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            Chapter
1

            Stasia

            

8 June 1935

Rouen, France

         

         The dead man had no boots.

         It was the sight of his bare, filthy toes pointed up into the shadows of the narrow alley that made Stasia Neimic stop where she was, her hand frozen on the bars of her bicycle. She had seen dead people before, of course, but those had been as cherished in death as they had been in life and treated accordingly. This man was not cherished. He had been discarded, and Stasia found that realization unbearably sad.

         The man had died propped up crookedly against a crumbling brick wall, surrounded by refuse and broken glass. It was difficult to tell how old he was, but the grey in his matted beard and stringy hair suggested that he had been at least her father’s age. He was dressed in the remnants of a soldier’s uniform from two decades ago, the blue greatcoat almost unrecognizable as anything beyond a buttonless, dull grey tatter.

         A knot of pedestrians, their arms laden with baskets and bags from the market, hurried by Stasia, their steps quickening even farther past the mouth of the alley as they either deliberately ignored the dead man or simply chose not to see. Stasia opened her mouth to call after them but then closed it, not sure what she would say. What she would ask for. The dead were beyond anybody’s help. But she couldn’t just walk away.

         Stasia left her bicycle at the top of the narrow lane and picked her way to the body, ignoring the stench of rotting garbage and urine. She crouched down, taking in the claw-like fingers that, even in death, still clutched the neck of a bottle of gin. The ravages of the contents of that bottle, and undoubtably hundreds before it, were written across his sunken and gaunt face, pale and still beneath the beard.

         She should at least cover him with something. His coat, perhaps, until she could find someone to collect him. Or maybe there was something in the alley that she could use to—

         “Back away. Don’t touch him.”

         The order was snarled, and Stasia shot to her feet, stumbling back.

         A boy who couldn’t have been much older than Stasia’s fifteen years shouldered past her and replaced her in a crouch in front of the body. He was tall and lean, wiry muscle cording his forearms, where his threadbare shirt was pushed up over his elbows. His hair was pale blond and cut very short, his face an arrangement of bitter angles and angry planes.

         “Did you touch him?” Cold grey eyes pinned her where she stood.

         Stasia found her tongue. “No, I was just—”

         “Did you take anything?”

         Stasia stared at the boy. “I was going to cover him. You think I would steal something from a dead man?”

         He looked away from her and was now rummaging in a worn satchel he had slung across his body. He had pulled out a small paper-wrapped bundle. “He’s not dead,” he mumbled.

         “What?”

         The boy placed the bundle in the man’s lap and reached for the empty bottle clasped in his lifeless hand. “He’s not—”

         The man that Stasia had believed dead jerked to life, his eyes snapping open in blind panic, his mouth open in a soundless scream. The arm that held the gin bottle swung wildly, the bottle catching the boy on the side of the head with a hollow thud before shattering. The boy crumpled to the side, and the man in the coat lurched to his feet, only to stagger two steps to the side and collapse again.

         Stasia remained frozen where she was for a heartbeat, her breath caught in her throat, too startled to react. The man was now curled in a ball on the ground, his hands over his head, whimpering. The boy had managed to push himself to his hands and knees, a deep gash above his left eye bleeding copiously and leaving bright, scarlet inkblots on the collar and shoulder of his shirt in the dramatic way that scalp lacerations are prone to do. His eyes were squeezed shut, his hands clenched into fists, and he was muttering curses under his breath.

         Stasia ignored the man and went to the boy first. “Look at me.”

         The boy put a hand to his temple and opened his eyes to inspect his bloody fingers as he drew them away. “Shit,” he groaned.

         She put a hand on his shoulder. “Look at me,” she said again in the voice that her grandfather always used when dealing with difficult patients. Direct, firm, but not harsh.

         The boy looked up. His eyes were clear and furious as he met her gaze directly. “Don’t touch me,” he snapped, wrenching away from her.

         Satisfied that his faculties seemed to be in order, Stasia stood and retreated, eyeing the gash above his eye. “You’re going to need that stitched,” she told him. And that was the truth. She’d stitched less grievous wounds on her grandparents’ ornery gelding.

         He ignored her and slowly pushed himself to his feet, pressing the sleeve of his shirt to his wound.

         “Did you hear me? You’re going to need that st—”

         “I don’t need anything, certainly not from you. This is your fault.”

         “I was just trying to help—”

         “I don’t need any more of your help,” he spat. “You’ve done more than enough.” He pulled his shirt sleeve away and grimaced at the bloodstain. “Shit,” he muttered again.

         Stasia turned her attention to the man still curled on the ground. Very slowly, she crouched beside him, speaking softly to him the way she might with a terrified child. Gently, she took the broken neck of the bottle from his fingers and set it aside before he could do any more damage, to himself or someone else.

         “Can you sit up?” she asked the man in the same voice she had used with the boy.

         At the sound of her voice, the man stopped whimpering and dragged himself up and away from her. He was trembling, and he clutched his hands over his ears. “I can hear them,” he mumbled. “Always hear them. Always, always. They’re comin’ back. The planes.”

         “There are no planes,” Stasia told him.

         “I told you not to touch him.” The boy was back, pushing his body between them. He turned, forcing her back another step. “Go away and leave us alone.”

         Stasia shook her head, confused at the boy’s reaction. She had expected anger directed toward the man who had struck him. At the very least, she might have expected the boy to disappear, but instead he stayed, ignoring his injury and putting himself between the man and Stasia as though she was the threat. “I didn’t mean to—”

         “Leave.” The word was desperate, and it made her pause.

         And then retreat.

         Stasia stopped where she had left her bicycle but went no farther. She would respect his wishes for the moment but she was not abandoning him. Not until she could assure herself that he was all right. And that he would have his wound tended. Because he hadn’t been entirely wrong when he had said that it was her fault.

         She watched as the boy helped the man sit back up against the wall, speaking to him in low tones. Seemingly oblivious to the blood that was still sheeting the side of his face, the boy cast about for the paper bundle that had rolled away in the scuffle. Finding it, he unwrapped it and pressed it into the man’s hands, his voice rising in argument when the man batted it away. It looked like a piece of cake, Stasia thought. Or maybe part of a loaf, though it was hard to tell from where she stood.

         She bit her lip. This man hadn’t been discarded after all. She wasn’t sure what or who he was to the boy, and she wasn’t sure of the circumstances that had brought him to this time and this place, but he still had someone who cared, despite his actions. Somehow, this knowledge made her even sadder.

         The exchange went on for a while, the conversation or argument rising and falling in volume, the boy’s shoulders slumping and straightening with it. Eventually, he stood and threw up his hands. The man on the ground shouted something unintelligible at him and twisted his face away, his body slouching even farther down the wall. The boy turned, his expression blank, his posture rigid, his eyes firmly on the ground. He stalked toward Stasia, stopping only when he became aware of her presence. The bleeding above his eye had slowed but the skin was already starting to purple and swell.

         “Couldn’t help yourself, could you?” he sneered. “Had to stay for the show?”

         Stasia blinked. “I don’t understand—”

         “I told you to leave us alone.”

         “You need to have that cut tended.”

         The boy made a rude noise and continued walking. She let him get ahead of her before pulling her bicycle from the wall, pushing it as she followed him at a distance. He was headed west, away from the shops and cafés, across Boulevard des Belges, toward the Hôtel-Dieu. Good. Someone at the hospital would tend to his laceration.

         Except he didn’t seem to be heading to the hospital to find a doctor. Instead, he hurried past the gates of the hospital, head down, wiping at the blood on the side of his face with the sleeve of his shirt again. Two women, dressed smartly in summer frocks and heels, deliberately veered away across the cobbled pavement to avoid him, both tucking their handbags more securely beneath their arms, though if he noticed, he gave no indication. Stasia frowned in disbelief, feeling resentful toward the women for their callousness. Surely they had to see that he was injured? Surely someone cared?

         The boy turned and continued down the northwest side of the hospital, pausing only when he reached a pair of battered, utilitarian doors set into the long building. Outside these doors, gathered against the building’s stone walls, were stacks of discarded detritus that looked like broken equipment, and it was through this abandoned collection that the boy seemed to be searching for something. From across the street, Stasia watched with bewilderment as he pulled a length of wire from the top of a tangled mess, wound it neatly, and slid it into his bag.

