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	Dear reader, let me introduce you to the first book in the Moore Sisters series, starting with a character you met in The Gentlemen series: Logan Bennett, the Marquis of Riderland’s brother. As always, everything you’ll find in these pages is entirely fictional. 

	I hope you enjoy it, not only this novel but all the ones before. 

	With love, 

	Dama Beltrán. 

	



	




	For my sister, Ana. 

	



	




	“The only curse humans have is dying without a loved one.”

	Francisco Gutiérrez and Dama Beltrán

	10/08/2018

	




Prologue 
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	London, October 14th, 1882. Moore Residency

	 

	Anne looked in the mirror and sighed. She didn’t want to go to a party after what had happened, but her parents promised her that it would be the last time they’d make her do such a thing. After she’d found out about it, she had done everything she could to make Mary take her place. She even staged a sprained ankle! But it was worthless. Her parents discovered her lie quickly and rejected the idea of their second child accompanying their third because they didn’t want her to become, once again, the subject of every social conversation. And they weren’t wrong... 

	If someone dared to contradict her in a conversation about medicine, Mary's temper would transform into a wolf and end up calling everyone who contradicted her a brainless piece of meat. Even after that explanation, she still thought they were wrong. 

	For her sister Elizabeth, it was better to escape all situations caused by Mary’s reaction, rather than be constantly embarrassed by her presence. But Mary was the one to blame for Elizabeth’s transformation: her and the curse she carried. 

	When everyone finally accepted her existence, Elizabeth went from being a sweet and caring child to a frivolous, shameless, and daring woman. The change was caused by the lack of candidates for her hand; meanwhile, the rest of the sisters weren’t looking for a man to marry. When it came to the twins, they were too young, and in Mary’s case, it was because she was as cold as an ice floe. Elizabeth used her incredible beauty and shamelessness to find men quickly. However, she never gained the desired outcome because, after what happened to Anne’s two fiancés, no man dared to court a Moore sister due to the fear of passing away... 

	Anne kept looking at herself in the mirror as she remembered her childhood. She was happier back then. Like any other child, she only focused on paying attention to the governess her parents hired, following the house rules, and painting. Yes, her only gift, for she was clumsy in everything else, was painting. She spent her days enjoying the peace that her garden offered during sunny days, while she captured thousands of imaginary sceneries in her canvas. Everything went well until she started to become a woman. Any woman would master those changes with the common sense their feminine condition carried, but she was incapable of it. As she guessed, the gypsy blood that ran through her veins was what caused it all. It burned. Yes, it burned so much that there were moments when the pain was so insufferable that she’d drop to the floor in tears. Why was her gypsy nature so cruel? 

	As time passed by, she accepted those changes in her. But in her new life, Anne Moore stopped being a child to become a woman with only one desire: seduction. She felt so mature, so radiant, so attractive that every time she took a stroll through London and noticed how men looked at her, her sexuality would rise from her insides like a blooming flower. Because of that, one afternoon while her sisters enjoyed a picnic, her mother took her through the hall and decided to confess what she had kept hidden during their seventeen years of marriage. 

	“Your grandfather, my father, became sick,” Sophia started telling her once they both sat down on the sofa near the fireplace. “And no doctor wanted to treat him except for the kind Doctor Randall Moore. I know that ever since he entered the carriage he didn’t take his eyes off me, and I couldn’t take them from him. I’ve wondered many times how was he capable of figuring out his illness if he didn’t pay any attention,” she continued with a smile. “The attraction we had was instant. He looked at me, I looked at him, and love was born.” 

	“Really? It was that easy?” she asked astonished. 

	“Have I told you that gypsy women have the gift of dreaming with the man of their life?” 

	Anne replied with a negative gesture from her head. 

	“Well, I saw him in many times in the same dream. He’d appear between the flames, which for us meant love and passion, he’d lend me his hand and... well, you can imagine the rest,” she blurted out with a big smile. 

	“I still can’t understand what it was to do with the curse he always talks about,” Anne declared as she rubbed her hands. 

	“After that night, your father and I would meet in secret. Neither my father nor grandmother accepted an outsider’s presence unless he cured them when the sorcerer in our town couldn’t. The first night I gave my body and soul to your father, he asked me to run away with him, get married and be Mrs. Moore forever. I considered it for several days...” she sighed. “Then something that made me decide quicker happened.” 

	“What happened?” Anne continued expectantly. 

	“My grandmother on my father’s side, Jovenka, arranged a marriage. She wanted me to marry the son of another gypsy family so, according to her, our blood wouldn’t contaminate.” 

	“She knew that you were falling in love with my father, didn’t she?” 

	“Yes, I fear she discovered us...” her mother added with a hint of sadness. “For that reason, the next night we met, I accepted Randall’s proposal without a doubt.” 

	“Was she the one who cursed you? Did she look for you? How did she do that?” Anne asked breathlessly. 

	“We stayed away from London for a month. Your father had saved enough to rent a small house and stay there for a while. But his work needed him and we had to go back. When he introduced me to Society, everyone was surprised that he found a wife...” 

	“The same way we’ll be surprised if Mary finds a man who tolerates her,” Anne interceded amusingly. 

	“I begged him to not reveal my origins.” 

	“Why would you ask such a thing?” Anne blurted out as she got up from the seat she had been the whole time. “Did you reject your blood?” 

	“No! I never rejected it!” she defended herself as she got up too. “But at that time it wasn’t prudent for a man like Randall, with an earned reputation after facing much difficulty, to add that his wife was a gypsy. It seemed more adequate to say that I was a middle class man’s daughter.” 

	“What happened next?” Anne asked. 

	“One night, we had prepared to attend a reunion with other doctors. You know, those that Mary loves and that I can’t stand for even ten minutes. I was standing at the entrance door, waiting for your father who had gone to get his glasses. I felt a strong wind by my side, but I didn’t pay attention to it until, a few moments later, I felt a presence. Slowly, I looked to the garden and... There was my grandmother Jovenka. She was looking at me with such rage that I felt her fury cross my body.” 

	“What did she say?” Anne insisted, looking back at her mother. 

	“Without talking, she grabbed my hand and pulled with strength. She wanted to separate me from the life I chose. But at that moment, your father appeared and took me away from her. ‘She’s staying by my side!’ he shouted at her.” 

	“What did Jovenka do?” 

	“She smiled with such wickedness that I froze,” Sophia remembered while she stroked her arms as if that cold had returned to her. “She closed her eyes and started invoking our ancestors. After an infernal chant, she spat on the first step of the stairs, leaned over, made several circles with the saliva, and said: ‘I curse you, Sophia. I curse you for rejecting who you are, for denying the blood that runs through your body, and for becoming an outsider’s wife. And to make the pain long-lasting and cruel you won’t be the one suffering my curse, but the oldest of your daughters. If she wants to fight against the life that awaits her, she’ll have to marry a gypsy, that’s how you’ll understand that the only truth that exists in this world is our blood’s power’.” 

	“What? I have to marry a... ?” Anne pressed her lips to avoid showing her mother the shock she felt. At no moment in her life had she thought that her future would be in a gypsy camp. Nor had she imagined living in a carriage and becoming a nomad’s wife. “What did my father do?” 

	“You know how he is...” Sophia commented with a small smile. “He didn’t believe, nor will believe in that kind of ritual and spell. For that reason, he made me promise that I’d never tell what happened that night. However, here I am, breaking a promise.” 

	“Why did you do that, Mother? Why have you confessed?” 

	“Because you have my blood, Anne,” she revealed, going back to the sofa. “And I see how it alters you every day.” 

	And it was true. For a while, Anne felt a strong necessity she couldn’t understand. She felt like a field filled with orchids in spring when she noticed the first rays of the morning sun. Her emotions, her sensations regarding the world that surrounded her had transformed, in no time, to become irrational and inappropriate. How many times did she look at a man shamelessly? Why did she look in the mirror and want to enhance her sensuality?  

	“We are and will always be wild,” Sophia clarified as she saw how her daughter frowned. “We were born from Mother Earth and, as such, we only look for the freedom to love. That’s why I want to warn you, before any gentleman occupies your heart, that it won’t be easy to fight against that curse. I don’t know what will happen, but I promise you, there’s no doubt that I’ll suffer with you.” 

	“Do you think that I’m cursed and that I’ll have to marry a gypsy to break it? Aren’t those, as my father said, empty words she used to scare you?” Anne asked as she sat next to her mother. 

	“No, Anne. My grandmother would never invoke the ancestors just to scare me,” she affirmed, caressing her young face. “I believe in that curse, the only thing I’m trying to understand is how you’ll manage to break it without marrying a gypsy.” 

	 

	How could she marry a gypsy? How would she abandon a comfortable life to transform it into the opposite? She had never rejected mixing their blood, but would never accept living like them. For that reason, Anne decided that the best way to fight against her wild side was to lock herself in her home and let the years go by. However, the problem grew and grew to the point it reached unprecedented madness. When she was two and twenty, she decided to face the curse. 

