He is not overt, but there are moments—when she leans to refill his glass, or adjusts the placement of a dish—when his gaze lingers just a shade too long.

The last course is cheese, the knives so sharp they slice the silence itself. Philippe pours himself another glass of wine and finally, finally, looks at Colette without pretense. The contact is electric; she freezes, the tray held a fraction above the table.

“You are new here,” he says, words slow and deliberate.

“Yes, Monsieur.” Her voice is barely more than a whisper.

He studies her. “What is your name?”

“Colette, Monsieur.”

He smiles, but it is a smile without warmth. “I expect you will learn quickly. This house can be... demanding.”

“Yes, Monsieur.”

His gaze lingers a moment longer on her, steady and piercing. Colette feels her heart seize, a cold wave rising in her stomach. Her breath falters; thoughts tangle and slip away, caught unprepared beneath his scrutiny.

He glances at Isabelle, whose face is perfectly blank, save for a tightening at the corners of her mouth. The exchange is wordless, but Colette feels it as surely as a slap.

She is an intrusion, a pebble in the gears of a long-established machinery, and already she senses the subtle recalibration underway.

The meal ends. The de Villiers rise in tandem, their chairs scraping the floor in perfect synchronicity. The staff bows as they depart; Colette copies the movement, feeling the strain in her back and the sweat beading at her collar.

Once the family is gone, the room loses its charge. The staff relaxes, voices blooming into nervous chatter. Colette stands by the sideboard, tray pressed to her chest, as Laurent approaches.

“You did well,” he says, voice gentler than before. “Better than most on their first night.”

She flushes, grateful and embarrassed all at once.

He leans in, so close she can see the flecks of gold in his irises. “If you are wise, you will keep your head down. The mistress is not always forgiving.”

She nods, knowing he means well, and watches as he turns to oversee the clearing of the table.

The hall empties. The candlelight dims. Colette retraces her steps to the attic corridor, feet heavy, mind a riot of impressions. She undresses in the dark, folds the uniform with trembling hands, and climbs beneath the covers. Her muscles throb with fatigue, but her thoughts will not let her rest.

She replays the dinner: Philippe’s gaze brushing, Isabelle’s chilling silence, Madame Leclerc’s watchful eyes. How long before she slips? Before they send her back? The question coils tighter with each beat.

Yet beneath the dread, a current of something else: excitement, a strange hunger to see what lies beneath the veneer of this house. She remembers the look in Isabelle’s eyes, that flicker of curiosity laced with something darker. She wonders if the mistress is as lonely as the silence that clings to her shoulders, a ghost of a life once dreamed but never born. The stiff grace, the cold mask—perhaps a shield against the ache of empty rooms, the quiet absence of children, and a marriage that has long since lost its warmth. Behind those distant eyes lies a solitude carved deep, as enduring as the house itself.

She turns to the window, the moon framed by velvet curtains, her gaze drifting over gardens shrouded in shadow. Somewhere beyond, the hedges shift in restless wind, shadows flickering like whispers along the paths. The house is a fortress—and a stage—where every night new secrets unfold behind closed doors.

Her thoughts drift, tangled and restless: How long before the masks grow too heavy? The locket presses cold beneath her nightgown, a fragile talisman against the watching dark. Tomorrow will be harder. But she will be ready.

The clock chimes again, once, twice, thrice, each note echoing through the stone like a summons. She sleeps at last, and in her dreams, the corridors stretch on forever, lined with mirrors, each one reflecting a different version of herself—maid, mistress, intruder, confidante. She wakes before dawn, uncertain of which role she will be called to play.

• • •
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Chapter Two
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The day begins in shadow and straw, with a hush more honest than any kept in the château above. Here, in the stables, morning is a tactile thing, built from steam and muscle and the scrape of pitchfork tines against stone. The horses breathe in slow, wet gusts, exhaling the velvet warmth of oats and animal, curling vapor around the beams of early light that slip between the weathered planks.

After only a handful of days at the estate, Colette finds herself at home among them. Not in the sense of belonging—she knows her place too well for that—but in the rhythm of labor and the silence that follows.

Her presence is low-profile but not invisible. She’s used to it by now, the quiet acceptance of her place among the others, but there’s an unspoken weight to it—a weight she can’t shake. The horses are more than mere animals to her; they represent the silence she’s had to accept since she left her family behind. The recognition of shared low status with them is a comfort, yet it makes her feel small in a way she didn’t expect, as though she has no other choice but to submit to it.