         From another pile, he picked an assortment of small parts and pieces, most of which Stasia couldn’t identify, and all of which vanished into his satchel with the same practiced efficiency. When he reached the last stack, he paused before he extracted a small tin wedged between the pile and the building. He tipped it over in his hands and grinned, though it almost immediately turned into a grimace as he touched the side of his face.

         One of the doors banged open without warning, and the boy whirled, nimbly jumping to the side. A portly man stumbled out, yelling and waving his fist. Stasia couldn’t hear what he was saying but his fury was obvious and clearly aimed at the bleeding boy, who now had his bag tucked firmly at his side as he sprinted away from the lane. Without looking back, the boy darted behind a news seller and his stacks of papers and then bolted around him, easily outpacing the puffing hospital employee who was attempting to give chase.

         Stasia mounted her bicycle and continued to follow him until he finally slowed and, free from any pursuit, started walking south along the lazy curve of the Seine. For a fleeting moment, she wondered if she should simply leave him be. He’d made it more than clear that her help and her presence were not welcome. In the next moment, she knew that she could not—would not—abandon him. He was hurt, partly due to her actions, and he was even heading in the same direction as her grandparents’ farm. Satisfied she had given herself all the justification she needed, Stasia angled her bicycle toward the road.

         It wasn’t hard to follow him, though she was glad for the bicycle because she didn’t think she would have been able to keep up with his long-legged strides otherwise. She drew even with him past the port, where to her left, the river’s surface sparkled like diamonds under the bright June sunshine. As he left the city behind, his steps made little puffs of dust that rose and scattered in the breeze, giving a faint chalky scent to the air that was already heavily laced with the pungency of the thick, earthy vegetation lining the river’s edge. Stasia slowed enough to keep pace with him, waiting for him to acknowledge her presence.

         He didn’t.

         Up close, Stasia could see that the wound was bleeding again. The swelling was worse, enough so that she doubted he was able to see much out of his eye any longer. Dried blood had crusted in his pale hair and above his ear. If the wound pained him, he didn’t show it, but Stasia knew it had to be throbbing with every step he took.

         “You really need stitches,” she finally said.

         The boy said nothing, merely increasing his pace.

         “It wouldn’t take long,” Stasia tried. “And it will heal faster.”

         “Go away.” He kicked at a rock in the road. “Leave me alone.”

         “No,” she replied pleasantly.

         “You’re just going to follow me then?” He still hadn’t looked at her.

         “Yes. Until you agree to have your wound tended.”

         A humourless bark of laughter escaped. “Tended by whom? You?”

         “Yes.”

         That seemed to get his attention. He turned his icy grey eyes on her, though the effect was rather tarnished by the fact that one of those eyes was almost completely swollen shut. “Right. Because you’re a doctor.” It was a statement loaded with mocking incredulity.

         Stasia was used to that. “Not yet.”

         “What does that mean?”

         “It means my mother died of polio when I was six. And as soon as I am old enough to attend university, I will apply to the faculty of medicine and become a doctor and figure out how to keep anyone else’s mother or sister or father or son from dying of the same.”

         His mouth snapped shut, and he looked away from her.

         Stasia was used to that response too. Over the years, she had learned that it was better to tell people things like that up front. They always wondered anyway, and at the very least, it prevented the predictable array of snide comments about her ambitions that she would have received otherwise.

         “In the meantime, I have learned some basic skills. Stitching cuts that would otherwise leave nasty scars being one of them.” She steered her bicycle around a divot in the road, trying to keep the wrapped packages in the basket balanced.

         Alongside her own satchel was a packet of wooden buttons, new clothespins, rolling paper and two tins of tobacco, a two-pound canister of sugar, and three bricks of lavender-scented soap. All of which had been on the shopping list her grandparents had furnished her with and all of which now sat in her basket. And all of which would be delivered back to them a great deal faster if this obstinate boy would be a little more agreeable.

         “My name is Stasia,” she said. “What is yours?”

         “You don’t know who I am.” It was a statement and a question all at once, loaded with suspicion.

         “Should I? Are you a prince or something?” She kept her voice light but images of the two women who had hastily avoided him and the hospital man chasing him away sprung to her mind.

         “You’re clearly not from here.”

         She snorted. “You’ve come to that conclusion because I don’t know who you are? That is awfully arrogant, no? You really must be a prince.” She dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Or perhaps a politician.”

         The boy was staring out at the river. “Maybe I’ve just come to that conclusion because your French is not good enough to fool me.”

         “I wasn’t trying to fool anyone.” Stasia was working hard at perfecting her French, because just good enough at anything had never been good enough for Stasia, but she didn’t appreciate the reminder that she hadn’t entirely mastered the language. “I live in Rotterdam. I stay with my grandparents for the summers. The Moreaus. Do you know them?”

         “No.” He tore his gaze from the river and focused on her again. Stasia tried not to wince. The swelling around his eye really was getting worse with each passing moment.

         “Where?” he asked.

         Stasia waved her hand in the general direction of the thick wood where the river continued to loop south that was a darkened blur from this distance. “The other side of the forest. They have a farm. Wheat and vegetables. Rabbits. Some milk cows and two dozen hogs.”

         “Why are you staying with them?”

         “My father designs and manages ports. He lives in Rotterdam but he often visits ports all over the world for work. Sometimes I go with him, but in the summers, I come here. My grandparents need the help.” She paused. “This really isn’t fair, you know. I’ve told you an awful lot about me, and you’ve still yet to tell me your name.”

         He sent another stone flying with a vicious kick and said nothing.

         “Who was the man you tried to help?” she asked abruptly. “The one I thought was dead?”

         He remained silent.

         “You were kind. Even after he struck you.”

         The boy made a strangled noise but didn’t answer.

         Stasia counted to twenty before she sighed in exasperation. “Fine. I guess I’ll just call you Thomas.”

         “What?”

         Stasia pointed at the small tin from behind the hospital that he still held in his hand. It was a blue-and-gold tobacco tin with Usines Thomas Phillipe, Culdessarts emblazoned across the front.

         The boy she was calling Thomas only grunted.

         They continued on in silence for another two miles or so, Thomas studiously ignoring her, and Stasia coasting along on her bicycle studying him. She wondered if perhaps they would go all the way to Le Havre like this, Thomas too stubborn to acknowledge her and Stasia too stubborn to leave him—

         Without warning, he abruptly sprinted off the road down a weed-strewn path, vanishing on a trail crowded on both sides by a riot of trees and shrubs all in desperate need of a pruning. Stasia followed him, wondering how she had never noticed the path before, though her musings were cut short as she was forced to dismount or lose her head to the low, overhanging branches. She hurriedly pushed her bicycle, branches and vines clutching at her calves and catching on the hem of her skirt. Other trails forked away into shadowy footpaths, none of them giving any indication of which one Thomas may have taken. She muttered under her breath, certain that by the time she navigated this overgrown gauntlet, Thomas would be long gone. Which was no doubt the idea.

         She picked up her pace, as much as that was possible, choosing the route that accommodated her bicycle, and finally stumbled out of the dense canopy of shade, blinking in the abrupt, brilliant sunshine.

         And found she had come face-to-face with an angel.

         Forever frozen in time, the angel was caught in flight above a jutting stone pillar, her wings unfurled behind her graceful body toward the heavens. A face sculpted in sorrow gazed down, stone hands extended as if reaching for something she’d never grasp. The carving was haunting and beautiful all at once, and Stasia was certain that she had never seen something so poignant. Especially given the extraordinary garden in which the angel resided.

         This was nothing like her grandmother’s neatly ordered kitchen garden. This garden had crumbling stone walls the color of cream that enclosed the space and were covered with bright amethyst flowers bursting from a curtain of emerald. Tall hedges soared around a riotous rainbow of blooms, shading a myriad of mysterious stone paths and opening into small islands of brilliant sunshine like the one she was standing in. Some of the blooms Stasia recognized—the bold crimson-and-tangerine helenium and the lacy blue-and-violet salvia—because her grandmother grew them too, but there were many she didn’t know. Tucked away in the corner was a tiny stone building the same color as the garden walls, squeezed between the umbrella canopies of two dwarf beeches. Rust from the heavy iron handle streaked the lower part of the faded door, while stubborn spots of ancient cobalt paint still clung to the edges of the wood.