	Anne started to go out, to attend the parties she was invited to, and to enjoy everything she had missed due to her isolation. During said celebrations her attitude was similar to her sister Elizabeth’s: she’d converse with guests without caring about their social status, she’d accept dances with unsuitable men, and wouldn’t avoid meeting the eyes of anyone who looked at her. She only left a party when her feet hurt so much they wouldn’t stand another dance. 

	At that time, she met Dick Hendall, a handsome young man she ran into on multiple occasions. They started with discrete glances, then they continued with small talk, and ended up meeting in the darkest places the gardens could offer. Dick was a real seducer and transformed her into a passionate and uninhibited woman. Every time they were alone, he’d court her not only with beautiful words but with kisses and strokes that would leave her shaking. She had never imagined that a man’s courting of a woman could be false, so she gave in to the passion they both kept a secret. After several encounters, Dick proposed, suggesting that there wasn’t another woman he could love as much as her. 

	In that moment and filled with happiness Anne accepted his proposal, forgetting, once again, the curse that her mother had confessed to her. 

	The afternoon that the handsome Mr. Hendall appeared at the Moore residency to formally ask for her hand in marriage, she was so nervous that she could barely sit still for more than three seconds. She’d walk through the hallway rubbing her hands as she waited for one of her parents to get step out of the study and ask for her presence. As she walked around, Anne prayed that her mother, since her father believed in neither curses nor spells, would forget the idea about the family curse. She had wasted almost seven years of her life believing in such foolishness and hoped that everyone accepted, once and for all, that such a curse wasn’t real. 

	An hour after Mr. Hendall’s arrival, her mother opened the door and called for her. Anne saw the enthusiasm in Dick’s eyes when she entered. Her parents had accepted the engagement and, from that moment, she became Mr. Hendall’s fiancé. 

	Nothing could make her happier or prouder. Not only she would marry the man she loved, but she had also eliminated the foolishness around her curse. 

	Those were happy days for the family. Her sisters joined her happiness by helping her look for a wedding dress and making the guest list. Even her father would join in, every time he was available, with the feminine gatherings. The only person who didn’t share that euphoric state was her mother. Ever since Dick left her home, she had stayed quiet, distant, and mysterious. Anne, annoyed by her mother’s inappropriate attitude, dared to reproach her that she spent her whole youth scared about a lie and that she’d demonstrate, with her marriage, that her mother was wrong that marrying a gypsy was necessary to be happy. Sophia accepted, reluctantly, that everything that she thought about her ancestors was a lie and that none of her relatives had the skill to curse. 

	The days passed by and, for the first time in a long season, the word curse was erased from Anne’s mind. But that all changed on the night that one of Dick’s servants showed up to inform them about the tragic news... 

	After hearing about his loss, Anne has to sit down on the first step of the stairs of the entrance hall to avoid fainting. The tears fought to run down her cheeks while she refused to assume what happened. 

	Her father was the one who decided to see what happened and, after hearing the servant’s version several times, picked his coat and left with him. Astonished and petrified, Anne could sense her sister’s sobs as if they were several miles away from her. Everything around her disappeared; she stopped being Anne Moore, Mr. Hendall’s fiancé, and transformed into a nameless ghost. 

	Her shock state kept her away from reality for three days, the amount of time it took for Dick’s parents to bury his body. Even though she spent those days beside the coffin, she only reacted when two people dressed in mourning placed the casket in the family’s mausoleum. Then she had to accept the truth: her fiancé was dead. An expert horseman, who had competed in hundreds of races, had fallen off a stallion when he was galloping home. 

	After the funeral procession, Anne locked herself in her room and didn’t leave until, several days later, her father entered and told her Doctor Foster’s version; Dick’s death would have been avoided if he hadn’t mounted an uncastrated horse after consuming enough alcohol to get the crew of a ship drunk. Despite that discovery, even if her father Randall tried to convince her that she didn’t have anything to do with it, Anne didn’t respond to reasoning. For a year and a half, she dressed in mourning for her deceased fiancé, and the thought that she was cursed returned to her mind. 

	Once her mourning period ended, her father’s table filled once again with invitations. On this occasion, she wasn’t the only one invited, but also Mary, who had turned twenty, and Elizabeth, who was the sweet age of nineteen.  Mary’s answer was always a negative, however Elizabeth wouldn’t allow time to pass by without enjoying the benefits of being the famous Doctor Randall Moore’s daughter. Even if she tried to gain the guests’ attention, they barely offered her their conversation due to her youth. At Anne’s distress, all gazes centered in her once again. No one talked about the unfortunate fiancée who, a month before her wedding, lost her suitor, nor did she hear rumors about a curse. Until that moment, the secret was safe. But everything changed after Lord Houston's death, the Count of Houston's only son... 

	No one knew much about the boy, maybe because he had never left the house he lived in ever since he had been born. The only one Anne knew was the widowed count. The elder looked at her without shame every time they conceded in events and tried, through acquaintances, to have a conversation with her. Anne rejected those approaches, but the widower’s fixation with her became more and more exhausting. 

	The night the elderly count appeared in her home to ask for an arranged marriage between Anne and his son, she cried out to the heavens. She reminded her parents to the point of exhaustion of the curse that haunted her and that, if they accepted the engagement, they’d kill another person. Randall refuted all her arguments by reminding her that Mr. Hendall had provoked his death by being imprudent and that she couldn’t be so selfish since her sisters' future would be uncertain because of her. Anne begged her mother, the only one who still believed the curse’s existence, but she did not listen. Maybe because, after confessing that Anne lost her innocence to Dick, her mother thought that it would be the last chance life would give her to find a husband who wouldn’t reject for not waiting until marriage. According to the widower, neither he nor his son cared about what Anne had done in the past, but rather what she could offer in the near future: the descendants they needed so the title wouldn’t go back to the crown. 

	Despite her sobs and begs, Randall accepted the engagement. Two days after the papers announced that they were engaged, the young Lord Houston, who she still did not know in person, passed away. On this occasion, it was the one and only Doctor Foster who visited her to talk about what happened. It didn’t matter how much he insisted that it was an accident because no one predicted that the gun would be shot while it was cleaned, Anne felt so guilty that she fell into a deep depression. 

	Even if she didn’t leave her house for months, the rumors about the dark aura around her reached her ears. They called her so many names that she couldn’t count them on her fingers. Even a cartoonist who worked for the weekly paper created a cartoon of her explaining that, if someone wanted to organize the disappearance of a libertine chasing an honorable lady, the best way to do it was engaging him to the Doctor Moore’s eldest daughter. 

	The invitations for social events disappeared. Her father’s table was empty and that caused a very dangerous family controversy. On one side, Mary still wasn’t looking for a husband, Josephine was perfecting the military skill she was born with, and Madeline’s excessive shyness kept her safe. However, Elizabeth didn’t want to adopt that position. Every time the subject came up during the scarce family gatherings she attended, she’d recriminate Anne, saying that it was her fault that she wouldn’t be able to make her dream come true: marrying an aristocrat. 

	Anne, desperate, decided to exclude herself from her own family. She locked herself in her room and spent several hours practicing what made her happy when a child: painting. 

	Slowly, she rose from the stool, fixed her dress, and walked towards the door. Before going out she looked at Mary from the corner of her eye. As it was usual for her, she was already in bed reading a new medicine book. 

	“Don’t look at me like that” Mary commented when she noticed her staring gaze. “I’m sure you’ll enjoy that beautiful ceremony.” 

	“If you are so sure, why don’t you go?” Anne shot back with irritation. 

	“Because I have an appointment I can’t postpone,” she commented while lifting the book she was holding. “And I think is more appropriate to inform myself about how we’ll face future illnesses than avoiding recriminatory looks from the gentlemen who will attend said party. Besides, I’m not as desperate as Elizabeth. I’m not looking for a man who would ruin my life.” 

	“According to Madeleine, you’ll end up married,” Anne commented sharply. 

	“Our little sister’s visions don’t cause me any distress. I only accepted them so you wouldn’t leave London after your second suitor’s death. I’ve heard that you still have that idea on your mind and that our father will meet tonight with the person who will take you to your dear Paris.” 

	“I can’t be here any longer, I’m only hurting you,” Anne declared sadly. 

	“I don’t agree. We are all very happy, except you.” 

	“Aren’t you conscious of the attitude our sister has taken? Don’t you see what I see? If she keeps acting like this, it’ll end badly and she’ll never find a husband.” 

	“What Elizabeth does with her life is her problem, not mine. She must be conscious that she is but a gentleman’s daughter, and she should stop dreaming about marrying an aristocrat. What I think is insufferable is that she blames you for it. If she stopped looking at herself in the mirror and used her brain instead, she’d notice that she has a gift so precious that any man, aristocrat or not, would fall head over heels for her. But, luckily for her and your distress, it’s easier to blame others for the imprudences she does daily.” 

	“And the curse?” Anne asked while getting closer to her sister’s bed. 

	“It’s nonsense! For God’s sake, do you really believe in it?” 

	“After their deaths...” 

