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CHAPTER ONE Vinnie


The Sterraux manor looked exactly like Vinnie had imagined it. Immense, majestic, and, to her dismay, ancient. Its typical seventeenth-century architecture meant that at least a dozen generations of Sterraux had lived within its pale orange brick walls, impregnating the place with their hopes and dreams and despairs. Vinnie could already sense their mark, and she hadn’t even stepped inside the perfectly symmetrical building. But she couldn’t pass up the opportunity to work for an aristocratic family because of her curse. She would cope with the unexpected visions as she always did, and she would put her hard-won education to good use, building her reputation and burgeoning career along the way.

She pushed her glasses up her nose and glanced at the Marne, where the manor’s three stories cast a reddish reflection on the water. What a lush and peaceful place, Vinnie thought, understanding why the Parisian nobility had built castles and manors alongside the river over the last three centuries. If she could have chosen, she would have loved to grow up in Hautcœur-sur-Marne instead of the busy streets of Paris’s fourteenth arrondissement. Perhaps she would have befriended the Sterraux and wouldn’t now have to undergo the ordeal of an interview.

Gathering her courage, she squeezed the handle of her handbag, and rang the bell. A servant came running to the wrought-iron gate.

“Good morning,” Vinnie greeted her. “My name is Vinnie Anneton. I’m here for the private teacher position. I have an appointment with Mademoiselle de Sterraux at ten o’clock.” She handed a telegram confirming the date and time to the servant.

The servant stared at the telegram as if worried it was a forgery, but eventually she gave Vinnie a curt nod, opened the gate, and said, “This way, please.”

Vinnie followed the servant silently, too intimidated by the woman’s coldness to ask for her name. Instead, she observed her intensely, not only to learn more about her future employer’s entourage—if they hired her, she reminded herself—but also to divert her thoughts from the manor’s supernatural mark that assaulted her senses. The servant was likely in her fifties. Her wrinkled face and tightly tied hair reminded Vinnie of her former professors, most of them old enough to be her parents. She didn’t look like a maid. Her age, strict demeanor, neatly ironed dress, and straight back told Vinnie that she likely was the housekeeper. A madame, Vinnie remembered. Her parents’ tiny apartment had never needed a housekeeper—or any servant, for that matter—but her father had taught Vinnie to address house personnel appropriately. She was a commoner, but she didn’t have to sound like one, and the sons and daughters of her father’s rich friends would quickly notice if Vinnie behaved too differently. Recognizing a servant’s role by their attire and treating them with the appropriate formalities was a good way to pretend your own family had personnel, too.

After what felt like an eternity—but was, in reality, barely a minute—they reached the porch and its massive solid-wood door. Before the housekeeper could grasp the handle, the door opened, revealing a tall blonde woman whose face exuded fatigue. She was as old as the housekeeper. Perhaps even older, Vinnie thought. She was at least sixty years old. This couldn’t be Mlle de Sterraux, who was in her thirties. Could it be—

“Madame la Comtesse de Sterraux,” the housekeeper said, as if reading Vinnie’s mind. “Madame, this is Mlle Anneton. She’s here for the private teacher position. Mademoiselle your daughter summoned her at ten o’clock.”

Vinnie stifled a wince upon hearing the word “summoned.” She wasn’t a maid required to answer her employer’s call at any time of the day or night! She wasn’t even employed by the Sterraux. No, she had an appointment with Mlle de Sterraux. But Vinnie remained quiet. Old aristocratic families clung to their past privileges like a dog to a bone, and unless she wanted to annihilate her chances of being hired, it was best not to shatter their illusions with an apt-but-sharp reminder of the Republic’s motto.

“Good morning, madame,” Vinnie said politely. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“The pleasure is mine,” Mme de Sterraux replied, offering her hand to shake.

Vinnie obliged and gulped with unease at the countess’s weak grip. She looked so tired, as if she hadn’t slept well in weeks. It couldn’t be only old age.