         Stasia abandoned her bicycle once again, leaning it against the rough bark of a tree, and withdrew her satchel from the basket, slipping it over her shoulder. Captivated, she ventured deeper into the garden. She skirted two massive stone urns, cracked and chipped but still overflowing with greenery as if to make up for it. Trees rose up beyond the far wall of the garden, a dense backdrop of forest filled with cool shadows.

         She drew closer to the angel, spinning in a slow circle as she went. It was the sort of place where Stasia couldn’t help imagining beautiful princesses in flowing silver gowns walking beside magical unicorns with flowing silver manes. She could envision fairies and elves flitting about in this hidden, sun-kissed world, and if Stasia listened hard enough, she fancied she could hear the twinkle of their wings under the drone of the bees tending the flowers and the songs of the larks in the branches. Her fingers were itching to pull her pencils from her bag and start drawing the visions that danced in her head—

         A low curse jarred her out of her fantasy. As enraptured as she was, Stasia had missed Thomas sitting in the shadow of the stone angel, almost invisible in the tall grass at its base. He cursed again, breaking her enchantment altogether, and she watched as he bent his head in renewed concentration.

         Silently, Stasia observed him and, after a moment, realized that he was bent over the stolen tobacco tin, attempting to roll a cigarette. After another moment of covert observation, it became clear that he had never rolled a cigarette before.

         “I can show you how to do that if you like,” she offered.

         Thomas jerked to his feet, the paper fluttering away and tobacco scattering to the ground like crooked brown snowflakes. “Jesus Christ,” he growled.

         “No, just me.”

         “What did I do to deserve this? What will it take to get rid of you?”

         “Let me tend your cut, and then I’ll leave.”

         “I told you I don’t need or want your help. With anything.” He edged farther away from her.

         “I don’t really care what you think you don’t need,” Stasia replied, withdrawing a small pouch from her bag.

         “What the hell is that?”

         “A medical kit. I can clean and suture your wound right here.”

         “You’re completely daft, you know that?”

         Stasia ignored his hostility. “My grandfather was a stretcher-bearer in the war,” she told him. “The first aid he rendered in the field before he got the soldiers to the ambulances often meant the difference between life and death.”

         “I’m not dying,” he snapped.

         Stasia ignored that too. “Now he keeps little kits like this with him wherever he goes, just in case. He taught me to do the same. You’d be surprised how often daft turns into helpful.” She took a step toward him.

         “You’re not fucking touching me,” he snarled. He took another step back, looking like an injured animal about to bolt.

         Stasia stilled. Then, very slowly, she slid the little medical pouch back into her bag. “Fine. I won’t touch you.” She moved away from him. “And I will leave. But not until I draw the angel.”

         “Till you do what?”

         She pointed above his head. “Draw the angel.”

         “Why?”

         “I like drawing. And writing stories,” she said easily. That he was still talking to her meant that he hadn’t fled. She was determined to keep it that way.

         “About stone angels?”

         “About all sorts of things. And this angel looks sad.”

         “It’s a piece of rock,” he grated. “Rocks don’t have feelings.”

         Stasia wandered around the other side of the sculpture, looking for the best vantage point. She paused as a slate roof and upper row of faceless, rectangular windows became visible over the riot of vibrant greenery. “Oh,” she blurted, “we’re behind Château de Montessaire.”

         “Thank God you’re planning to be a doctor and not a detective,” Thomas sniped, and Stasia laughed, which seemed to surprise them both.

         She’d seen the same roofline and top floor windows from the road many times before but she’d been distracted and had failed to realize that they were already this close to home. Her grandparents’ farm was on the other side of the forest that bordered the back of this garden. In truth, Château de Montessaire was their closest neighbour, though she had never been on the vast property.

         The château had been built at the top of a rolling hill by an early Comte de Cossé in the middle of the eighteenth century, purportedly for his beloved bride, who had died before the château was ever finished. Or at least that was the story Stasia had been told. Château de Montessaire, still in the hands of what remained of the de Cossé family, stood now overlooking the river and the surrounding area, presiding like a sad, lonely, once grand queen over her subjects. But if Stasia had known that this garden existed, she would have visited long before.

         She settled down on a patch of grass where the sun’s rays hit the sculpture at the perfect angle. She opened her bag, aware that Thomas was still watching her, and took out her sketch pad.

         “You’re serious. You’re still not leaving.”

         “After I finish my drawing,” Stasia assured him. “I promise.”

         He was silent for a handful of heartbeats, and then he asked, “What else do you have in your bag?”

         “My pencils. Receipts for my grandmother. My canteen.”

         “Got any food?”

         “A biscuit.”

         “That’s it?”

         “Yes.”

         He sighed loudly, as if this were an unforgivable oversight on Stasia’s part.

         “Would you like it?” Stasia pulled out the kerchief-wrapped biscuit and offered it to him, thinking of the piece of cake he had left with the man in the alley. “I’m not really hungry.”

         Thomas hesitated and then took it from her warily, as if half expecting her to snatch it back. He retreated and shoved the biscuit in his mouth. “It’s a grave,” he said abruptly.

         “What is?”

         “The angel you’re drawing. Pull back the vines and you’ll see the dates underneath. The dead girl was about your age.” He paused. “Died about sixty years ago and was buried right here,” he added around a mouthful of crumbs.

         “Oh?” She reached for her pencil.

         “And there’s another one.”

         “Another what?”

         “Grave. Right beside the angel one. It has a little flat marker but you can’t see it because of all the grass. That one is for an old lady.”

         “Mmm.” Her pencil was poised over the paper, yet the first lines that would shape the beautiful sculpture didn’t come. Instead, her gaze dropped from the angel, and now her pencil flew in swift, sure strokes.

         “And it’s haunted. This garden.”

         “Ghosts are things people make up to keep other people away and out of their business,” she told him.

         “Clearly it’s not working very well,” he muttered.

         Stasia laughed again.

         Thomas threw up his hands and bent to retrieve the cigarette paper from the long blades of grass. “You’re trespassing, you know,” he said.

         The image on her page took shape. “So are you.”

         “No, I’m not.”

         “Of course you are—” Stasia’s pencil froze.

         Slowly, she looked up to find that Thomas had resumed his seat under the angel. A new cigarette was being rolled, with even less success than the first.

         “You’re not a prince,” she said into the silence.

         He made a rude noise but otherwise ignored her.

         “You’re not a prince,” she repeated. “You’re the Comte de Cossé.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter
2

            Nicolas

            

8 June 1935

Rouen, France

         

         The Comte de Cossé was long dead.

         Everyone knew this, of course, except for this girl from Rotterdam. And the idea that she actually believed that he was the comte of anything was enough to startle a laugh from somewhere deep inside of him. And once that first sound had escaped, another followed, more bubbling and spilling out of him until he was doubled over, gasping for breath, his good eye watering with tears.

         It was only the stabbing throb of his face that slowed his laughter. That, and the warm trickle of blood as it slid down the side of his face where his cut had opened again and now splattered onto the edge of the cigarette paper still clutched in his fingers.

         “Shit,” he muttered, wiping the edge of the paper, the laughter draining as quickly as it had come, leaving him with a wretched emptiness inside. He closed his good eye and rubbed his temple with the heel of his hand.

         “Here.” Long fingers plucked the paper from his, and Nicolas started, unaware that the girl with the eyes the color of expensive brandy, hair the color of dark cinnamon, and wearing a simple blouse and skirt the color of a summer sky, had settled herself beside him on the grass. “You’re wasting your tobacco.”

         “Never asked you, did I?” he mumbled but his response lacked any real animosity because he was too distracted watching those quick, capable fingers smooth and then crease the paper with effortless efficiency.

         She held out her hand. “Pass me the tin.”

         Wordlessly, Nicolas obeyed.