	“They were stupid! Hendall was a fool for mounting a stallion while being drunk, the poor Lord Houston was brainless and his father thought that marrying a healthy woman would solve the problem. Besides, you witnessed the count’s impatience. Any honorable man would have cried out to the heavens when our mother confessed that you weren’t chaste anymore and, what did he say?” 

	“That he didn’t care about what I had done in the past, the only thing he was interested in was that his son had descendants soon,” Anne said, blushing at the coldness her sister spoke with to expose the fact that she had lost her innocence to Dick. 

	“Exactly!” Mary exclaimed while kneeling on the bed. “That man only wanted healthy grandchildren that would hold his noble title, but he forgot about his son’s own madness. If he would have asked your hand in marriage, then he would have had a chance.” 

	“Or he would have died,” Anne said with irritation. 

	“Well, I’m sure that his hearth wouldn’t endure a night by your side. If gypsy blood, the one that drove you wild to the point that you didn’t realize what you did with Dick, still runs through your veins, the old man would have died by seeing you naked.” After that comment, Mary burst out in giggles. 

	“What about you? Don’t you have gypsy blood? Because your mother is the same as mine,” Anne replied. 

	“According to what I’ve heard, gypsy blood encourages us to live in passion and desire towards men and I, for now, am not interested in lying in anyone’s arms. So luckily for me, I may not have a single drop. It’s more like that the Moore blood is dominant, that could explain why I need to fill my head with knowledge and not foolish dreams. Chasity, my dear sister, might be the secret as to why I’m smarter than you,” Mary commented proudly. 

	“I hope that you find the man that Madeleine saw and you become even more lustful than I was!” Anne yelled as she walked to the door. 

	“Another curse?” Mary blurted out with sarcasm. 

	“If that makes you less of a scholar, then yes, another curse,” Anne declared before slamming the door. 

	She couldn’t stand Mary’s frivolity when they talked about Elizabeth’s problem, nor how she could make fun of her for being with the man she loved, nor how she laughed about the curse. Anne was the one that caused all this to happen! She was the one! But soon the problem would be solved… 

	That night, her father would talk to the man who would take her away from London and her family. Once the cursed child stopped existing in society, her sister would recover what they missed because of her and finally find peace. 

	When she appeared at the top of the stairs, Anne noticed that Elizabeth was waiting for her with their parents. Her sister had chosen a light blue gown for the occasion and, as always, it was the right choice. The fabric not only highlighted her eyes but also emphasized her golden hair. Anne felt bad for her. She was really too beautiful to adopt such inadequate behavior. If she became a respectable woman and let her gift be known, as Mary explained, men would fall head over heels for her. 

	“Finally!” her sister exclaimed upon seeing her. “Why did you choose that horrible dress? Can’t you see that the color doesn’t suit you? If you put on some copper jewels you would look like an authentic gypsy and would be asked the whole night to read the future,” she suggested before bursting into laughs. 

	“Elizabeth...” her mother warned her. “You should be grateful that your sister decided to accompany you to the ceremony, instead of making fun of her.”  

	“Anne, thank you for accompanying me,” Elizabeth grumbled. “But I’d have preferred Mary.” 

	“Elizabeth!” her father claimed. “How can you be so treacherous?” 

	“I’m not treacherous, Father,” she commented, lowering her tone. “I’m realistic, and the only thing I see with her company is that no one will approach me because I’ll be beside a cursed woman wearing an ugly gown.” 

	“Elizabeth Moore! You are no longer attending!” Sophia yelled angrily. 

	“You won’t allow me to go? What will my friend think if she doesn’t see me there? What rumor will the guests spread when there’s no Moore representation at the year’s most important event?” Elizabeth asked with shock. 

	“Don’t worry, Mother. I’ll take care of her,” Anne calmed her down. 

	“If you see something inappropriate, if Elizabeth’s behavior becomes insufferable, don’t doubt in dragging her back,” Sophia asked with narrowed eyes. “I’ll make sure that she changes her attitude as soon as she crosses that door.” 

	“Remember, Mother, gypsy blood runs through my veins and, as you did at the same age, I’m also looking for a man that makes me happy,” Elizabeth revealed as the housekeeper helped her to put on her pelisse. 

	“My gypsy blood is warning me that you’ll suffer for a long time,” Sophia muttered. “And when sadness covers that dark heart, you won’t be able to find the light.” 

	“Please...” Anne intervened. “This is not the time to start another fight. I’m sure that nothing will happen and Elizabeth will behave correctly.” 

	“I hope so,” Randall whispered before grabbing his wife’s hand and kissing it to ease her. 

	Once they left their home, Elizabeth got in the carriage first, got comfortable in her seat, and looked at Anne with narrowed eyes. “I hope you don’t embarrass me again.” 

	“Me?” Anne asked astonished. “If something should embarrass you it’s your own behavior. You look like a prostitute.” 

	“If you hadn’t buried two suitors, I wouldn’t have to be showing my cleavage to find a husband.” 

	“Madeleine said you’d find one,” Anne reminded her. 

	“Yes, she also said that he’d show up in the path between our home and the Bonhams and, have you seen a gentleman there?” 

	“You should be more patient and...” 

	“I don’t have time!” Elizabeth claimed angrily. “Can’t you see that I’m about to turn two and twenty? I’m too old!” 

	“But...” 

	“There’s no but, Anne. Days are passing by quicker and quicker, my beauty will disappear and, if I don’t find a husband by the end of the year, I’ll become a bitter spinster like you,” she said, before turning her face to the carriage’s window and ending the conversation. 

	Anne sat in silence. Elizabeth was so desperate to achieve her purpose that, as Mary said, something that she’d regret for the rest of her life could happen. But, luckily, she’d stay by her sister’s side the whole night so Elizabeth didn’t do anything foolish and, once they got home, their parents would make something about it. She only hoped that the ship’s captain accepted her father’s proposal and took her away from here... 

	After letting out a deep sigh, Anne involuntarily placed her hands in her chest. She couldn’t understand why she had been so anxious lately. Maybe it was caused by the distress she felt for Elizabeth, or the need to find out when she was leaving. The reason didn’t matter, her heartbeat increased during the trip and her gypsy blood that had frozen after Dick’s death was regaining life once again, as if it was telling her that this evening her fate would change forever... 
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	As she feared, the nuptial ceremony not only consisted of attending the marriage in the church, but the celebration the Marquis of Riderland had prepared in his London residency. 

	Anne, tired after so many hours without being able to sit down, decided to hide and support herself by one of the pillars that surrounded the hall. That hidden place would allow her to watch over her sister while easing the insufferable pain in her feet. Without blinking, so she wouldn’t miss a single movement from Elizabeth, she noticed that her sister’s friend Natalie, now Mrs. Lawford, and her sister were looking to the side of the hall that was destined for single young men. Anne cursed under her breath when she noticed who might be the protagonists of that conversation. How could Elizabeth act that way? Didn’t she have an inch of dignity? The two men they were observing were not only younger than Elizabeth but also the sons of two of the most important aristocrats in London. That confirmed that her sister’s problem was bigger than Anne had thought. 

	As the two friends looked away, Anne studied the two young men in silence. The first one, except for his eye color, was a replica of the Duke of Rutland. He even resembled his father in his great corpulence. According to her clients, whom Anne painted in front of beautiful backgrounds and gowns that she would never buy due to their extreme opulence, the handsome adolescent was one of the most desired bachelors in the city. Being the duke’s firstborn, and the only son, he’d inherit a legacy many marriageable women desired to obtain, but, luckily for him, he wasn’t interested in looking for a wife to share said inheritance, but rather to finish the studies he just started. 

	The second young man Elizabeth looked at for a moment, was Eric Cooper, the Baron of Sheriton's son. A tall young man, with sapphire eyes and an unusual hair color, as over his reddish hair some blonde golden locks could be seen. Another husband candidate that not only young women desired, but also their mothers. If the duke’s son emitted an aura of respect, temperance, and honor that intimidated any person that approached him, Lord Cooper intimidated even more thanks to his distinguished behavior. No one dared to spread a false rumor about him. His integrity exceeded the most honest man in the world and, according to the ladies who loved being painted, the future Baron of Sheriton rejected, in any way, to follow a libertine life. What sane woman didn’t dream of having a husband who only desired to please his wife? That unusual behavior in English aristocrats could be confirmed in any social event. One of the best examples was his cold and distant attitude, which could be seen when it came to dancing. He never danced with any woman except for his father’s wife, his sister Hope, the Marquis of Riderland’s daughters, or the Duke of Rutland’s. Thanks to that distant attitude, every time he walked near a group of marriageable women, their sighs were as deep as sad moans. 

	After reflecting on the two young men, Anne decided to leave where she was and walk towards the seats placed for the middle-aged ladies who grew tired during the evening of those young women waiting for a kind gentleman to ask them to dance. Anne couldn’t stand on her feet any longer. As she walked across the wide hallway made out of the columns and the wall, she looked at the guests. They were all drinking, smiling, dancing, and conversing without paying attention to her, as if she didn’t exist. That, somehow, eased her. That way, Anne wouldn’t need to give foolish excuses about her distant behavior or listen to the sad story about her suitor’s deaths all over again. Society, instead of talking about the skill she had acquired as an artist and how popular she was among ladies in high society for her work, preferred to make fun of the lowest points of her life. But Anne would stop caring about it after that night. Once the person her father would visit accepted to take her on the ship, she’d leave. She’d forget who she was and center on who she wanted to be: Anne Moore, the artist. 