“Madame looks exhausted,” the housekeeper said, not oblivious to her employer’s condition either. “Do you need me to fetch something to reinvigorate you? Some fresh orange juice, maybe?”

“I am fine, Mme Laurier,” Mme de Sterraux told the housekeeper. “I simply went to care for monsieur”—she glanced at Vinnie, visibly nervous—“and his poor health demanded a lot from my… nursing skills. Thankfully, he is recovering already.”

“I’m happy to hear that,” the housekeeper said, “but madame needs to rest now. I’ll ask the maid to prepare a copious meal for your lunch once I’m done escorting Mlle Anneton.”

“You are always so thoughtful.”

“I’m only doing my job, madame.”

The housekeeper invited Vinnie to follow her through lengthy corridors decorated with all sorts of still-life paintings, from delicate flower arrangements to appetite-inducing feasts. She kept glancing over her shoulder, as if to check that Vinnie still followed, but her stiff face and jerky movements told Vinnie the woman was tense. Did she worry Vinnie could get lost or that she would open one of the many closed doors, stepping into a forbidden place? Vinnie had no intention to wander into the old manor and its dark nooks and crannies, so she increased her pace.

Thankfully, no vision had assaulted Vinnie yet, and she silently prayed for the house’s memories to leave her alone. Now wasn’t the time for her curse to manifest itself. She had to shine during the interview. This position was a golden, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. If she was offered it, a good salary and even better working conditions awaited her. Vinnie had always loved teaching, but she hated discipline, and she would have to do a lot of it if she became a secondary school teacher. A single student was more manageable, especially one from an aristocratic family like the Sterraux. Surely the girl had learned good manners and would be a dedicated student.

As Vinnie thought about her potential future student, the housekeeper slowed down and came to a stop in front of a door adorned with a calligraphed, golden A. It stood for Aubeline, Vinnie guessed—Mlle de Sterraux’s first name.

“Mlle de Sterraux will receive you in her office.” Then, before opening the door, to Vinnie’s surprise the housekeeper winked and added, “Good luck, mademoiselle.”

At her desk was Mlle de Sterraux, a thirty-something woman with brown hair arranged in an intricate hairstyle composed of several braids circling her head, golden light brown eyes that cast a soft look onto Vinnie, and pale skin covered with small freckles giving her a youthful, charming appearance. She wore a dark blue dress with puffed sleeves and a bodice covered with snow-white lace. Unlike her mother the countess, Mlle de Sterraux looked bright and healthy, except for the shadow passing briefly through her eyes after she invited Vinnie to sit. Worry, Vinnie guessed. Her father was sick, after all. Vinnie didn’t know what ailment plagued the count, and she wasn’t indiscreet enough to ask, but she couldn’t help feeling a little out of place.

“Is it still a good time?” Vinnie asked, after formally introducing herself. “I heard that your father the count is unwell.”

“Oh,” Mlle de Sterraux exclaimed. “Did Mme Laurier tell you anything about him?”

Vinnie shook her head and told her about their encounter with the countess. “Your mother said he is feeling better already.”

“If she said so, then all is well.” Mlle de Sterraux steepled her fingers. “My father suffered a heart attack a week ago. Thankfully, it happened at the manor, so we rushed him immediately to the clinic, where he received the best care from our physician. My mother has been using her nursing skills to hasten his recovery.”

Vinnie didn’t know much about the Sterraux, but she knew they owned and operated a clinic out of a wing of their manor, which served the people of Hautcœur and surrounding cities. It allowed the less fortunate to receive medical care for free, thanks to the generous donations the Sterraux received during their annual charity ball. As for the Sterraux themselves, Vinnie had heard most of them were physicians, nurses, or biologists, and it had been so for generations. An unusual occupation for aristocrats that no one except their inner circle understood. Perhaps Vinnie would understand it, too, if she ever joined that inner circle. For that, she had an interview to complete, and it hadn’t even started.