         She set the paper in her palm and then pinched a new measure of tobacco, placing it carefully along the paper’s crease. “The trick is to roll it to tighten the tobacco before you try to tuck the paper,” she said, grasping the new cigarette between her thumbs and forefingers and doing just that. “And the gum has to face you along the top.” She slipped the lower edge of the paper beneath the top, rolled it deftly, licked the gummed edge, and ran her thumb along the seal. “All done.” She held out the cigarette.

         “How’d you learn to do that?” He took it from her slowly.

         “I roll my grandfather’s cigarettes for him. He taught me.”

         “He can’t do it on his own?” He regretted the scornful words as soon as he uttered them.

         “He lost his fingers on his left hand in the war. It’s easier for me.”

         “Oh.” He was holding the cigarette awkwardly.

         Nicolas didn’t miss the way her eyes went to the side of his face, though there was no pity there. Only consideration. And a steady kindness that had yet to waver since she had appeared unwanted in that alley. Yet she said no more about tending to his wound.

         Instead, she asked, “Are you going to smoke that?”

         “Maybe.”

         Stasia slipped a hand into a pocket sewn into her skirt and withdrew a lighter. She flipped it open, and the flame jumped. So did Nicolas.

         “May I?” she asked, holding out the flame.

         “Your grandfather give you that too?” He tried and failed to keep the envy from his voice.

         “My grandmother.” Stasia lit the end of his cigarette. “She too believes that it’s necessary for a woman to always be prepared.”

         “You’re not a woman.” Nicolas instantly regretted that too because that was untrue. And her age had nothing to do with it.

         Stasia only tucked the lighter back in her pocket without comment and sat back, resting easily against the base of the stone pillar, the angel hovering above their heads. Her face was tipped toward the sun, her eyes closed and her dark lashes making long, curved shadows across cheeks dusted with a faint constellation of freckles. A smile tugged at her lips.

         Did nothing offend her?

         “I’m not a comte,” Nicolas muttered. “And certainly not the Comte de Cossé. I am nothing.” He took a tentative puff on his cigarette and immediately coughed. And kept coughing.

         “Takes awhile to get used to it,” Stasia said, sounding amused.

         “I beg your pardon?” Nicolas wheezed as he stubbed out the cigarette, not willing to embarrass himself further.

         “I near coughed up a lung the first time I smoked.” Her eyes were still closed, and she was grinning now, a dimple appearing on her left cheek that he hadn’t noticed before. “So please don’t stop on my account, Thomas.”

         “Nicolas,” he said suddenly. “My name is Nicolas Navarre.”

         “Oh.” She opened her eyes and sat up. “It’s nice to meet you then, Nicolas Navarre. I might have called you Thomas forever.”

         He waited but the distaste and derision that usually came with mention of the Navarre name was absent. Instead, the silence stretched on, broken only by the sharp song of a bird somewhere in the garden. “My father is Etienne Navarre.”

         Stasia gave him a curious look. “I’m not sure what you’re trying to tell me.”

         “That was the man you met in the alley. The one who gave me this.” He touched his swollen eye and waited for her reaction.

         “Oh” was all she said. “I wondered.”

         “Your grandfather may have lost his fingers in the war but my father lost his mind. When I was a kid, he’d have these headaches. Wouldn’t sleep for days. Couldn’t remember even the simplest of things. And as I got older, it only got worse. Now, in the intervals when he’s not in prison, he roams the streets of Rouen with whatever imaginary demons that dance in his head, destroying everything he touches.” He had no idea why he’d said all that.

         The girl sitting beside him said nothing.

         “My mother tried to fix him but died trying. I can’t fix him either.”

         Still, she said nothing.

         “He’s a weak and immoral man.” The words kept tumbling out, and he seemed unable to stop them. “At least that is what they say. Because everyone else who fought in those trenches and survived came home and was strong enough to get on with their lives. Even those with horrible injuries. My father came out of that war without a scratch.” He stopped to take a breath. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this other than someone will tell you anyway—”

         “And this is why you are determined to make me leave?” she interrupted, sounding merely…thoughtful.

         “There is a German proverb that says the apple does not fall far from the stem.” Nicolas repeated the phrase he’d heard over and over.

         “Ah.” Stasia stared at him for a moment before she crawled across the grass and retrieved her bag, paper, and pencil, then returned to sit across from him. She started drawing again, occasionally glancing up.

         Nicolas ground his teeth in frustration. It was as if she hadn’t heard a word he’d said. This girl from Rotterdam, who had pedalled herself into his life in a blinding ray of breathtaking beauty and misplaced compassion, who couldn’t possibly know anything about him because she came from a world that was nothing like his and would return to go places where he could never follow, wasn’t understanding what he was trying to—

         “My grandfather,” she said, breaking into his muddled thoughts, “still wakes up screaming some nights, and the only thing my grandmother can do is sing quietly until he sobs himself back to sleep. We never speak of it in the mornings. Twice a week, he has me load, fire, and clean his pistols, and the urgency and rigour with which he expects me to complete those tasks is not part of a simple firearms lesson. And then there are the medical kits.” She paused. “I’m fairly sure that some small part of him believes the Germans will come back, though he’s never admitted that to me. We never speak of the Germans either.” She frowned at the page and bent to make a correction. “So by your logic, he too is weak and immoral. As am I, for I share the same familial branch from your proverb.”

         “You’re not weak. Or immoral.” The fierceness of his words caught him off guard.

         “You don’t know that. You don’t really know me.”

         “I know that you are kind.”

         “Perhaps I am kind and weak and immoral.”

         “That’s ridiculous.”

         “It is, isn’t it?” Her pencil resumed its travails.

         Nicolas opened his mouth and then closed it again. “I know what you’re trying to do. But you don’t really know me either,” he finally stammered.

         “True,” she allowed. “But an immoral man doesn’t try to protect a veritable stranger with noble, if idiotic, logic. Nor does a weak man sit in a garden and tell a veritable stranger difficult truths about himself like you did.”

         “Maybe it’s because you are a stranger that I can.”

         “Perhaps you’re right.” She narrowed her eyes. “But what happens when we become friends? Will you still tell me truths? Or is that when we should start lying to each other?”

         When we become friends. Nicolas rolled that statement around in his head, feeling as though he had been set adrift and uncertain how to proceed upon this sea of brutal, plainspoken honesty that he hadn’t expected and wasn’t sure he wanted. “I don’t have friends.”

         “You may never be able to fix him, you know,” she said, as if he hadn’t even spoken. “Your father. He is broken in ways that you and I can’t see or even imagine. But I do know he’s not the only one, only less skilled at hiding it. All you can do is love him, even if that seems impossible sometimes.”

         “Mostly I hate him.” The admission slipped out.

         “If you truly hated him, you wouldn’t care.” She put her pencil down on the grass beside her. “Here.” She tore the paper from her pad and held it out to him.

         Nicolas took the drawing from her hand, turning it slowly, unable to take his eyes from it. Looking at the image was a little unsettling. It was like looking in a mirror, yet the person on the page was not him. She had drawn his torso and head in profile, and the swollen, raw mess that was undoubtably the other side of his face was invisible. His bloodstained shirt had been replaced by a swirling cloak, and the stolen cigarette in his hand had been exchanged for a gleaming sword.

         He touched the corner of the page with his finger. “I don’t understand.”

         “I made you a prince.”

         “Why?”

         “Because you are not nothing, Nicolas Navarre.”

         Nicolas wasn’t able to answer through the peculiar emotion that was tightening his chest and throat.

         She slid her pencil and paper back into her satchel and pushed herself to her feet. “And drawing you was much more satisfying than drawing a rock.” She slid her bag over her shoulder. “Bonne chance, Prince Nicolas.”

         “Where are you going?” he managed roughly.

         “I promised you I’d leave when I finished my drawing. I can’t imagine breaking promises is a good way to start a friendship.” She started toward her bicycle.

         “Stay.” He didn’t care that that single word might have sounded desperate.

         She stopped in her tracks and slowly turned. “If you let me tend to your face, I will.”

         “All right.” Dimly, he was aware that he had probably just been manipulated. But somehow he no longer cared. As long as she stayed.

         “Good.”