	It was Dick who talked about going to Paris during their romantic encounters. She always told him how tired she was of living in London because, no matter how much she tried, she never seemed to find her place in a city so distant and prideful. Of course, she never told him that a part of her, her gypsy side, urged to travel all over from one place to the other and discover new worlds as if she was a nomad. In the end, it seemed that her gypsy blood was stronger than the Moores... 

	After her second suitor’s death, Anne had remembered all the stories that Dick narrated about the city and ended up obsessing with a specific topic: Parisian society was different to the English. No one enquired about anyone’s past. The only thing they were interested in was the person who arrived and never asked about what made them leave their city. That new vision of life would be fabulous because, once she placed her feet in Paris, she’d forget about the tragedy she lived in London and introduce herself as a young artist that was looking to succeed in art. 

	“A young artist...” she sighed to herself. 

	She wasn’t so young but deep inside she knew a great artist was born and all thanks to her second suitor’s death. She had found something good in her terrible past! 

	During the depression she had sunk into after the incident, she focused on art and in developing her techniques. The only thing that would make her get out of her house was going to a library for books that would teach her how to evolve the gift she’d had since she was a child. At first, she only portrayed scenes filled with darkness and mystery, however, as time passed by, she started to see the light and beauty in them. Her mother, as a reward for her new perspective, placed her most beautiful paintings in the entryway of their house, allowing anyone that visited to admire them. One of those guests was Doctor Foster’s wife. Her father’s colleague wanted to know how she was after her second depression. But they couldn’t talk about the illness she had endured because the doctor’s wife focused all the conversations on her magnificent ability. During dinner, Mrs. Foster decided to ask Anne to paint her daughters since, according to her, their beauty was similar to the Greek goddesses. Anne quickly accepted the job, hoping that it would be a beneficial alternative for her. And it was. Before finishing the second portrait of their daughters, the doctor had confirmed hundreds of new orders. Almost all ladies which could allow themselves to pay her fees would ask for her services. Although she only painted women, since the gentlemen wouldn’t dare to look at her just in case they were poisoned by her eyes, Anne enjoyed that new direction in life. However, as time went by she started to grow tired of going from one place to another with her easel, of the conversations the ladies offered, and of portraying beautiful ladies that hid wickedness similar to her great grandmother Jovenka. 

	That was the second reason she wanted to distance herself from her family. Aside from freeing them from the curse, Anne wanted to give herself another chance. She didn’t want to be a silent witness of the wonderful projections that young women she painted would set out as themselves, she wanted to be the protagonist of those stories. She had assumed that her mother’s blood was stronger than her father’s, that inside her was a passionate woman that desired to love and be loved and every day she spent locked in her room her life got shorter. What did her mother say? That she had to marry a gypsy so the curse disappeared? It didn’t state that she couldn’t have relationships with other men. Logically, due to her father’s reputation, she didn’t plan to look for lovers in London, but she was sure that Paris would be another story. Maybe... She could become a mother. 

	Anne closed her eyes and sighed. If she succeeded in getting with child, if she managed to conceive, she’d love and care for it until the end of time. She’d never tell the father about the child’s existence so he wouldn’t insist on getting married and becoming the curse’s third victim. She had never thought of that when she had relations with Dick. Maybe because she was too young or maybe because he promised that he wouldn’t plant his seed inside her until marriage. Whatever the reason, she never saw herself with a child in her arms until she decided to leave the city she hated. Only Paris could offer her what she dreamed and desired! 

	When Anne was about to reach the side of the hall she was aiming for, manly voices reached her ears. By the tone of their voices, it didn’t seem like a cordial conversation, but rather the opposite. Even if she tried to be discrete, Anne looked with the corner of her eyes the two figures that stayed aside from the other guests. One, without a doubt, was the Marquis of Riderland. Even if his back was turned from her, his blond hair and height were his most prominent features. Anne’s brown eyes settled on the unknown gentleman. His back was as wide as the marquis’ and there was barely a difference in their height. His legs, long and toned, perfectly fitted in his breeches. They resembled two exact figures, however, that stranger flaunted his long dark hair in a black ribbon, matching his suit. Anne, when she discovered that he started to move his large frame to turn to her, started walking towards the chairs, quickly looking away. If she nagged Elizabeth for her shameless behavior, she couldn’t do the same thing she scolded. But the curiosity to find out what irritated the Marquis on such an important day for the family made her slowly turn her face to them. The moment she saw the stranger’s features, she extended her hand to the nearest chair and clung to it with strength. They were related, there was no doubt. Only the Riderlands could have such a rare and special eye color. According to what Elizabeth told her, it was a typical feature in the Bennetts. But Anne not only gazed at him but rather she kept looking shamelessly. His jaw, manly and strong, had a thick and long beard. It seemed like he fired his valet long ago. Slowly, without being able to look away, she looked at his aquiline nose, the wrinkles on his forehead, his heart-shaped lips, red as carmine. Astonished at her shameless behavior, Anne stood by the chair and sat down but her eyes didn’t notice the embarrassment that ran through her body. She kept looking at the stranger, compiling every single detail about his magnetic and masculine body. One of the questions she asked herself was quickly answered; he was a legitimate Bennett, even if he was dark-haired. He could be a nephew, cousin, or young uncle of the marquis. Without a doubt, he was a Bennett. 

	Anne was so captivated by him, so attracted to that muscular and sensual body, that she didn’t care that she had spent so long looking at him until their eyes met. The moment the stranger raised his right eyebrow, silently asking her what she was looking at, Anne, even more embarrassed, lowered her head. He didn’t look away. She could feel his gaze, as if he were studying every inch in her body and, at that moment, she wanted a smokescreen, like the ones illusionists used in the theater, to surround her so she could run away. But the deep fog didn’t appear and she kept feeling the man’s gaze over her. She deserved it. The embarrassment was caused by her for being so impudent. How could she dare to look at a man that way? Had she not been irritated when Elizabeth had done the same with the two young aristocrats? But now... who was irritated at her inappropriate attitude? She was. Anne got angry at her indiscretion and for the repercussions of her bad behavior. 

	She placed her hands on her gown, smoothed out the few wrinkles it had, and took a deep breath to calm down. The only one to blame for that indecency was her, and she would make it stop. Slowly, she started to get up. Anne needed to go back to the corner she had spent the last two hours in. No one would look at her and that man would stop staring. But when she raised her face, when her eyes involuntarily looked to the place where he was, she noticed to her distress that he was still looking. Her legs started shaking, her hands sweating so much that she could see some spots in her gloves, and her heart, which had stopped beating when Dick passed away, started beating so strongly it forced her to balance herself to its rhythm. What the hell was going on? Why was she frozen? And... why was her temperature increasing? 

	Desperately, because there was no other word that could define it better, she turned around, looked away from that man, and tripped in her first into a woman she had known for about twenty years. 

	“Miss Moore, are you quite well?” 

	“Milady,” Anne responded with a slight curtsey. “Yes, I am. Thank you.” 

	“Are you leaving?” the baroness inquired. 

	“No, I just arrived. I was hoping to sit down,” she lied. 

	She extender her hand to the elderly woman and guided her to the nearest chair, next to the one she was in. 

	“Then give me your company, if you don’t have anything better to do,” she asked her good friend Randall’s oldest daughter. 

	“It would be an honor,” Anne responded, settling in once again. 

	“And who are you here with, my dear?” 

	“As you may know, Elizabeth is the best friend of Mr. Lawford’s wife and we couldn’t miss such a special day,” she explained calmly. 

	“Then, the fact that I hadn’t seen you until now was because you have used that time to watch over your sister’s integrity instead of enjoying the party, is that correct?” Vianey asked with confidence. 

	“You are very sharp, baroness,” Anne added with a small smile. 

	“Then I must inform you that you are useless as a chaperone,” she scolded her. “If you haven’t noticed, Elizabeth decided to dance with Lord Lorre and I can assure you that she isn’t being appropriate for said company.” 

	Anne, at that comment, looked at the dancing couples and confirmed her words. Elizabeth danced and smiled at her companion. How could she agree to dance with him without asking for permission? Was she so desperate to start ignoring social protocol? And... what was she doing to stop it?

	“It is just a dance...” Anne murmured to the baroness. “I’m sure that, when it is over, she’ll come to me and everything will be resolved.” 

	“Your sister, my dear, won’t solve anything. I don’t know if your parents are conscious of the inappropriate attitude their third child has adopted, but the rest of society is,” the baroness affirmed severely. “It would be a shame that after all the time your father needed to gain the place he has, his daughter’s reputation could destroy it.” 

	“Milady, without all due respect, I must tell you that you’re exaggerating a friendly dance. My sister is not adopting a...” 