What surprised Vinnie was the open admission of the count’s recent health struggles. When preparing for her interview and researching the Sterraux family, she hadn’t read anything about the count’s heart attack in Le Figaro or Le Gaulois. It meant the Sterraux had kept the affair quiet, as the newspapers wouldn’t have missed an opportunity to share concerning news about an aristocratic patriarch and to speculate about when his heir would inherit his title and assets. Could it be a test, Vinnie wondered? To assess her trustworthiness, and offer her the position only if she didn’t divulge the information?

She didn’t have time to ponder the situation any longer because Mlle de Sterraux said, “But enough said about us. I want to learn more about you, Mlle Anneton. I believe you recently graduated from Sèvres, is that correct?”

Vinnie nodded and took an envelope out of her handbag. “These are letters of recommendation from my professors.”

Mlle de Sterraux opened the envelope and read the letters. “I see you have a personal recommendation from Mme Henri Marion herself.”

Vinnie nodded again, a discreet smile appearing on the corner of her lips. She knew a letter from the school’s former director would impress potential employers.

Then Mlle de Sterraux asked, “What is your favorite subject?”

Vinnie almost frowned but controlled herself. She had expected the interview to be about her knowledge and her teaching skills. Not about what she liked. “I would say it’s history, madame. Though French comes close second.”

“A literature enthusiast, are you?”

“My favorite novel is The Count of Monte Cristo. I’ve read it three times.”

“Three times! To think that I haven’t read it once.”

“I highly recommend it.”

Mlle de Sterraux gave Vinnie a rueful smile. “I wish I had the time.”

Eventually, Mlle de Sterraux asked Vinnie about her education, her pedagogy, and why she was interested in becoming a private tutor when she had an agrégation allowing her to be a secondary teacher.

“I prefer the one-on-one relationship between a single student and a teacher,” she said quickly. She had rehearsed that part dozens of times, anticipating the question. “During my studies at Sèvres, I mentored a couple of younger students and found it incredibly gratifying.”

“But you still took the time and effort to get your agrégation,” Mlle de Sterraux remarked.

“I wanted my future employer to have full confidence in my ability to teach young people. Also, while I prefer being a private teacher, I don’t know where my future career will take me. Having my agrégation now allows me not to worry about not having it later.”

“A wise decision, I must admit. Also,”—she gave Vinnie a knowing smile—“we need more women like you and me to show these pretentious men what we are capable of.”

“Are you a nurse like your mother?”

“I am a physician,” Mlle de Sterraux answered, making Vinnie want to sink into her chair.

“I-I didn’t realize I should call you docteur,” she stuttered, feeling blood rush to her cheeks. “Did you study at the Faculty of Medicine in Paris?”

“Oh, please, Mlle Anneton,” Mlle de Sterraux said, letting a brief, tinkling laughter out. “If you work for me, I will eventually tell you to call me by my first name once we know each other enough. So, let’s not add unnecessary formalities, shall we? And in fact, I studied in Geneva.”

Vinnie nodded and said, “I still ought to have known you are a physician.”

“I don’t expect candidates to know everything about me or my family,” Mlle de Sterraux said with a gentle smile. “Please, don’t worry about it.”

Vinnie let out a breath of relief. Mlle de Sterraux was a sophisticated lady, yet she was already making Vinnie feel comfortable. She could see herself interacting with the woman daily without over-worrying about making a faux pas and losing her job.

“Since we are talking about that,” Mlle de Sterraux continued, “what exactly do you know about our family?”

Stress rushed back into Vinnie’s chest as quickly as it had left. She hadn’t expected such a direct question.

Sorting out her thoughts, she started: “I know you are nobles of old extraction. You own and operate a clinic in which many members of your family practice medicine or nursing.” She paused, wondering what to say next. Mlle de Sterraux had said she didn’t expect candidates to know everything about her family, but did she still expect them to know some specific facts? “You have a younger brother. And the private teacher you are looking for will teach your niece Damarisse, the daughter of your late sister.”