She is reaching for a bucket when Jean-Baptiste arrives. She hears him first: the shuffle of boots, the not-quite-muted yawn, then the slap of his palm against the wide barn door as he swings it open. He is younger than she expected, maybe even younger than herself, with a face both soft and sun-hardened, eyes the color of wet loam.

He pretends not to see her—protocol even among the lowest ranks—but his glances flicker through the golden haze of hay dust. At the far stall, he tends the gelding with exaggerated moves: lifting the bucket with one arm, flexing, wiping his brow with practiced drama.

Colette hides a smile in the hollow of the mare’s neck, feeling the warmth of his unspoken attentions even as she tries to ignore them. She is not unfamiliar with boys like Jean-Baptiste. In the market back home, she had seen them in packs, whistling and preening, always just on the edge of trouble. This one is different only in setting, his swagger blunted by the hush of the stables and the gravity of the house above.

For a long moment, there is only the music of labor: the clatter of buckets, the scrape of hooves on stone, the low murmur of horses at rest. Colette sets down the water and straightens her back. Jean-Baptiste is waiting, or pretending to wait, at the far end, adjusting the bridle on a roan.

He glances up, caught in the act, and for a moment his bravado collapses. “Mornin’,” he says, the word bunched up in his throat.

“Bonjour, Jean-Baptiste,” she replies, careful but kind. She knows the dance: how much to offer, how much to withhold.

He smiles shyly. “You get the horses calm, then? No one else can hold their temper like that.”

Colette shrugs. “Maybe they just like me.”

He grins, the barn warming around him. “Or maybe you’re the only one who talks to them right.”

Colette blushes, unexpected, and fumbles for a reply. “It’s possible,” she says, knowing it sounds foolish, but he only laughs—an easy, genuine sound, free from the echoes of the main house.

For a moment, the distance between them collapses. He steps forward, not quite into her space, but near enough that she can catch the scent of fresh earth and early sun on his skin.

He tilts his head, studying her. “You from the city, then?”

“From Tours,” she says. “But not the good part.”

“Me neither,” he confides. “Father was a mason. Worked himself to dust. I only know horses because I used to follow them through the streets, cleaning what they left behind.” He says this without self-pity, as if it’s a joke on the world rather than himself.

Colette laughs sharply, startling even herself. The sound bounces off the rafters; the horses prick their ears.

“You have a nice laugh,” he says, then looks immediately away, as if ashamed of the compliment.

The conversation falters. She can see him searching for the next thing to say, a flicker of uncertainty chasing his usual confidence. He fiddles with the buckle of his belt, then picks up a piece of straw and chews the end, mouth working side to side.

Colette decides to be kind. “How long have you been here?”

He shrugs. “Two years, maybe more. Feels longer.” He glances toward the house, voice dropping. “They keep the staff close, don’t want us knowing too much. I think they’re afraid we’ll gossip.” He leans in, whispering, “But it’s worse with the old ones. The butler, especially—he never misses a thing.”

Colette nods, thinking of Laurent’s eyes, sharp as frost.

“You’ll get used to it,” Jean-Baptiste says, then, softer, “Some of us stick together.”

She meets his gaze. There is nothing lewd in it, nothing that sets her on edge. Only the suggestion of solidarity, a promise that even in this foreign kingdom she might find an ally.

The horses shift, restless. Sunlight creeps higher, slanting through the chinks in the roof, spilling gold onto the dirt floor. She can feel the warmth on her face, the sting of cold giving way to something almost pleasant.

Jean-Baptiste clears his throat. “I—um. I could show you a shortcut, if you’re ever late getting back. Through the gardens, then around the south wing. No one uses it except the groundskeeper, and he’s gone by noon.”

She considers, weighing the offer for ulterior motive, but finds none. “Thank you,” she says, and means it.

He beams, then tries to hide it with another exaggerated yawn. “It’s nothing. It gets cold in the mornings, you know. Better to move fast.”

She nods. For a moment, they stand in companionable silence, the world outside the barn irrelevant.

When she leaves, the air is crisp and her lungs feel new. Jean-Baptiste’s shortcut proves itself—a path skirting the pond, bordered by boxwood hedges, dew-soaked and lovely. She moves quickly, but not so quickly that she cannot savor it: the hush, the faint music of distant birds, the way her feet leave ghost prints in the wet grass.