	“How would you define the behavior of a young woman who is desperately trying to marry an aristocrat, Anne? 

	The fact that the woman called her for her first name astonished her. It was true that her parents and the baroness of Swatton had a close relationship after her father saved her lover, the solicitor Arthur Lawford, from a terrible disease. But the woman had never spoken to her with such familiarity. That could only indicate that she was really worried about the fame Elizabeth could acquire and the scandal that would surround the family.  

	“It will go away...” Anne assured after a deep breath. 

	“Do you really think that if you leave the city, your sister will behave accordingly?” the baroness blurted out as she looked at her without blinking. 

	“How do you know that... ?” Anne tried to say. 

	“Your mother and I, as you may know, are good friends and she told me that you decided to move to Paris for your sisters’ well-being,” her companion confessed. 

	“Not only that, milady, but also for my desire to evolve as an artist. I can’t spend the rest of my life painting ladies, that would destroy me once again. As you may know, after what happened in the past, I left my melancholy thanks to my art.” 

	“So... No gentleman has tried to become your third suitor, is that true?” Vianey inquired. 

	“No. Not a single one. And I’m no longer interested. I’ve concluded that I want to be alone. I don’t want a man by my side continuously watching over me. I need the freedom to do whatever I want to do.” Anne gave the same words Mary used when her mother insisted, three weeks ago, that she had to get her eyes off books and place them on a man. 

	“I see...” the baroness murmured as she looked away from Anne to look on the other side of the hall. To her surprise, she discovered that the Marquis’s sibling, the Viscount of Devon, wouldn’t stop staring at them. Much to her disappointment, she was sure that the handsome gentleman wasn’t looking at her, but rather her companion. Quickly she looked at Randall’s oldest daughter and made an irritated face when she noticed the color of her dress. “I don’t like Paris. Husbands are unfaithful over there.” 

	“And they aren’t in London?” Anne asked as she raised her brown eyebrows. 

	“Of course they are, but far less than in Paris,” she proceeded with her speech. “Besides, not all is lost. Maybe there’s a gentleman willing to face death and desires to find out what that horrible orange gown is hiding. Didn’t your mother forbid it when she saw it? Because if you were my daughter, I would tear it down to shreds.” 

	“My mother, as you may know, respects her daughter’s choices. For that reason, she allowed me to wear this beautiful orange silk gown and supports my decision of moving to Paris,” Anne said firmly.  

	“Well, if that’s the case, I must advise you to focus, during the time you have left, on your sister’s attitude. I don’t think my dear Sophia wants to hear conversations about the scandal her third child will be in if she wants a relationship with Lord Lorre.” 

	“What scandal are you talking about?” she asked as she turned to the baroness. 

	“You haven’t heard the latest social rumors, have you?” 

	“As you may comprehend, I don’t really pay attention to absurd dialogues about what aristocracy does and doesn’t do,” Anne pointed out seriously.  

	“In that case, I’ll give you an overview. It seems that the Baron of Pherguin, Lord Lorre’s parents, did everything in their power to bring him back from Spain. That ungrateful man has spent more than two-thirds of the family’s inheritance and has had to arrange a marriage with the Bakalyan’s youngest daughter, the owners of the second most powerful iron enterprise. As soon as the engagement is announced, the only position that the distinguished Lord Lorre could offer Elizabeth would be as his lover. Does your beautiful sister want to become such a man’s mistress? Would Sophia support that alternative?” the baroness blurted out with aversion. 

	“I’m sure Elizabeth ignores that information, milady. She wouldn’t have conceded him a dance,” Anne muttered as she looked at the smiling couple. “But don’t worry, as soon as the piece is over, we’ll talk about it and you’ll see how everything was just a mistake.” 

	“I hope that you put her in her place,” the baroness commented, standing up after she noticed that Arthur was walking towards her. “It would be terrible for Mary to suffer due to Elizabeth’s wild behavior. I’ve witnessed irreparable catastrophes over a woman’s honor.” 

	“As I said, I’m sure it’s just a mistake,” Anne said as she stood up. 

	“And I trust your judgment, Anne. I don’t want to witness the terrible humiliation your parents would endure,” she insisted. 

	“It wouldn’t be the first time...” Anne muttered to herself, but the baroness listened. 

	“Your suitors’ deaths are not as important as seeing your sister’s honor ruined. And now if you excuse me, I have to reunite with Arthur. He must be tired and wants to leave.” 

	“Good night, milady,” Anne gave a slight curtsey. 

	“Good night, Anne, and remember one last thing, hope is the last thing that’s lost.” 

	“If you mean Elizabeth, don’t worry, I’m sure everything will be over soon.” 

	“I’m not talking about that girl; I’m talking about you. Don’t lose hope in living what you’ve dreamed of here, because I predict that your life will change sooner than you think,” she said before slowly walking to the place where the solicitor was waiting. 

	While she tried to stay calm, Anne saw how the baroness walked to her lover without caring what others may say. It was illogical that a woman like that, who maintained a romance with Natalie's husband's uncle for five decades, would care about Elizabeth’s childish behavior. But that only reinforced her conclusion, that aristocracy would always be higher than the rest of the world. Without being able to erase the rage she felt, Anne frowned and silently cursed that her parents didn’t choose Mary over herself to attend this evening. Surely, after hearing the baroness’s words, Mary would have risen, walked towards them, and after slapping his face, taken Elizabeth by her arm out of the marquis’s residence. However, she was frozen, looking at Elizabeth’s flirtatious gestures with rage and praying that all of the violin’s chords could break to end the dance. 

	Just a few more minutes... Anne thought as she walked toward the place where she wanted to hide until the music stopped. It was enough punishment that she had to endure everyone avoiding her and her sister behaving inadequately, she didn’t want other guests to know that she was angry. She was sure that others would run away, screaming that the witch wanted to kill someone else. But when she was about to hide behind the great pillar that would protect her until she could grab her sister and drag her home, she felt a pair of eyes looking at her once again. Scared, because she was conscious of the only person who would dare to do it, she raised her chin and confirmed it. There he was, the blue-eyed stranger, watching over her. Without looking away from her, he raised his cup to his lips, slowly drank from it, and, after swallowing his sip, slowly licked his lips. That shameless act provoked heat in Anne so high she almost kneeled. Her heart started beating wildly, her hands began sweating again, and a strange pain appeared in her abdomen. What the hell was happening to her? Did her gypsy blood rise from the ashes upon seeing him? Why was that man so special? Why was she so altered? 

	Anne took a deep breath and, even if her legs didn’t respond as she wanted, hid behind the column—but her orange skirt, a beautiful but indiscreet color, could be seen from both sides as if it was dressing the marble post. If you are real, help me get out of here, she asked while closing her eyes. 

	“Hiding again?” Elizabeth asked. 

	“Elizabeth!” Anne exclaimed, startled. 

	“What?” she blurted out, looking at her with astonishment. “What’s wrong? Did someone laugh at your ugly gown?” her sister teased

	“We have to leave. We need to get out of here... now!” And Anne grabbed Elizabeth by her arm and dragged her from the hall. 

	“I have to say goodbye to Natalie!” she said over and over again. 

	“You’ll send her a letter tomorrow, to apologize saying that you didn’t want to make her lose time and you left because it was too late,” Anne said without turning. 

	Her pelisse. The only thing she needed to get out of there was her pelisse. But if the butler took too long to give it to her, she’d leave without it. She would send Sarah to pick it up the next day. 

	“But, Anne!” Elizabeth insisted. “It’s not appropriate to... !” 

	“It is after what you’ve done! Do you know what the Baroness of Swatton suggested while you were dancing with Lord Lorre?” 

	“Coming from her, anything,” Elizabeth added, amused. 

	“That men don’t see you as a future wife, but rather as a lover,” Anne declared without a doubt. 

	“As told by a woman who was kept a secret relationship with an solicitor of questionable fame for decades?” Elizabeth ranted, offended. 

	“If she thinks it, the rest of the world does too. She only wants to warn us what will happen if you don’t resolve the situation soon.” 

	When she turned to grab the pelisse the butler finally offered her, Anne's body stood still like a statue. He had followed her. That man was following her. Why was he doing that? Why was he interested in her? 

	“Listen, Anne Moore,” Elizabeth said as she pointed with her finger. “Don’t you dare tell our parents such nonsense. I’m not trying to be anyone’s mistress, but rather someone’s wife. Maybe you already gave up because two of your suitors have died, maybe the folly around our great grandmother’s curse has scared you, but that’s not my situation. I don’t want to become a spinster and I plan to take advantage of my appearance to find a man to marry.” 

	“Your appearance is not important...” Anne murmured in surprise. 

	“To become an aristocrat’s wife... it is,” she affirmed before turning around to leave the residency with her chin raised as high as a duchess. 

	Anne, before taking a step forward and running after Elizabeth, turned to the place where she saw the man and noticed that he was still there, leaning over the wall in that impeccable black suit, giving an aura of mystery and looking at her without blinking. Amazed by his bravery, she turned around and ran towards the door. Once she was inside the carriage and it pulled away, her eyes involuntarily settled on the residence’s entrance and, when she saw the figure leaning over the door frame, her gypsy blood started boiling and burned her skin. 