Mlle de Sterraux gave her a single, approving nod. “I see you did your homework. Is that all?”

“I believe so.”

“No stories about us you may have heard? Rumors, perhaps?”

Vinnie blinked. Rumors? Was she talking about the gossip filling newspapers’ columns, or something else? Anyway, the Sterraux family had little presence in these pages compared with other aristocrats and socialites. She couldn’t remember anything noticeable, and she wasn’t close enough to the upper crust of society to be privy to such matters.

“Nothing, mademoiselle. And even if I had heard something, I don’t pay attention to rumors. The truth is often more nuanced.”

Her response seemed to satisfy Mlle de Sterraux because she nodded and said, “It is indeed.”

With that, she stood and said she had no more questions. She offered Vinnie a refreshment, which Vinnie accepted eagerly. Her throat was dry and her mind exhausted by both the interview and the efforts to ignore the manor’s heavy scent—as Vinnie sometimes called the supernatural mark leaking from the walls of such old places. Though she couldn’t actually smell it, her mind perceived the aura like a perfume—whether she liked it or not—sensing its unique blend of feelings and memories. A fresh glass of lemonade would soothe her body and soul.

As she waited for Mlle de Sterraux to come back with the drinks, she couldn’t help but examine the room, in particular the large painting hanging behind the desk. It portrayed a woman kneeling in prayer, a long white veil covering her hair and shoulders. Vinnie squinted at the golden plaque under it, which read “Le sang, c’est la vie — Sainte Réanne de Sterraux.”

Blood is life. What an odd quote from a woman who appeared to be a family ancestor. Was it a reference to the blood of Christ, Vinnie wondered? This was the most likely interpretation, especially if Réanne de Sterraux had been a saint as the plaque stated—though Vinnie had never heard of a Sainte Réanne. But there were thousands of saints, Vinnie told herself, and she couldn’t possibly know all of them. Sainte Réanne must have been a minor saint the Church didn’t speak about often. It still made Vinnie curious, and she made a mental note to ask Mlle de Sterraux about her ancestor if she offered her the position, and if they ever became close enough to talk about the Sterraux family history.

The sound of clattering heels announced the return of Mlle de Sterraux and the much-desired refreshments, but before the door opened, Vinnie felt herself pulled against her will into the manor’s past. A vision was coming unexpectedly, as they always came, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. All she could do was pray for the vision to be over by the time Mlle de Sterraux entered the room.

A boy. Probably six or seven years old. He plays with a wooden toy next to a child’s bed. The painting of Sainte Réanne is hanging on the wall, exactly in the same spot. The boy is humming a nursery rhyme as he moves the wooden horse.

“Mademoiselle,” a voice says.

But the boy doesn’t react and keeps playing.

“Mademoiselle,” the voice says again.

The boy rises and runs to the door, giggling.

“Vinnie!”

The vision faded away, revealing Mlle de Sterraux’s worried face just a few centimeters away, her hand on Vinnie’s shoulder.

“Are you all right?”

Vinnie blinked, confused, as she slowly understood what had happened. For the first time in her life, someone’s voice had infiltrated the vision, mixing reality with memories and calling her back to the present. So many times her mother had tried to stir Vinnie away from the visions—calling, pinching, even shaking her—but nothing had ever worked.

“I—Yes, I am fine,” she whispered. “I was lost in my thoughts.”

Mlle de Sterraux frowned, visibly unconvinced by the lie. “You were lost in another world, you mean,” she said. “Your eyes—”

“I’m fine, really,” Vinnie said quickly, not wanting to hear how her eyes had turned black. She knew what she looked like when visions overtook her and she already felt bad enough about Mlle de Sterraux seeing her in that state.

Mlle de Sterraux didn’t insist and offered her a glass of lemonade.