         They stared at each other across the sun-soaked clearing.

         She was the first to look away. “Do you have a chair? Or a bench? It would be best if you were sitting and I could stand.”

         He rose, careful not to crease the drawing. “In the shed. I’ll fetch it.” He hurried toward the tiny stone building, put his weight behind the ancient wood door, and stepped inside. There was a potting stool that would—

         “Do you live here?”

         He spun. Stasia had followed him and had wandered to the long counter that ran the length of one side, opposite the wall with a ragged cot jammed between cluttered collections of old shovels and rakes and shears and hoes, the tools draped in silvery spider webs.

         “Maybe,” he mumbled, carefully putting the drawing up on a crude shelf where it wouldn’t get damaged. He reached for the small stool.

         “Does no one from the château care if you’re here?”

         “No one lives there. So no, no one cares.”

         “Why not just live in the château then?” she asked. “If it’s empty?”

         He picked the stool up with a jerk. “A hired man from the city comes to check it every week. Last year, there were workers here for a month fixing the roof because someone was supposed to move in. They never did but I don’t want to be caught. It’s easier to stay here. No one ever comes into the garden.”

         “Have you ever been inside the château?”

         “Yes.”

         “Will you show it to me?”

         “No.”

         “Oh.” She didn’t seem offended. “What happened to the people who used to live in the château?”

         “They’re all dead. I heard some relative owns it now.”

         “And they don’t want it?” She sounded incredulous.

         “Dunno. But they haven’t sold it, so even if they don’t really want it, I guess they don’t want anyone else to have it either.”

         “That’s so sad that no one loves it anymore.” She tipped her head. “It deserves better.”

         “It’s just a building,” he muttered. “At any rate, I can keep my things here, and no one bothers me.” He nodded at his workbench.

         “Your things?” Stasia repeated, distracted. She picked up a ragged book from the top of a pile near the edge of the bench and ran her fingers over the title. “Electricité, A.L Guyot, Applications Domestiques et Industrielles, Conseils Pratiques, Formules, Plans et Devis,” she read. “That sounds complicated.”

         Nicolas abandoned the stool and snatched the book from her hands. “Not really.” He placed the book reverently back on the pile, torn between equal parts of relief that they were no longer speaking of family and of trepidation that she was handling his things.

         Unfazed, she turned her attention to a polished wooden box, the corner of it shattered and scarred, the disembowelled insides hanging out the back. “A radio,” she said, turning it over.

         “Yes.” He took that from her hands too. “It’s not fixed yet.” He put it aside.

         “You can fix them?”

         “Yes.”

         She was running her fingers over the top of a toaster, one hinged door missing. “What else do you fix?”

         “Toasters. Irons. Percolators. Fans. Whatever I can find.”

         “Where do you get all of the pieces and parts?”

         “Places.” He knew he sounded defensive.

         “You mean you steal them?”

         “Sometimes.” It was better that he reminded her exactly what kind of person he was.

         “Does that make you feel bad?”

         “What kind of question is that?”

         She shrugged but didn’t answer.

         “I don’t have the luxury of feeling bad,” he sneered.

         “What do you do with all these things when you fix them?” Now she sounded merely curious.

         He frowned at her apparent disregard for his admitted thievery. “Survive. Sell them. Trade them for food or clothes.”

         “How did you learn how to do that? Fix these things?”

         “I took some apart. Figured it out. And there are books that tell you how the electricity works and drawings that show where pieces go. It’s not hard.”

         She gave him a long look. “If it wasn’t hard, everyone would do it. You underestimate yourself.”

         Nicolas shrugged uncomfortably, unwilling to argue and well aware that this conversation had once again veered into unfamiliar territory.

         She spun in a slow circle, examining the rest of the shed’s interior. “It must be very dark in here at night.”

         He shrugged again. “I don’t mind the dark.”

         “Here.” She dug in her pocket and her lighter appeared in her hand. She held it out to him. “You should have this.”

         “Why?”

         “In case it gets too dark and you need a light.” She pressed it into his hand and only let go when his fingers curled around it.

         He looked down at the dull pewter gleam in his palm. “I don’t want your charity.”

         “It’s not charity. It’s just good sense.” Cheerfully, she snatched up the stool and marched out of the shed. “Hurry up,” she called over her shoulder.

         Nicolas followed her, the lighter clutched in his hand. He would never have given something so valuable away, especially to someone he didn’t know. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

         “I’m not being nice. I’m being useful. Now sit.” She pointed to the stool and set her bag on the ground.

         Nicolas sat. “Are you this nice to everyone?” It came out far more harshly than he had intended but she was making him feel…vulnerable. Exposed. And he didn’t know what to do about it.

         She bent to rummage in her bag. “I don’t know. I never really thought about it.”

         “How can you live like that? Isn’t it exhausting? Always happy all the time? Always thinking the best of everyone?” He was still being unnecessarily harsh but he couldn’t help himself.

         She was still bent over her bag. “My grandmother says that your soul is like an empty pail, and that you get to choose what you fill it with. You could fill it with happiness and kindness, which are light, or anger and sadness, which are heavy. Now, no one can be happy all the time because sad things happen to everyone, but a light pail can always accommodate a little sadness without dragging you down.”

         “That’s the stupidest thing I ever heard.”

         Stasia looked up at him and grinned briefly before continuing her search. “You asked me a question, and that is my answer. I don’t need your approval.”

         Nicolas reflected that, in that moment, he had never felt smaller.

         “I think I’ll write a story about you,” she said, her words somewhat muffled.

         He almost fell off his stool. “What?”

         “Hold this.” She straightened and thrust the little pouch she had brandished earlier into his lap.

         “I don’t—” he started but never got any further because her hands were sliding over his scalp, gentle and sure all at once, tipping his head back.

         “Close your eyes,” she instructed, “and don’t move.”

         He closed his eyes, or at least the one that wasn’t already swollen tightly shut. He felt her take something from the kit on his lap and then something soft and damp was being dabbed around his cut, a sharp, acrid scent assailing his nose.

         “Yes,” she murmured as she continued, “I think you shall make a very fine prince in my story.”

         “I don’t want to be in a story,” he said. “And I thought you were going to be a doctor.”

         “Writers and doctors aren’t exclusive.” She laughed. “I write and illustrate lots of stories because I like doing it. Mostly fairy tales. I’ll write you into one that will be something like Little Briar Rose. It’s my favourite.”

         “I don’t even know what that is.”

         The dabbing stopped. “What?”

         “This Briar Rose story. And aren’t you a little old for fairy tales?”

         The dabbing resumed. “Fairy tales are crafted to remind us of our humanity. Of our principles and moralities.”

         Nicolas scoffed.

         “Little Briar Rose is a story about a princess cursed by an evil fairy to sleep for a hundred years, until a prince wakens her with a kiss and they fall deeply in love and live happily ever after,” Stasia told him. “I always liked that part best. And no one is too old for happy-ever-afters. Isn’t that what everyone wants? Happiness?”

         “If you say so.”

         The cloth lifted from his skin, and once again, she delved into the pouch on his lap.

         “This part might sting a bit,” she said, and he felt her warmth at his shoulder. Her fingers probed carefully around his cut, and he stiffened.

         Stasia didn’t seem to notice. “At any rate, that’s the Grimm brothers’ version of the story,” she said as she worked. “The older version of the story is longer. And a little more macabre. I suspect you’ll like it better.”

         A sharp sting over his eye, followed by a tug as she put the first stitch in, made him swallow. His fingers tightened around the edges of the lighter he still held in his hand.

         “After the prince wakes the princess with a kiss,” Stasia went on easily, as if she were sitting in a fancy parlour drinking cognac and not in an abandoned garden stitching a wound, “they fall madly in love, and they marry in secret and have two children. Eventually, the prince becomes king, and he brings his family to his castle. When the prince’s mother, who is actually an ogre, discovers this, she orders her cook to kill the children and serve them with sauce.”

         Despite himself, Nicolas’s lip curled. “That’s disgusting.”

         “Oh, but it gets better. The cook, being a kind woman, substitutes livestock to trick the queen mother. But then the evil queen orders the death of the princess.” She gently tipped his head farther to the side.