	



	


II
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	When Randall got home, after talking to the Viscount of Devon, he walked directly to the north hall when he had breakfast with his wife before their daughters woke up. When he entered, Sophia, as they had agreed before he left, was waiting for him while sitting in front of the fireplace. She had let her hair down and her straight black hair reached her waist. Slowly Randall walked towards her, stood at her back, and sweetly kissed her head. 

	“He refused to take her, didn’t he?” she asked without looking away from the fire. 

	“Yes, he did, even after I gave him the envelope,” he responded. He turned slowly and sat down next to his wife. “He didn’t look at it...” he added after taking a deep breath. “I don’t blame him, Sophia. It’s all my fault...” he continued, distraught. 

	“You don’t have anything to do with the rejection. Things happen for a reason and fate decided he wouldn’t accept, even if you offered a million pounds,” she stated. 

	“I don’t know if that’s true,” Randall affirmed, placing his head on her shoulder. “The thing is, he refused after I told him about our daughter’s curse.” 

	“And why did you do that?” Sophia cried as she stood up. She looked at him and, after seeing the sadness in the man she loved, calmed down. 

	“I don’t know...” Randall added as he desperately rubbed his face. “Words quickly came out of my mouth without control. When I wanted to stop, it was too late.” 

	“What exactly... did you say?” she demanded to know while standing in front of him. She kneeled, placed her hands on Randall’s legs, and looked at him lovingly. 

	“Since he refused to set sail with a woman on his ship, I thought explaining to him her past would make him change his mind.” 

	“And?” Sophia insisted. 

	“I confessed to him your true origins, what your grandmother did, your dream when Anne was born, and her suitor’s deaths,” he revealed without looking at her. 

	“And?” she kept insisting. 

	“And, of course, he refused even more. What kind of captain would take a cursed woman in his crew?” 

	“That was the reason for his denial? Did he say those words?” she persisted. 

	“No. The Viscount didn’t talk about the curse, but rather the idea of separating our daughter from us.” 

	“What happened when you told him about our daughter’s suitors?” 

	“I thought he would kick me out,” Randall revealed. “At first he went pale, as if he didn’t believe me, then when I explained that no man approached her and he could confirm it at the reception, he blamed me for our daughter’s disgrace. According to the Viscount, our wrong decisions provoked this catastrophe.” 

	“We didn’t have anything to do with Anne accepting Mr. Hendall’s proposal. She decided with her inappropriate behavior,” Sophia reminded him. 

	“That’s right, and if that rat had confessed to us that Anne had lost her virginity to him, I wouldn’t have accepted. But you were a witness to how he used our daughter’s honor to achieve his purpose.” 

	“And fate punished him for his bad deeds,” Sophia added as she stood up. She slowly turned around and sat down next to her husband once again. 

	“Luckily for her...” he meditated. “I’m still wondering how Anne wasn’t capable of discovering who he really was and that he pretended to care for her,” Randall commented, placing his hands on his knees as if he wanted to ease the cold after his wife moved. “The whole city knew Hendall’s bad reputation and that Anne allowed him to seduce her without caring for the reason he approached her.” 

	“A woman in love is incapable of seeing more than her lover’s eyes. Even if she heard rumors about Hendall’s love scandals and the reasons he had to get married, she would have completely denied it,” Sophia added as she placed her hands over her husband’s. “Do you really think that our daughter could admit that her fiancé left a club completely drunk after relations with prostitutes? Or the reason that he wanted to marry her was for the privilege your good name would give to his business?” 

	“No.” 

	“There’s your answer, Randall. No woman could survivor such humiliation. Not even her gift for art could save her from such bitterness.” 

	“And what can you say about the Count’s son? Did anyone think that he was so insane as to die by his gun?” the doctor asked as he turned to Sophia. 

	“We both knew that the boy wasn’t sane when he was incapable to ask for our daughter’s hand. Additionally, you suggested Anne to the old Count because she was a healthy woman and he could use her for grandchildren...” she reflected while stroking her husband’s hands with her fingers. 

	“I don’t know what to think. The only option I considered until now vanished when the Viscount refused to take her. Maybe Anne should assume that her fate is to be here, with us, and let time pass until everyone forgets what happened. The only problem I see is that she won’t accept it so easily. You’ve seen her determination to leave and become a different woman and, to my distress, the depression she suffered will come back when you explain to her what happened,” Randall sadly deduced. 

	“You are right. Anne won’t accept it when she learns that the Viscount refused to take her and will find another way to succeed. Besides, she’s not only doing it for herself but also for her sisters. Haven’t you noticed how sad she is after Elizabeth’s change of attitude? She feels guilty for her sister’s desperation and thinks Elizabeth will be the child she once was when she leaves,” she explained as she looked at the fireplace. 

	“The only thing I can comprehend is that because of our bad choice...” 

	“Because of the curse,” Sophia interrupted her. 

	“You know that I don’t believe in such nonsense! There’s no scientific study that explains something like that, darling. Those are only conjectures based on beliefs...” Randall silenced himself when he saw his wife’s severe face. 

	It hurt him to talk like that about her people, her culture, and everything she believed in ever since she was a child. But he didn’t accept that ideology. His daughter wasn’t cursed. His firstborn only suffered by her parent’s bad choices, as the Viscount said, and the recrimination of a frivolous and unfair society. How much had he had to fight to overcome all the obstacles that stood in his way? A great deal! But that was years ago and his perseverance had granted him the reputation he deserved. Not even an aristocrat could be a shadow of himself! So... why couldn’t his daughter fight just as he did? The answer that appeared in his mind pained him so much, it was like a knife in his gut. She was a woman. Anne had to suffer such agony because she was a woman. 

	“Why are you so quiet?” Sophia asked after kissing his cheek. 

	“I’m thinking about the injustice, about the miserable society our daughters live in. We are about to end a century and I can’t see any kind of evolution.” 

	“For what?” 

	“For our daughters, the fact that they are women and the future they’ll have...” Randall confessed after a deep breath. 

	“You shouldn’t worry too much, because Morgana will take care of them and transform them into blessed women,” she added, turning to him. 

	“You aren’t thinking about Madeleine’s vision, are you?” he blurted out with narrowed eyes. 

	“She wouldn’t have said anything on the subject if she didn’t believe it,” she defended her daughter firmly. 

	“Madeleine adores her older sister and it’s capable of doing anything for her, even lying, although as you know, every time she lies she gets a rash on her face.” 

	“Well, if I recall correctly, she didn’t have anything on her face when she said that,” Sophia defended her once again. Even if Randal didn’t admit her blood’s beliefs, she did and she was sure that what Madeleine saw in her dream was true. 

	“Did she stop eating?” 

	“No.”

	“Did she get a rash on any part of her body?” Randall said with a small smile. 

	“No!” Sophia denied once again. 

	“Then... do you really think we’ll find a husband for Mary?” he said with a grin. 

	“What did Madeleine say on that matter?” she asked as she got up. 

	“But... do you really believe her?” 

	“I do.” 

	“You have so much faith...” he whispered while looking at the fire. 

	“Mary will find a husband who will worship her intelligence and soothe her tongue.” 

	“Yes,” Randall continued without looking away from the fire. 

	“And Joe...” 

	“Josephine?” he asked as he looked back at his beloved wife and raised his eyebrows. “If Mary is a complicated subject, Josephine is worse,” he added darkly. 

	“If you didn’t support her warrior-like attitude, if you hadn’t bought that gun, Sarah would dress her as a girl and not with those awful breeches. Do you know how the shop assistants look at me when I ask for men’s clothes that could be worn by women?” she blurted out, irritated. 

	“Josephine is a fighting soul and you’ve got to admit that no man has the skill she has when it comes to fighting. I don’t doubt that she would be the army’s most valuable soldier.” 

	“She’s not a man, Randall! She’s a woman! Haven’t you noticed the way she’s growing? The medical term for those are breasts, am I right?” 

	“You know I love when you talk like that!” Randall exclaimed as he got up from the sofa, but when he went to hug his wife, she rejected him. 

	“Mary will find a husband, Joe will find hers, Elizabeth... She’ll fall in love with the man Morgana has chosen, even if he’s not an aristocrat, and Madeleine will have to abandon that fear of hers to face him.” 

	“You’re forgetting Anne... she’ll marry a gypsy?” 

	“Yes,” she affirmed without a single doubt. “She will.” 

	“How? You aren’t planning to take her to a gypsy settlement, are you?” 

	“No, I won’t do any such foolishness. Tomorrow I’ll talk to her and tell her everything that happened with the Viscount. We’ll find a solution. Maybe we can find someone who lives outside of London and that way she can leave, even if it’s not to Paris. Maybe a gypsy will show up at any time...” 

	“Meanwhile, what are we going to do with Elizabeth? We can’t allow her to keep acting in such an indecorous way,” he asked as he extended his hand to Sophia. 

	“If locking her up in her room is necessary to change her behavior, I’ll do it,” Sophia stated with strength, accepting her husband’s hand. 