Vinnie drank the sweet beverage quickly, hoping that what had just happened wouldn’t work in her disfavor. But she had little doubt. People who witnessed one of Vinnie’s episodes found it to be an eerie, scary experience. They assumed something was wrong with her and avoided her like the plague afterwards. Even if she tried explaining what truly happened when her pupils dilated, filling her irises with darkness, nobody would believe her. Worse, it would confirm their suspicions about Vinnie being insane. Vinnie’s mother already had a hard time believing the curse that had afflicted her own father was now afflicting her daughter, and since she had never experienced visions herself, she couldn’t help Vinnie. The only person who could have taught Vinnie how to control the visions—her grandfather—had died before Vinnie was born, leaving her alone with a curse nobody wanted to believe or talk about.

“You saw something, didn’t you?” Mlle de Sterraux asked, causing Vinnie to freeze. “Did you see my father? Or my uncle, maybe? It was their childhood bedroom before we turned it into my office.”

Staring at Mlle de Sterraux in disbelief, Vinnie remained silent, unable to formulate a coherent response. Did she know about her curse?

“I know another one like you,” Mlle de Sterraux said at last, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “Clairvoyance is a rare gift.”

So she knew indeed, and even had a name for it—clairvoyance. Vinnie had never met someone else with her curse, but she couldn’t be the only one in the world. Should she be worried or reassured by Mlle de Sterraux’s awareness? Knowing about the curse didn’t mean she would accept it.

“I wouldn’t call it a gift,” Vinnie whispered. Then, after noticing Mlle de Sterraux’s frown, she added, “It feels more like a curse—I can’t control it. No one ever taught me how to.”

“That’s unfortunate.” She paused, visibly thinking. After a while, she added, “I actually may be able to help you.”

“Help me?” Vinnie stuttered. This interview had taken a completely wrong direction. She was supposed to convince Mlle de Sterraux to hire her, but her curse had decided to jeopardize everything by manifesting itself at the worst of times, and now Mlle de Sterraux was taking pity on her.

“As I said earlier, I know someone who has the same ability. Perhaps he could teach you how to control it.”

Vinnie almost gasped. It wasn’t pity that guided Mlle de Sterraux’s words, but a genuine desire to help her. But this was too good to be true, Vinnie told herself. Mlle de Sterraux was a kind soul, but she might be mistaken. What if that other person wasn’t cursed like Vinnie was, and couldn’t teach her anything useful? She couldn’t voice her concerns: not after Mlle de Sterraux had displayed such goodness toward her. Also, a glimpse of hope had appeared within her heart, she realized.

“This is extremely generous,” she said.

“But of course. My job is to heal people. I can’t… heal away the clairvoyance that you call a curse, but if I can contribute to improving your overall wellness by helping you control it, I have no reason not to do it. Even if I am not your physician.”

Vinnie nodded. She now wanted to know everything about the man who supposedly had the same curse. Who was he, and how had Mlle de Sterraux learned about his visions? Did it run in his family, too? Even if Vinnie didn’t get the position she had come for, her visit to the Sterraux manor had already been fruitful in a way she could have never anticipated.

“One more thing,” Mlle de Sterraux said, opening a drawer and taking out a stack of paper. She put it on the desk for Vinnie to see. It was an employment contract.

Vinnie’s heart skipped a beat. It couldn’t be true. Not yet. Surely there were other candidates and Mlle de Sterraux needed time to decide who to offer the position to.

“I have already made up my mind,” Mlle de Sterraux said. “Mlle Anneton, I would like you to become my niece’s new private teacher.”

Vinnie couldn’t believe her eyes. Was Mlle de Sterraux offering her the role because of her curse? Was it charity? No, Vinnie told herself. She had the required competencies and experience, and Mlle de Sterraux had seen it thanks to the letters of recommendations and her pertinent answers.

“I don’t know what to say,” she finally answered. “Thank you.”