         Nicolas resisted the sudden, insane urge to simply lean into her steady warmth. When was the last time someone had touched him with such care? When was the last time someone had simply cared?

         “The cook once again deceives the queen mother and saves the princess, but not for long. The queen mother discovers the cook’s trick and prepares a giant tub of vipers and other deadly creatures in the hope that she can finally get the job done and rid herself of the beautiful princess once and for all.”

         Another sharp prick tugged at his brow but he ignored it. “That sounds rather extreme, no?”

         “Maybe.” Her breath tickled his cheek, and she shifted.

         He heard the snick of scissors but Stasia remained silent.

         “Well, then what happened?” he demanded.

         She chuckled under her breath. “The prince arrives in the nick of time to see the queen mother’s true nature. The ogre, now exposed, throws herself into the tub and justly meets the grim fate that she had intended for the princess.”

         “I’m supposed to believe that the prince had no idea that she was an ogre? For his entire life?”

         “Don’t frown,” Stasia admonished him. “You’re wrinkling my stitch.”

         Nicolas forced himself to relax his expression, unaware until then that he had been frowning. “I don’t want to be a prince in any story if princes are all that stupid.”

         “Fair point. I’ll write a different story with a clever prince,” she assured him. “But you could consider that maybe the prince’s mother was just very good at hiding who she really was.”

         He felt her step away from him. “No one is that good.”

         “Mmm. Maybe. At any rate, I’m done.”

         “What?” He opened his good eye to find her studying his brow critically.

         “I’m done. It only needed five stitches. It will heal quickly, I think.”

         “Five?” He lifted his hand to the wound but she swatted it away.

         “Don’t touch it.”

         “You told me that story to distract me.”

         “Did it work?” She was smirking.

         “Maybe.”

         “So you do like fairy tales.” She sounded positively smug.

         Nicolas tried to hide a smile, a strange, foreign feeling. “Maybe.”

         “I’ll tell you another one if you come back to the farm with me and let me put ice on the swelling,” she said. “Yes?”

         His smile faded.

         Stasia’s face fell but she only shrugged. “It was worth asking.” She scooped up the pouch and closed it then fetched her bag from the grass. She wandered back toward her bicycle.

         Nicolas sat frozen on the stool beneath the angel, unable to utter anything, words trapped and bouncing around his mind, careening into unfamiliar emotion.

         “Perhaps I will see you again?” she asked, as she pulled her bicycle from the tree where it leaned. “Perhaps I might come back here in a few days? At least to look at your stitches?”

         Still he couldn’t find the right words.

         “Well, it was nice to meet you, Prince Nicolas.” Stasia tucked her bag into the basket and started toward the path that would take her back out to the road. “Thank you,” she said suddenly, stopping to look back at him.

         Which made no sense at all because she had given him her food, her lighter, her drawing, her care, and her kindness while he had given her nothing. Worse than nothing.

         “Thank you,” she repeated. “For your trust.”

         Nicolas’s heart missed a beat, and he finally found the right word. “Yes,” he said.

         “Yes?” She looked at him quizzically.

         “I’ll come with you.”

         And the girl from Rotterdam smiled.
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8 November 2021

Rouen, France

         

         Isabelle Lange’s heart missed a beat as she stared at the château.

         Or rather, as she stared at the sign being hammered into the overgrown grass that lined the long drive in front of the château. Yanking the wheel of her truck to the side, she pulled off the road and brought her vehicle to a shuddering stop. She turned off the ignition and hopped out, turning her hood up against the bite of the November wind and the low clouds that still threatened more drizzle.

         For Sale was emblazoned in a bright red flourish across the white sign, above the stylized proclamation of Luxury Estates and Exceptional Properties. A number and the name of a Paris agency she didn’t recognize was written in fancy lettering just beneath. The man who stepped back to cast a critical eye on his handiwork, however, she did recognize.

         “Luc?” Isabelle asked with delighted disbelief as her boots crunched on the weed-strewn gravel.

         Luc Legassé looked up from the sign, and the familiar, instant grin that hadn’t changed since he was five years old spread across his tanned face. “Izz,” he said, dropping the hammer into the toolbox at his feet, and in two steps, he had enveloped her in a crushing hug.

         Isabelle allowed herself the indulgence of leaning into his strength for a brief moment, inhaling the scent of woodsmoke, wool, and the faint undertones of soap.

         Abruptly, he pulled back to gaze at her, brown eyes shining, his grin still firmly in place. “I was hoping to run into you soon. You look wonderful.”

         Isabelle felt her cheeks flush as the object of such unapologetic warmth. “I don’t look wonderful, I look a mess,” she said, glancing down at her clothes covered with streaks of grease and plaster dust from her last job. “And filthy.”

         Luc shrugged. “Still wonderful.” He ran a hand through unruly, coffee-colored hair, dark above the collar of his rough canvas work jacket and accessorized by the pencil he had stuck behind his ear. “How have you been?”

         “Busy,” she told him. That wasn’t a lie. “I didn’t know you were back.”

         “Got back last weekend,” he told her.

         “Where were you working this time? You’re still tanned.”

         “Couple of resorts in Bali and one in Bora-Bora. Moved a boat for a client to Palau.”

         “And you came back to this?” Isabelle glanced up at the leaden, moody sky and the wet, naked branches of the trees. “Voluntarily?”

         He shrugged. “Cyclone season. Most tourists head back up north, and the work goes with them.” He shoved his hands in his jacket pockets. “And I didn’t want Dad to be left alone over the holidays.” His dark eyes settled on her. “I was sorry to hear about your father.”

         Isabelle nodded, knowing the movement probably looked as stiff as it felt. “Thanks. But he’s doing much better now. It will take more than a stroke to fell Richard Lange.”

         “That’s good to hear. How’s your mom holding up?”

         “Fine.” On some days.

         “And your sis—”

         “What are you doing now?” Isabelle blurted before he could finish his question. She really did not want to stand here talking about her family.

         He shrugged again. “What needs to be done. Wherever it needs.”

         Which, for all the years that Isabelle had known him, completely summarized the itchy-footed, free-spirited life of Luc Legassé. “How long are you here for this time?”

         “Planning on sticking around for a bit.”

         “Oh?” She didn’t bother hiding her pleasure. “I’m glad.”

         “Don’t suppose you need an extra carpenter on any of your jobsites?” he asked.

         “So this is why you were hoping to see me. You need me to give you a job.”

         “No.” A horrified look crossed his face. “God, no. That’s not at all—”

         Isabelle laughed. “I’m teasing you, Legassé.”

         “I knew that.”

         “Mmm-hmm.” She was still smiling, and it felt good. It had been a long time since she had laughed with such ease. “So you’re not selling luxury estates and exceptional properties?” she asked, gesturing at the sign.

         It was Luc’s turn to laugh, his eyes crinkling in the corners. “Hardly. A friend of a friend knows the listing agent and suggested that I help him out. I’ve been hired to put up signage and get the grounds into some sort of order to be more attractive for potential buyers.” From his toolbox, he pulled out a clipboard with a sheaf of papers, all with the same agency logo across the top. “The agent knows that this place is, ah, less than move-in ready. The price will reflect it, I’ve been told, but at the very least, the hope is that cutting the grass and clearing the front will make it look less of a wreck. It might appeal to an overseas buyer.”

         Isabelle barely heard him. “Show me.”

         “What?”

         “Show me the château.”

         “What, you’re going to buy it?” He sounded amused.

         “Yes.” Not a whole truth. Once upon a time, she and her sister had promised each other that if this building ever came up for sale, they would buy it together. Once upon a time, she and her sister had made grand plans for the abandoned château. Emilie, head of her own award-winning architectural firm, and Isabelle with her small but sought-after restoration company.

         The perfect team to make the château whole again. Once upon a time.

         “It’s a listed property,” she prompted. “Which means it will be eligible for grants and tax incentives.”

         “You’re serious.” Luc was staring at her.

         “Yes. Provided the financing is doable.”

         “You’d restore it?”

         “Yes.”

         “And do what with it?”