At the back door, she pauses. The house looms above, its windows reflecting a world she cannot see. She glances back, half-expecting to see Jean-Baptiste watching, but he is not there. Only the smell of horses and the faint warmth of sunlight, seeping through the chill.

She enters the manor with a little less dread than before, a quiet sense of relief carried by the memory of laughter and the promise of a friend. The house still feels large and unfamiliar, but it’s a place she might grow used to. For now, it is just another day, and she’s learning how to move through it.

• •
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The morning is a study in distractions.

Philippe sits at his desk, correspondence splayed out in neat battalions, each letter a silent rebuke for his failure to act. The ink has dried on half the pages; on the others, his hand hovers, poised but never quite committing to the page. The room hangs heavy with the musk of leather and lamp oil, yet beneath it, a ghostly sweetness weaves through the air—a scent elusive and persistent. It is her perfume, diluted yet haunting, caught like a whisper in the fibers of the rug by the door.

He tells himself it is nothing. He has known dozens of maids, each more interchangeable than the last, yet there is something about this new one—about Colette Dubois—that makes concentration not just difficult, but impossible. He recalls the tremor in her voice at dinner, the way her hands curled around a crystal decanter as if it might shatter in her grip. The memory is oddly thrilling. He toys with it the way he might a dangerous, double-edged blade.

He attempts a reply to the bishop’s inquiry, only to find his pen drifting, the black script blossoming into meaningless loops. He tears the page, then the next, then gives up altogether.

Laurent knocks, entering without waiting for a summons. He places a tray on the edge of the desk, the porcelain cup rattling against its saucer. “Your chocolate, Monsieur.”

Philippe nods, and for a moment the butler lingers, eyes flicking to the growing pile of failed letters.

“Will that be all?”

He hesitates, then—too quickly—says, “No. Have the new girl—Colette—bring fresh flowers for the mantel.” He hears the need in his own voice, the thin edge of impatience.

Laurent bows minutely. “At once.”

As soon as the door closes, Philippe stands, restless, and moves to the window. He watches the world below as if it might offer answers. The gardens are crisp with frost, the topiary hedges geometric and perfect, the gravel paths combed into flawless lines by invisible hands. The only movement is by the stables: a figure in black, her skirt flicking up pale ankles as she bends to lift a pail. He recognizes her gait, the careful economizing of every step. She is speaking to the groom, Jean-Baptiste, whose easy grin can be seen even from this distance.

Philippe clenches his jaw. He cannot say why their innocent laughter feels like an offense. He watches until they vanish into the barn’s shadow, then turns away.

He pours himself a small glass of cognac, the hour be damned, and takes it in a single swallow. The burn steadies his hands but not his mind. He knows what this is: not love, not even desire in its pure form, but a kind of longing for disruption. For a single thing in his world to resist him, to defy his expectations.

When Colette arrives with the flowers, he is ready.

She knocks, then enters, carrying a bundle of lilies and fern. Her hands are steady but careful, her eyes fixed downward, deliberately avoiding his gaze as she crosses the threshold.

“Monsieur, you asked for these?” Her voice stronger than he remembers.

“Yes.” He nods, gesturing toward the empty vase on the mantel. “There.”

Philippe watches her intently, his gaze lingering on the curve of her arms, the quiet grace in her movements. She keeps her eyes lowered, yet he catches the faint tremble in her hand as she arranges the flowers. There is something delicate in her movements that makes his chest tighten. He can see the curve of her cheek as she leans forward, fingers brushing gently through the petals, the pulse ticking at her throat. He waits until she is done, then—almost on impulse—calls her back.

“Have you settled in?” he asks, voice smooth but weighted, as if seeking more than a simple answer. He watches her closely, his eyes narrowing slightly, noting how her lips part for a moment before she answers, her breath almost catching in her throat.

She nods. “The staff is very kind, Monsieur.”

He doubts that, but lets it pass. “And the work? You find it acceptable?”

“It is... different from the last place,” she says, then glances up, meeting his eyes for the first time. “But I am learning.”

Their eyes hold for a moment longer than either of them intends. He notices the slight tension in her shoulders, the way her fingers fidget with the hem of her sleeve, as if unsure what to do with herself in his presence. There is a subtle tightening in his chest at the sight.

“Good,” he says, voice softening despite himself. “If you have any trouble, you may speak to me directly.”

A flicker of surprise crosses her features. “Thank you, Monsieur.”