Mlle de Sterraux pushed the contract toward Vinnie. “Please read the terms of the contract before deciding to accept my offer. You don’t have to give me your response today. Take a few days to review it and give me your answer by Friday.”

“I will read it carefully,” Vinnie said, glancing at the stack of paper.

“I know you think it’s a standard contract, and in most aspects it is, but it contains a few clauses you may find… unusual. I want you to know that I included them for the safety of my niece and of my family—nothing else.”

Vinnie didn’t know what to think of clauses she hadn’t read yet—and she was too elated anyway—so she said, “I understand.”

“Before you leave, do you have any questions?”

Of course, Vinnie had prepared a list of questions, but she had been through so many emotions that she had completely forgotten. Doing her best to recall what she wanted to know about the position, she asked, “Did your niece have another private teacher, before?”

Mlle de Sterraux nodded. “Mme Bonnel had to leave her position to follow her new husband to London.”

This meant her niece was used to learning from a private teacher, and the last one had left for personal reasons, not because she couldn’t work with Damarisse. Unless Mlle de Sterraux was hiding the truth, of course, but Vinnie couldn’t imagine her lying. Not after the discussion they’d had about her curse and the generosity she had demonstrated.

Vinnie asked a few more questions about the expected hours and schedule (Monday to Friday, from nine to four), Damarisse’s favorite topic (French), if lodging at the manor would be offered (yes), and how to return the signed contract should she accept the position.

“Send me a telegram by Friday with your answer,” Mlle de Sterraux said, “and if you accept the position, meet me at the gate on Monday morning at eight o’clock.”

Vinnie thanked her for everything, shook her hand, and left the office. Mme Laurier, the housekeeper, was waiting for her in the corridor. She escorted Vinnie back to the manor’s gate.

As Vinnie was about to say her goodbyes, she stopped and asked, “Can I ask you something, madame?”

“Sure thing,” the housekeeper answered plainly.

“How long have you been working for the Sterraux?”

“Over twenty years.”

“Do you enjoy working for them?”

The housekeeper frowned suspiciously. “I do. They’re good people, no matter what some gossipers say.”

Vinnie raised an eyebrow. “Gossipers?”

“People who like to spread tissues of lies,” the housekeeper said, waving her hand dismissively. “Don’t listen to any of it. They don’t know what they’re talking about.”

“What types of rumors?” Vinnie pressed her. As she had told Mlle de Sterraux, she didn’t trust rumors, but her curiosity was piqued nonetheless.

“Nonsense, I told you.” The housekeeper had answered sharply, closing the conversation for good. “Have a good day, mademoiselle,” she added, before closing the gate behind Vinnie.

Vinnie stood there for a moment as she realized what had happened during the last hour. Mlle de Sterraux had offered her the job, and she wouldn’t even have to lie and find excuses when a vision imposed itself on her mind. Maybe she would even learn how to control her ability, but before any of that came true, she had a contract to read.



“So you’re going to say yes, aren’t you?” Vinnie’s mother asked as she served roasted chicken and potatoes on her daughter’s plate.

“Probably,” Vinnie answered. Her mother had insisted on serving lunch when Vinnie came back home, and motion sickness had prevented her from reading the contract in the cab she had hired for the trip between Hautcœur-sur-Marne and Place Denfert-Rochereau.

“It sounds like a wonderful opportunity, don’t you think?” her mother added. “Your former classmates would be jealous if they knew.”

Vinnie quickly chewed and swallowed the piece of chicken she had put in her mouth before her mother spoke, then said, “I think so. But accepting any new job is a big decision, isn’t it? I should take a few days to think about it.”

“Vinnie is right,” her father said. He was a businessman who had achieved success after launching his import-export company when he was only twenty-nine—barely older than Vinnie. He had climbed the ladder of French society from the fields of rural Normandy where his parents used to grow crops and raise pigs, to the streets of Paris where he had attended the Higher School of Commerce and worked for some of the best companies before creating his own. From his self-made experience, he had taught Vinnie that success was more about seizing opportunities than creating them, but that didn’t mean seizing any opportunity. She had to discern the right ones.