         “Make it a destination. A place where visitors from all over the world would come to stay and experience Château de Montessaire and all the history that surrounds it. Every incredible thing that is Normandy—” She stopped. “You’re looking at me like I’ve lost my mind.”

         “I think you might have.” He glanced down at the clipboard. “Built in 1730. Extensive damage in 1789.” He tapped his pencil on the paper. “Let them eat cake and all that.”

         “I’m aware,” Isabelle answered drily. “Revolutions are messy.”

         He continued reading from the clipboard. “Repairs done in 1791. Remodelling work recorded in 1840 and again in 1874, and who knows what that means, though probably nothing good. Roof repair in 1934, and again in 1970. Fire damage to the northwest ground floor in 1944, and that remains unrepaired. Unoccupied and empty since then.” He looked up at her. “Do you know how much work a place like this will be?”

         “I don’t know, Luc. I’ve spent my entire career here in Normandy, restoring historic buildings, while you’ve been puttering around the Mediterranean and Caribbean and Pacific and who knows where else, banging together docks and tiki huts and umbrella bars for tourists. But please, tell me. How much work would a project like this be?”

         “Touché.” He held up his hands.

         Isabelle bit her lip and sighed. “I’m sorry. That was rude.” Luc came and went like the seasons but he worked harder than anyone she knew save, perhaps, herself. Her words made her sound like a shrew, jealous of Luc and his freedom.

         Then again, she was still living in the same family farmhouse she had grown up in. Perhaps she was jealous.

         “No.” He sounded amused again. “That was deserving. An appropriate answer for a stupid question.”

         “Not a stupid question at all. A reasonable one.” Isabelle dropped her gaze, still feeling foolish and not a little ashamed. “I would give anything to see the places you’ve been. Are they all as magical as they look in ads and movies?”

         “Movies don’t even begin to do them justice. I’d show them all to you. In any order you like. You just have to say the word.” He sounded earnest, and Isabelle felt foolish all over again. As if she could ever simply drop everything to explore beaches halfway around the world.

         “Maybe,” she mumbled, knowing maybe was an unlikely stretch. “In the meantime, will you show me the château?” she asked. “Please?”

         “Of course.” Luc bent down and picked up his toolbox, tucking the clipboard under his arm. “I don’t have the key. The firm is sending an appraisal team this week before they officially list it and make it available for viewing. The agent will want to show you the interior of the property himself. But we can take a look at the outside for now if you like.”

         “Very much.”

         “Have you ever been inside?”

         “No. Never. But I’ve imagined a million times what it might look like from the details in the stories my great-gran wrote about this place.” Isabelle felt excitement crackle through her as she fell into step beside Luc and headed up the drive.

         “I’m supposed to take photos and document existing exterior damage. Probably best that you’re here,” he continued. “You’ll likely know more than me what needs to be fixed and how much it will cost. I can’t imagine that there are too many umbrella bars on the grounds. I’ll be out of my element.”

         She deserved that. She swiped at the ends of an overgrown bush crowding the edge of the drive. “Very funny.”

         “I thought so.”

         “Do you know who’s selling?” she asked, hustling to keep up with his long stride.

         “Think so.” He grasped the clipboard from beneath his arm and consulted the top corner of the page. “Jacques Neville Brodeur. With a current address in…Tokyo. Ever heard of him?”

         Isabelle shook her head. “No.”

         “Probably the last stop in the de Cossé family when the inheritance train ran out of track. Either way, he doesn’t want it.” He paused as they reached the top of the drive, the château looming up in front of them out of a ragged, grasping sea of unkempt shrubs, bushes, and vines. The wind gusted, sending a storm of dead leaves swirling.

         They both stared up at the building.

         The château wasn’t large, certainly nothing compared to Chambord or Chantilly, and had been built for function rather than folly, though was no less beautiful for it. Perhaps more so, because it was a place that one could envision more as a home and less as a monument. It was devoid of the common clutter of competing architecture—no dramatic turrets, pilasters, or parapets, and it had escaped the abrupt, contrasting stonework that Isabelle often found dizzying in its geometry. Isabelle had always thought the long, rectangular building, with its two stories of tall, balanced windows, five on each side of center both up and down, had been designed and built by a soul with an appreciation for the subtle. The details, both natural and man-made, spoke for themselves.

         The stone façade, the color of cream, exuded a dignified warmth, even in the November gloom. The wide, carved masonry that framed the pair of arched wooden doors centered on the ground floor was sleek and refined and was repeated around each window. Two massive chimneys bookended the château, jutting up above the dark, slate-tiled roof with smaller chimneys interspersed in between. A pair of dormers were set into both the north and south slopes of the roof, gazing out at centuries’ worth of sunrises and sunsets come and gone.

         From the front, the château was a picturesque homage to history, marred only by the wide weathered boards covering the last two northwest ground-floor windows and the faintly discoloured stone around them. At least someone had cared enough to seal the wound to keep the elements at bay, and the exterior damage did not appear grievous. The inside might be a different story.

         “Fire damage, unrepaired, 1944.” Isabelle wasn’t aware that she had spoken aloud until Luc answered her.

         “From when the Nazis commandeered the château in 1940. Made themselves quite comfortable here during the occupation,” he said. “And then tried to burn it all down to destroy documents and evidence as they panicked and scrambled to retreat after D-Day. With noble, brave Resistance fighters in pursuit, of course.”

         “Right.” Isabelle made a face. “I think I’ve heard every version of that story that there is to hear.”

         “I think we all have,” Luc agreed wryly. “It’s funny how it changes depending on who is doing the telling and how often it gets repeated.”

         “And how much alcohol was part of the retelling.” She put a hand on her hip. “I dislike it.”

         “Which part?”

         “The…romanticized myth, perpetuated by movies and books that, from the beginning of the war, France was overrun with handsome, valiant partisans, skulking about in the woods with sniper rifles and guns and explosives. This idea that all of France was united in hostility and resistance toward the Nazi occupiers.”

         “Oh, I’m with you. Ninety percent of the population collaborated with the Nazis and the Vichy government, either by choice or because they were too exhausted or terrified not to. The tiny rival Resistance factions, at least in the beginning, were often unorganized, ill-equipped, and vulnerable to the far superior intelligence capabilities of the SS and certainly the Gestapo. At least until the SOE got involved. And of course, the Vichy’s adoption of the Service du Travail Obligatoire requiring forced labour of Frenchmen certainly bolstered the Resistance’s ranks, but not until 1943.”

         Isabelle stared at him.

         “Did you know that the Resistance claimed it had killed over six thousand soldiers of the Second SS Panzer Division on their way to Caen after D-Day, though historians now believe that number was closer to just thirty-five?”

         “I…didn’t,” Isabelle said slowly. “I’m impressed.”

         “A hobby of mine. Always been interested in it. The occupation of Normandy, that is.” He grinned at her. “I read on the beach, you know. Between drinks in tiki huts.”

         “You’re never going to let that one go, are you?”

         “Not soon.” He was still grinning.

         “Fair enough.” Isabelle paused thoughtfully. “Every once in a while, on a job, I get to work on a building or with people whose family histories were tied into actual Resistance activities. There are occasionally scraps of evidence left behind, but only that. Scraps. Because the real Resistance fighters—the ones who risked capture and torture and imprisonment and execution—didn’t talk or brag about their exploits. They never spoke of them. At all. Even decades later.”

         “So I guess you don’t have plans to use the legend of Briar Rose, femme fatale and fearless Resistance fighter who skulked about these very woods with guns and explosives, as a draw when you open the château?”

         “No.” Isabelle scoffed. “Not a chance. Because the legend of Briar Rose is just that. A legend. And I won’t be a part of furthering romanticized myths. Such exaggerated legends are the product of one of two things, either people’s desperation to find hope at a time when there was little or people’s desperation to assuage their own sense of guilt that they themselves did nothing.”

         “Harsh.”

         “Maybe.” She raised a shoulder. “The Resistance was active here before and after D-Day, to be sure. But there is no actual evidence that exists that proves Briar Rose was ever real. So I’ll stick to facts and leave the legends and storytelling to the moviemakers.”