	“I hope Anne doesn’t get too mad when you tell her that her father confessed that she was cursed,” the doctor added as they walked towards the door. 

	“Did he really look at you as if you were crazy?” 

	“You can’t imagine... When I told him that he had to look at her because no man dared to approach her, his eyeballs widened. I didn’t even talk about that orange gown! How could you allow her to go out dressed like that? If she wanted to go unnoticed, she failed. Even a blind man could see her!” he exclaimed with amusement. 

	“I promise you that when I saw her come down the stairs in that color I almost made her go back to her room to get changed, but something deep inside told me it was a bad idea,” Sophia declared as she leaned her head on her husband’s left shoulder. 

	“Of all our daughters, she’s the one that looks the most like you. She has so much gypsy blood running through her veins that she can’t control it. She only needed the jewels Elizabeth talked about to declare who she really was.” 

	“That’s why she’s cursed and the reason she gave in to that rat. If she had better judgement and less passion, she would never have lost her honor,” Sophia muttered. 

	“Don’t get angry at something we can’t fix. Anne is almost seven and twenty and can do whatever she wants. Besides, you know the bohemian character artists have...” he continued with amusement. 

	“If Madeleine is right, her gypsy blood will soon invoke the person destined for her and that man will calm the passion that blooms in her.” 

	“Are you sure?” Randall inquired with curiosity. 

	“Didn’t I do that with you?” 

	“Really? I thought that I arrived at your town to heal a sick man, not to look for a wife,” the doctor said as he stood by the stairs that would take them upstairs. 

	“My beloved Randall, you are the world’s most kind man. Do you still believe that, knowing what my race is capable of, that my father got sick by himself? That I didn’t cast a spell so you’d show up before I was forced to get married?” 

	“Did you?” he asked, raising his eyebrows. 

	“No, of course not,” Sophia said before bursting into laughter and taking the first step. When she noticed that Randall wasn’t following her, she turned to him. “Are you going to stand there all night?” 

	“Did you?” he asked again. 

	“Randall Moore,” she started talking as she took two steps back, “I would do anything to find you.” 

	“Even poisoning your father?” 

	“Even poisoning my father,” she repeated before kissing his lips. “Now, let’s go to bed. We have to rest. I predict that tomorrow will be a special day for all of us.” 

	“Special?” he asked with squinted eyes.  

	“Yes,” Sophia affirmed before encouraging Randall to come up the stairs with her. “Very special...” 

	“Another vision?” he asked before standing by her side and hugging her. 

	“A gypsy feeling,” she concluded. 

	



	


III
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	Anne supported herself by the trunk next to her and looked forward. The song, the one that took her out of bed and guided her to that unknown place, was getting stronger with every step she took. The darkness of the night didn’t allow her to see more than her footsteps, but that didn’t scare her. On the contrary, at that moment she felt such strength and security that she almost forgot what the word fear meant. She removed her hand from the trunk that supported her, took another step forward, and heard a strange noise over her head. Slowly, she raised her face and saw the biggest raven she had ever seen. After beating its wing, it cawed and flew to the place where the melody was getting stronger. Bewitched by the song, she forgot about the bird and entered the heavy forest. Without questioning why she was following the singing voice, she crossed the steep path until she reached a small clearing in the middle of the forest. Surprised she guessed, after seeing the bonfire in the middle of the place, that she wasn’t alone and that maybe the person who had lit the fire was the one singing. As she stood there, without moving her bare feet, she looked around, looking for a human figure somewhere nearby. However, she didn’t find a single soul. She was alone in front of the fire that was calling her, with its warmth and light, to get closer and feel safe under its flames. 

	As she got closer to the bonfire, her confidence was growing, even if her nightgown’s fabric burned her skin. But she was incapable of stopping halfway, not knowing why those flames were calling to her. 

	She took a step, then another, while her ears listen to the song clearly: “Come closer to the fire, feel it in your skin, in your soul, in your breast. It will free you from pain, from sadness and guide you to your desires.” 

	How was she capable of understanding those phrases if it was another language? How could it be so familiar? Why was that chant so special to the point of taking her free will from her? Her mind was looking for answers as she extended her hand to the fire. It didn’t burn, nor did she feel pain. As strange as it seemed, she didn’t feel anything except peace, as if she had arrived at her home after a long day. Her eyes settled on the flames and that song kept repeating that there she would find what she was looking for. She took a deep breath. What did she desire her whole life? How would pain go away? Why was the fire so special? Did she have to cross it to find answers? 

	She closed her eyes, extended both hands and, determined to know all the enigmas in her mind, placed her feet over the burning ember. But it didn’t burn either. Her nightgown was intact and she was... alive. 

	“What do you want?” she dared to ask in the middle of the bonfire. “What will I find? Why have you brought me here?” But everything was silent. Even the singing voice that had guided her through her path stopped the moment she entered the fire. “What do you want?” she asked after opening her eyes. 

	After waiting several seconds for an answer, she decided to step out and go back to the cold bed she had left. However, when she walked away from the fire, she heard the wind shaking the trees. 

	“I want you and you’ll only want me,” a man’s voice said behind her. 

	Scared, Anne turned and discovered the fire had disappeared. Instead, there was a manly figure, one she recognized immediately. Terrorized, she raised her hands to her chest and screamed. 

	“Take me because I’m yours, the same way you’re mine,” he kept saying. 

	She tried to walk back, creating distance from the man extending his hands to her, but her body refused. She felt such attraction to him that she could feel her skin aching to be close to that stranger. 

	“Don’t fight, you don’t have to. You are mine and I’m yours,” he continued as he reduced the distance between them. 

	Anne closed her eyes, not wanting to see anything else. She wanted to go back to the bed she shouldn’t have left, to her home, to her horrible life, to her isolation... 

	When the man embraced her to ease her agonizing anxiety, everything around her ceased to exist and something freeing happened inside her. 

	Thirst, she felt thirst and heat. So much heat she could melt at any moment. That thirst wasn’t human but rather spiritual. As if being together calmed the blood in her body. 

	“Look at me...” he said, raising her chin with a single finger. “Look at me and see in my eyes everything you’ve wanted.” 

	Slowly, Anne complied and those deep blue eyes offered her visions as clear as reality. She saw herself at the party, hiding behind the pillar, but he was following her, looking for her. She also saw the scene after she left and felt his distress. Then she saw a house, big and solid like a castle. She was running, laughing while picking up her skirt so she wouldn’t fall. Her laughter mixed with another one, his. Then she saw another scene, she wasn’t in the middle of a field, but rather in a bedroom. She was naked, moaning, accepting the kisses he offered her. She pushed him to the bed, bounced upon falling over the mattress, and smiled. Then she placed herself over his hips, caressing his masculine body with her. She kept moaning, moving, while he touched her breasts, moved his mouth closer to hers, and inhaled her moans. Her brown hair danced to the rhythm of that passionate act, that connection, that union... 

	“No!” Anne exclaimed desperately upon seeing herself in such a lustful way. “No!” she screamed, placing her hands over that hard naked torso, pushing it to separate it from her. 

	 

	Anne sat on her bed, quickly moved away from the bedsheets, and raised her hands to her face. Her cheeks were burning and some of her hair strands stuck to them because of the sweat produced by the dream. Astonished, she removed her hair from her face, looked forward, and sighed in distress. How was she capable of dreaming something so forbidden with a man she didn’t know? Why did her mind offer her such immodest images? Amazed but scared, she moved over the mattress slowly, placed her feet on the ground, and tried to ease her stressed state. But it was impossible to relax. Even if she was awake and conscious of where she was, images of that fantasy kept looming over her head as if they were real. She closed her eyes, placed her hands on her face, and moaned. She couldn’t allow her mind to show her something so immoral, so sinful because it’d drive her crazy. She wasn't... She couldn’t... She was cursed. 

	After taking a deep breath, Anne got up, walked towards the end of the bed, supported herself on the wood canopy, and placed her forehead on it. She couldn’t define it as a dream but rather a nightmare. One where she allowed herself to be pulled by a man’s passion, who she only saw once and who, possibly, wouldn’t find again. Why did he scream that he would be hers? “You are mine and I’m yours,” she heard him as if he was by her side. Without moving from the canopy, she tried to forget what happened, but she failed. She once again saw herself in a place she didn’t know and the song came back. What did that dream mean? Was she going mad? Was she bewitched after seeing him? Anne couldn’t deny that, ever since she saw him, a burning attraction was born inside her. Any woman would be attracted to him! He was, from the gentlemen at the party, the most manly, seductive, and enigmatic man. His dangerous aura emitted such magnetism that a woman wouldn’t be able to look away from him. However, that wasn’t an excuse to have him in her dreams, to feel his strokes on her skin and listen to her own moans when he possessed her. 

	With her eyes still closed, Anne grabbed the canopy with both hands and sighed once again. Not even her beloved Dick loved her in such a passionate, wild, and... unnatural way. That stranger had taken her to such a frenetic state that she took control in that encounter and she had been on top of him. Her! Why would a woman cast off all modesty to behave in that shameless way? Naked! Completely naked and uninhibited! And he touched her... And kissed her... And... 