“How is the pay?” her mother asked.

“Good,” Vinnie said, telling her parents the monthly wage Mlle de Sterraux had shared with her. She turned to her father. “Do you think I can ask for more?”

“You can always ask for more, but it doesn’t mean you should.”

“Should I, then?”

“I think it’s a generous offer and asking for more may come up as greedy. The Sterraux are affluent, but most of their fortune is spent running their manor and its clinic. They’re not idlers. These people work, and they do real work. Being a doctor or a nurse isn’t for the lazy.”

Vinnie nodded. Most aristocrats retired early in life from whatever activity they had picked for themselves, enjoying decades of idleness allowed by their family’s ancient wealth. Meanwhile, people like Vinnie’s father had to work hard and didn’t have rich parents or relatives to ask for money during difficult times. Their simple but comfortable life in this little apartment on Rue Daguerre was possible thanks to her father’s success as an entrepreneur and could last only if he kept running his company and its dozen loyal employees. To be employed by an aristocratic family that valued work was a fresh, welcoming perspective for Vinnie.

“I heard they’re well connected,” her mother said. “Some of their patients are well-known socialites who cross Paris all the way from the eighth arrondissement to be treated by the count himself. Some even travel from the provinces to be seen by him.”

“How do you know that?” Vinnie asked.

“Sabine attends their annual fundraising event every year and she loves to brag about how much she donates to the clinic.”

Vinnie’s father snorted. “Is there anything Sabine doesn’t brag about?”

“Probably not.”

Vinnie couldn’t help but laugh alongside her parents. Sabine Gauthier was the wife of one of her father’s business partners, and a socialite who always attended the latest trendy salons and didn’t miss an opportunity to show herself at charity dinners. Though Vinnie’s mother found her insufferable, she forced herself to have lunch with Sabine once a month to help her husband keep a good relationship with M. Gauthier.

“Speaking of Sabine, did she share any rumors about the Sterraux?” Vinnie asked.

“Of course she has,” her mother said, rolling her eyes. “She and other contributors toured the clinic after last year’s fundraiser to see some newly acquired equipment. During the tour, one visitor who walked slower than the rest and found himself behind the group said he saw a wolf running in a corridor of the clinic with a vial in its mouth.”

Vinnie frowned. “A wolf in the clinic? And Sabine saw it too?”

“No,” her mother answered. “Nobody else saw it, and she said it was likely a dog carrying a bone. But she found the idea hilarious and has been telling everyone about wild animals roaming the manor ever since.”

What a silly story, Vinnie thought. If that was what the rumors were about, it was definitely nonsense, like the housekeeper had said. “Well, I’ll let you know if the Sterraux keep pet wolves,” she said, chuckling.

“Or bats,” her mother said. “Sabine said she saw one hanging from the ceiling. I didn’t believe her, of course.”

“This is ridiculous,” Vinnie’s father said. “Don’t let Sabine’s frivolous stories get in your head, Vinnie.”

“You know I don’t,” she answered.

Vinnie finished her meal, helped her mother clean the table, then retreated to her bedroom to read the contract, pushing Sabine’s lurid stories away from her mind. The first clauses were typical of a work contract. Not that Vinnie had read many of them before, but her father had shown her sample contracts from his own company, so she knew the basics to expect. As Mlle de Sterraux had said, the contract offered free lodging. To Vinnie’s surprise, the Sterraux offered her a room and meals not only during the workweek but also on the weekend—though Vinnie would likely go back to her parents’ apartment on Friday evenings. She could probably rent a place in Hautcœur-sur-Marne’s town center, too, but why waste money if she could live for free with the Sterraux? For more privacy, of course, but the manor was immense, and perhaps her room would provide everything she needed to enjoy quiet downtime.