         “But it’s such a great legend, no?” Luc nudged her. “And don’t they say legends are born somewhere in truth? I mean, who wouldn’t embrace an avenging angel who suddenly appeared to lead her troops when they needed her the most to drive the evil forces from their home?”

         “I think you have her confused with the Maid of Orleans.”

         “I do not have anything confused. I wrote a history paper on her in high school even. Briar Rose, not Jeanne d’Arc.”

         “Citing tavern sources?”

         Luc pretended to look offended. “Maybe. The sober ones, anyway. Do you remember Monsieur Dubois? Who used to own the Briar Rose tavern in Val-de-la-Haye?”

         “He still does.”

         Luc came up short. “What? He’s still alive?”

         “Alive and refusing to relinquish his spot behind the bar.” Isabelle laughed. “Though his shift ends after dinner now and not in the wee hours of the morning. He’s been known to fall asleep at his post from time to time.”

         “He must be over ninety.”

         “Probably. I helped him with a window in his tavern last year.”

         “No kidding.” Luc shook his head. “Well, if you ask him—and I did when I wrote that paper—he’ll tell you that he was a kid when the château was occupied by the Nazis. My actual assignment was to write about the Jedburgh teams dropped into Normandy but I got derailed by his stories. He told me that he tagged along with his older brothers when the Resistance organized here before June of ’44 and acted as a gofer and lookout. And he says he met Briar Rose in person.”

         Isabelle rolled her eyes. “He also says he met Arletty.”

         “He named his tavern after her,” Luc persisted. “Briar Rose, not Arletty.”

         “And there are restaurants and bars named after Jeanne d’Arc yet no one claims to have met her.”

         “Aren’t you the cynic.”

         “I struggle to believe that Monsieur Dubois really met a person who left behind no trace of her existence, but I’ll play along here. What did he have to say about the legendary Briar Rose?”

         “That she was cold. And ruthless and cunning. Scared him a little, he said. But she was also beautiful.”

         “Oh, for pity’s sake, why is every legendary heroine beautiful?” Isabelle grumbled. “Ruthless and cunning isn’t enough? It’s like beauty is a prerequisite or something.”

         “Maybe you should ask him about Briar Rose yourself.”

         Isabelle blew out an exasperated breath. “No. I will not encourage him.”

         “But—”

         “No.”

         “Fine.” He held up his hands in defeat. “So when you buy this place, restore it, and then market it, we’ll skip advertising mythical Resistance fighters. Maybe we could find something from the Revolution? Surely there is a badass hero or heroine somewhere just waiting to be made into a brochure.”

         Isabelle looked heavenward, shaking her head. “Do us all a favour and don’t quit carpentry to go into marketing. Please.”

         “Oh ye of little faith.” He was still grinning as he put his toolbox down on the wide, shallow steps leading up to the door, tucking it out of the damp, beneath the arched overhang. “On that cheery note, since we can’t see the inside of the château, where would you like to start on the exterior?”

         “Let’s start with the west end where the damage is,” Isabelle said, and there was a peculiar relief that came with her words that gave her pause. Assessing the outside was what she did for any other project that she took on—a careful appraisal of the outer structure and grounds. An evaluation of windows and eaves and downspouts, of foundation and masonry and tile.

         But despite her desire to see the interior of the château, there was something that made her relieved that it would not be today. Something that made her want to prolong her first steps into the château, as if she did not want to relinquish the anticipation and eagerness. As if she were not yet ready to lose the magic from within the walls of her imagination to the reality that she would likely find within the walls of the château.

         “Sure.” Luc shrugged in his affable Luc-like way and pulled the pencil from behind his ear. “You make comments, and I’ll make notes.”

         Isabelle stepped from the weed-strewn gravel and waded into the overgrown yard. She ignored the droplets that clung to the branches and dead vegetation that left dark splotches on her jeans, her attention riveted on the château. Along the way, she examined the bottom sill of the first ground floor window, squinting up at the lintels and corners, pleased with what she saw. “Manage the water, and manage ninety percent of your problems,” she murmured. “The masons of old knew what they were doing. This sort of skill saves more structures than you can imagine. Thank the gods it saved this one.”

         “This place must really mean something to you.”

         “My great-gran loved this château. She wrote so many stories about it. Emilie and I grew up on them. I think she definitely passed that love on to us.”

         “What kind of stories? Luc asked drily, eyeing the abandoned building. “Murder mysteries?”

         “Fairy tales.” Isabelle crushed a stand of drooping, brown weeds beneath her boot, picking her way along the building carefully. “It was like a magical castle to her, I think, where brave knights and warrior princesses battled fire-breathing dragons and wicked warlocks. And always her heroes and heroines found their happy-ever-afters. She illustrated each of her stories too.” She reached out to run a finger over a discolored streak on the stone, imagining the fire that had left it.

         Flames not from a fire-breathing dragon but from something far more evil.

         Luc’s gaze had followed her motion. “Did your great-gran write anything about the fire? Or the occupation? It must have been difficult to have watched a place you loved stolen and damaged like this.”

         Isabelle frowned. “She never wrote or said anything about it. She spent her summers at the farm with her grandparents—my great-great-grandparents—but she was Dutch. She wasn’t here during the war. She came back to France after.”

         “So I guess she never met the elusive Briar Rose? Even though she was a writer of fairy tales? Maybe they collaborated.”

         “Stop.” Isabelle made a face. “No, she didn’t meet a woman who never existed. And even if she had, they would have had nothing in common. Great-Gran was the exact opposite of cold, cunning, and ruthless. She was the sweetest, most gentle, kindest person I have ever met in my life.” She snatched the pencil from his fingers and poked it into the front of his jacket. “And if you mention Briar Rose again, I will be forced to find another carpenter who has a much better grip on reality.”

         His lips twitched. “Sorry. Just the mention of fairy tales and all…”

         She threw the pencil at him in exasperation.

         He deftly snagged it out of the air. “Well, she must have had some stories to tell. About the war, that is.” His tone had sobered.

         Isabelle opened her mouth to answer and then hesitated. “No,” she finally said. “I mean, I asked her about it when she was still alive. A few times. But she’d get this…I don’t know, hard expression across her face and say ‘eyes forward’ and then change the subject. I never pressed. Maybe I should have.”

         Luc tapped the edge of the clipboard against his thigh. “Or maybe you did the right thing by respecting her wishes.”

         “Maybe.” Isabelle scuffed the toe of her boot into the litter of leaves beneath her feet. “She was special, you know? The one I went to for advice or to talk through the hard things that I struggled with. I just…I wish I could have been her confidant too. The person she could have shared her hard things with.”

         “Perhaps she did not wish to burden you.”

         “She would never have been a burden. She was my hero.”

         “Well, if she were here, and her great-granddaughter were standing in front of her magical castle considering making it magical once again, I suspect she would say ‘eyes forward,’ no?”

         Isabelle smiled ruefully, glancing up at Luc. “When did you get so wise?”

         “Under the shade of tiki huts, I’m sure.”

         Isabelle shook her head, still smiling.

         “So tell me, if Emilie is as captivated by this château as you, would restoring it be a joint venture?”

         Her smile slipped at the mention of her sister. “That has always been the plan.” Isabelle tried to keep her answer neutral, unsure if that statement was still true.

         “But she’s still in Paris, right? Would she come back to work on this—”

         “She didn’t come back when Dad had his stroke so who knows what she might come back for—” Isabelle clamped her mouth shut. Luc did not deserve to be the recipient of her bitterness and anger. She cleared her throat and stepped back, casting a critical eye over the damaged corner of the château. “Aside from the custom window replacement, there are some areas here that will need repointing.”

         She could feel Luc’s gaze on her but ignored it.

         After a moment he bent his head and made a notation on the clipboard. “Repointing,” he repeated.

         “With proper excavation by a proper mason,” she continued, “who can match the mortar both in color and historically accurate content to stabilize and maintain the integrity of the stone.”

         “You?”

         “I’m not a mason.”

         “But you know a good one.”

         “Two, in fact. And they are as necessary as they are expensive.” She glanced at Luc. “That should be considered in the purchase price.”

         “Duly noted.” Luc made another notation on the clipboard and pulled out his phone, snapping a series of photos of the damaged joints. “Shall we continue?”
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