	Her cheeks burned again... 

	Irritated by her reaction, Anne walked away from her bed and headed to the bathroom. She had to find a bit of sanity and judgment. She wasn’t a woman who allowed herself to give in to burning passion, not anymore. She was when she met Dick, but after his death, her heart and soul were locked in an urn made of ice. 

	“Anne? What’s wrong?” 

	It was her mother’s voice who pulled her out of that trance. She was so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t hear her enter the room nor get closer. 

	“Mother?” she asked confused. “What are you doing here?” 

	“What’s going on, Anne? Why are you shaking? Why are you crying? Are the panic attacks back?” she murmured out as she got closer to her daughter. The last time she saw her in that state was after the count’s son’s death. 

	Anne looked at her a little confused. Did she have to be honest? Was it appropriate to confess that she saw a man, who she met the night before, walk out of a fire and that she saw in his eyes sinful scenes? No, of course not. 

	“I was just a nightmare,” she finally said. 

	“A nightmare? What nightmare? What did you see?” her mother insisted in knowing. Until that moment, Anne had only inherited one gift, art. Was it possible that she also was clairvoyant? 

	“I was in a forest, alone, with nothing around me. Then a raven appeared and started chasing me. It didn’t matter how much I ran, it stayed by my side because it wanted to hurt me.” 

	“A raven?” Sophia asked raising her eyebrows. “Were you scared by the raven?” 

	“It was big. The biggest I’ve seen in my life,” Anne added. 

	“Did you see anything else? Like fire? Did you hear a song?”

	At that moment, Anne forgot how to breathe. How could her mother know that? Did she have a similar dream? Was the blood they shared so similar that they both dreamt the same thing? She hoped that wasn’t true because she wouldn’t be able to look at her in the face... 

	“No,” Anne slowly denied as she grabbed her nightgown with strength. She wouldn’t get blisters in her skin like Madeleine when she lied, but her face usually got so red that no one would doubt her deceit. 

	“Then, if you only got scared by a raven...” her mother reflected without looking away from her. 

	If Sophia’s intuition wasn’t wrong, Anne had dreamt about a man, even if she didn’t want to confess it. That meant he had entered her life and that her gypsy blood was calling for him. But... when did she saw him? At Mrs. Lawford’s wedding? Who could it be? 

	“Only a raven...” Anne admitted without being able to lift her gaze from the floor. 

	“And... did it bite you? Did it hurt you?” Sophia insisted with audacity. “When I dreamt about a raven, I promise you it hurt me so much...” 

	“What were you looking for, Mother?” Anne interrupter her. 

	“I came to fetch you to talk about what happened yesterday.” Sophia allowed Anne to change the subject. If she dreamt about what she suspected, she had to take in a great deal. 

	“Do you want me to get dressed while my sisters are still asleep?” she asked, desperate to get out of there. 

	“We’ll talk about the matter when you’re ready,” her mother said as she walked towards the door. “And except for Mary, all of you are awake.” She looked at her second daughter from the corner of her eye, looking at the curlers that Sarah applied to her hair. “Reading until dawn again?” 

	“She started a new book,” Anne clarified. 

	“I’ll burn them all,” Sophia groaned. “I’ll make London’s biggest bonfire once I throw them to the fire.” 

	And at that moment, Anne placed her hands on her chest and her mother smiled upon discovering that the man Morgana had chosen for her daughter had appeared. 
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	When Sophia closed the door, Anne walked to the bathroom without first looking at Mary. Her sister was so calm, so deeply asleep, that she wanted to be her for a moment. As she had said the night before, the Moore blood in her was so strong that it saved her from thinking about sinful scenes like the ones she saw the night before. 

	Anne opened the hot tap, undressed, and waited for the soap to foam. At least she could be alone to think about what had happened. Thanks to her father’s tenacity in accepting certain innovations, she didn’t need a servant’s help to get hot water. The last thing she wanted in that moment was to have Sarah by her side asking her over and over again why her skin was deep red. 

	The difference between Mary and her appeared once again. While Anne gracefully accepted the bathroom’s reforms, Mary cried out to the heavens and called the new bathtubs demonic devices. How could she call them that? Mary, of all people! A woman who didn’t believe in angels, gods, demons, or anything supernatural. She would even ask their mother how much opium she had consumed when she talked about the visions she had in the past! 

	Anne lifted her hands to her mouth to ease the laughter that she wanted to let out upon remembering the punishments Mary went through when she expressed those comments. But her sister never changed her mind. She was so strong, so confident and so... special. Even if their mother nagged her, even if she got angry at her when her father told her about another discussion in the medics meeting where she broke a gentleman’s ego, Mary never changed her attitude and that made her the most powerful out of the five sisters. 

	Anne placed her feet over the faucet and moved her fingers coated with white foam. The water calmed her down, enough to meditate about that dream. She had nothing to fear. That man wouldn’t reappear in her life. If there was something she had to fear, it was the boiler exploding and bouncing to the other side of the bathroom, as Mary explained the first time it saw it. When she remembered that moment, the laugh that she repressed came out. Only Mary could come up with such barbarities! There wasn’t a doubt that Mary had Moores blood. 

	“Do you really want us to trust this?” Mary had asked their father when the improvements had been made. 

	“Nothing will happen. Many nobles use them and all of them say how convenient it is to have hot water instantly,” Randall replied. 

	“You want to get rid of us...” Mary muttered. 

	“Sophia!” he yelled, calling his wife. Every time they conversed, he asked his wife to intercede in the conversation. Maybe because he and Mary were so similar that, after an extensive debate, they ended up furious at the other. “Come here, please! Can you explain to your dear daughter Mary that I don’t want to get rid of her and that she’s not in danger if she gets in the new tub?” 

	“What’s going on this time?” Sophia inquired with resignation. 

	“Father assures me that nothing will happen while I take a bath, but I can see he doesn’t remember the paper’s article years ago.” 

	“What did the article say, Mary?” her mother asked, tired. 

	“The Lord Fletcher’s boiler broke and exploded the tub and the lord inside. They both ended up on the opposite side of the room!” Mary exclaimed desperately. 

	“Is that true, Randall?” she asked her husband, who wouldn’t stop laughing when he remembered that day, because he had to assist the poor baron. 

	“Yes, but in defense of this innovation, I must explain that it happened years ago and that it has been perfected so no one ends up flying like a cannonball.” 

	“I won’t allow any of my daughters to fly around the house like birds, Randall Moore!” Sophia exclaimed, horrified. “Sarah and another maid will continue warming up water in the kitchen. That method is safer for them,” she declared solemnly. 

	While the doctor accompanied his wife to the hall and explained thousands of reasons why she didn’t have to fear the new invention, Mary watched her maids bringing buckets of warm water and poured them in the bathtub. 

	However, everything changed when the twins got sick. Sarah, her mother, and the maids were so busy taking care of the little ones, Mary had to accept defeat. In the first months, even if her mother got angry, she bathed in her nightgown just in case she flew like Lord Fletcher. For her, it would be embarrassing to endure such a situation, but even more if it happened while she was naked. And even if that argument had happened more than five years ago, Mary’s baths didn’t take long... 

	 

	Amused by that memory, Anne got out of the tub, put on a black silk bathrobe, and walked to her bedroom. She had to get ready as soon as possible to talk with her mother. What would she say? Would she inform her about the captain’s decision? Had he accepted her father’s offer? She hoped that was the case so she could finally leave London. Maybe leaving the city wouldn’t make her dream about that man and Elizabeth wouldn’t keep up that shameless attitude with another lord. Then Anne remembered what had happened the night before, the agony that the dream caused her, and she came back to the cruel reality. What words did her mother use to inform her that she wanted to talk to her?

	“I came to fetch because I want to talk about what happened yesterday.” But during the evening happened several things and between them... 

	“For God’s sake!” Anne exclaimed as she opened her eyes wide. “The baroness told her what Elizabeth did with Lord Lorre!” 
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	Sophia looked at her garden through the window. There was Josephine with that horrible gun in her hands. She was pointing at another target. Sophie stepped closer to the glass and exhaled all the air she had in her lungs when she saw another porcelain jar thrown into the bin. She had to have a serious talk with her fourth daughter. She couldn’t use the scarce belongings Randall had inherited from his parents as targets because, when she was done with them, what would be next? Leaning over the window frame she saw Elizabeth step out of the greenhouse to scream at Josephine. A shot went through a pane of glass. 

	“For Morgana’s sake!” Sophia exclaimed horrified, placing her hands on her chest. 

	Problems kept growing and she didn’t know how to reduce them. She needed to create order among the family chaos; the first thing was to ask Randall to get rid of that rifle. Maybe if she said the garden was too small and that some of their daughters or servants could get hurt, they both would reconsider it. ”Nonsense!” she thought. “Would they ever pay attention? Would they ever listen to your reasoning?” No, of course not. Randall supported his daughter's skill and instead of making her put that gun away, he would take her to the countryside, where there wasn’t a risk of killing someone. 
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