He dismisses her with a nod, and she turns to leave. But as she passes him—close enough that he could reach out and touch her—he finds his hand moving, almost involuntarily, to the doorframe. His fingers brush the back of her hand as she slips through the threshold.

She stops, just for a second, then continues on. He listens to the echo of her steps, the quiet fade as she disappears down into the lower world. A strange ache stirs in his chest, an unfamiliar feeling he cannot place. He shakes it off, but it lingers like the scent of her perfume in the room, haunting him.

He stands there, hand still on the wood, and feels the blood hammering in his wrist.
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The day grinds on. Meetings with the steward, a tense exchange with the foreman about a collapsed retaining wall, and—always—his mind circling back to the girl. He hates this weakness in himself, but the more he tries to banish it, the more it grows.

By late afternoon, he is back at the window, the decanter half-empty and the room dim with the approach of dusk. He sees her again—Colette—walking the outer path, this time with Jean-Baptiste beside her. They are talking, their heads close, and at one point she laughs, reaching out to steady herself as she slips on the slick flagstones. Jean-Baptiste catches her elbow, and for a moment they stand locked in some private joke.

Philippe’s fist tightens on the window latch. He tells himself it is nothing, that he is master here, that if he wishes he can dismiss them both before sunset. But the thought brings no satisfaction. Instead, he feels a slow burn of something dangerously close to envy.

He is still there when Laurent announces dinner.

•
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He does not see Colette during the meal—Isabelle has taken it upon herself to handle the evening service, keeping the junior staff, including Colette, at a careful distance. Yet he knows she is there, just beyond the door, ready to answer if summoned.

The table is a battlefield, as ever. Isabelle sits opposite, her every motion a study in controlled aggression: the way she lifts her fork, the measured sips of her wine, the absolute refusal to acknowledge his presence except when necessity demands. They speak in code, in clipped references to shipments and schedules, the true conversation always lurking beneath the surface.

He finds himself watching her, trying to read beneath her calm exterior—wondering if his own unease has conjured shadows where none exist. For years their war has been one of cold attrition, but lately there is a new edge to her silence, and he cannot tell if it is a warning or mere coincidence.

Afterward, he retreats to the study, not trusting himself to share space with anyone.

•
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Night. He cannot sleep.

He paces the halls, the echo of his steps familiar and oddly comforting. On the first floor, he hears movement—a soft creak, the sigh of a door. He turns the corner and finds Colette standing in the half-light, arms full of pressed linens.

She freezes. For a moment, neither moves.

“Out late?” he says, trying to sound casual, but the words come out brittle.

She nods. “Madame wanted fresh sheets for the guest rooms.”

He steps closer, until there is only a hand’s breadth between them. She tilts her head up, eyes wide and unblinking.

“I hope you do not find the house... oppressive,” he says, each word measured. “Some say it has that effect.”

She hesitates, then shakes her head. “No, Monsieur. I am well. Thank you.”

He steadies a vase on the console—meaningless, yet it draws him nearer. Her breath quickens; her wrist trembles as she clutches the linens. He wants to say something—anything—to break the spell, but all language deserts him.

At last, she speaks. “If there is nothing more, Monsieur, I should finish my duties.”

He lets her go, watching as she slips down the corridor and out of sight. For a long time he stands there, heart beating wildly, feeling the electric trace of her presence on the skin of his forearm.

He returns to his room, but the memory lingers. He lies awake in the dark, his mind tracing every detail—her hand, the fleeting touch, the unspoken tension. He can’t quite shake it. The desire for control, for dominance, has always been his, but with her... it feels different. A shifting balance he can’t predict.

In the morning, he tells himself, he will regain control. In the morning, it will all be as it was.

But as he finally slips into uneasy sleep, he knows it is a lie. The balance has shifted, and there is no turning back.

• •
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Isabelle sits perfectly still at her dressing table, as if the slightest movement might splinter the fragile peace of the house. Light gathers around her, refracted by a dozen mirrored surfaces: the crystal perfume bottles, the polished ivory of her brush, the convex curve of the looking glass itself. In this room, she is both subject and observer, watching the careful arrangement of her features as her maid, Léonie, moves silently behind her.

The process is ritual, but today Isabelle feels no comfort in its repetitions. The pins bite sharper than usual; the scent of rosewater clings too thickly to her skin. She studies her own hands, white against the black lacquer, and finds them trembling—just barely, but enough.

Léonie hums under her breath, a tune familiar from the streets outside Tours. “Madame, would you prefer the pearls or the sapphires?”
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