After two pages of paragraphs about duties, required qualifications, hours, wages, and a trial period, Vinnie reached a clause she hadn’t expected, which prohibited her from disclosing anything about the Sterraux to anyone who wasn’t a Sterraux or an employee. It was so restrictive that she wondered if it even prevented her from telling her parents what topic she would teach Damarisse on a specific day. She understood the need for privacy, but it sounded extreme. Had the Sterraux had trouble with a former employee disclosing details of their private life to the press, leading the family to become overstrict? At least, Vinnie told herself, the consequence for breaching the clause was simple: losing her job, and nothing more. There was no threat to sue her, but she knew the Sterraux could leverage their network to ensure she wouldn’t find a job as a private teacher after breaching the contract, if it were to come to that.

The next clause was similar but extended to the clinic, stating that she couldn’t share any information about its patients or activities. It sounded fair. Patients expected confidentiality about their health issues, and though Vinnie wouldn’t have access to such information as she wouldn’t work in the clinic, it was probably in the contract as an extra precaution. Also, if what Sabine had said was true, the clinic treated not only the unfortunate but also prominent socialites, and these people valued their privacy even more than the average Jean.

The last clause was the oddest. It stated that if she agreed to the contract, she had to sign it—that part was fine—but she would also have to submit herself to a “pledge ceremony” led by the count himself. The Sterraux would share the details of the ceremony and its consequences before undergoing it, and should Vinnie refuse, the contract would be voided. If Vinnie wasn’t cursed with clairvoyance and already familiar with the odd and the eerie, she would have found this clause scary at best, insane at worst. But all it inspired in her was a blend of cautiousness and curiosity. Again, Vinnie wondered: did her clairvoyance prompt Mlle Sterraux to offer her the position? Vinnie was a strong candidate with all the required qualifications, but could her own secret have convinced Mlle de Sterraux of her trustworthiness? Vinnie didn’t want people to know about her clairvoyance, and she hoped the Sterraux would keep it to themselves. In exchange, she would keep their own secrets.

Vinnie put down the contract and exhaled. It was a good opportunity. She already knew she would say yes, even if she took time to think about the offer. She would sleep on it, as her father always advised her to do, and in the morning, she would pen her name at the bottom of the last page of the contract binding her to the Sterraux.
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CHAPTER TWO Aubeline


Monday hit Aubeline like a rogue wave submerging a lighthouse.

The evening before, her father had gone to bed at ten o’clock as he always did, and in the morning, he was dead, silently gone during the night. Aubeline’s medical training told her an aneurysm had probably appeared after his heart attack and ruptured while he slept peacefully next to her mother. She couldn’t stop wondering if she or her mother could have prevented what was a complete catastrophe—her father, the count, dead at only fifty-six!

Nothing could have saved him, Aubeline knew. Even if her mother had been awake, she couldn’t have done anything. She had already spent too much time healing him and couldn’t have afforded to use more of her blood. As for Aubeline, she hadn’t used her blessing for a while, her regular medical skills were often enough to treat most of her patients, so she could have spared a pint or two. Had she tried, however, she would have needed more than that to heal his rupturing aneurysm and the following internal bleeding, and she likely would have passed out with no warning, dying alongside her father and leaving Damarisse an orphan one more time. Anyway, he was gone and all the what ifs in the world wouldn’t bring him back. Not without a miracle, and the Lord granted them scarcely these days.

The entire house was restless. Aubeline had transferred her mother to the clinic and urgently called Dr Malraux, the unblessed physician who helped run it, to care for her. The shock of waking up next to her dead husband had left her paralyzed and unresponsive. Her mother had always been emotionally fragile, Aubeline knew, especially after losing a daughter a decade ago. Aubeline’s mother had never fully healed from losing Clémie—Aubeline’s younger sister and Damarisse’s mother. It had been hard for Aubeline, too, and even more for Damarisse, who was only an infant at the time and couldn’t understand why her mother wouldn’t come home, but nobody had suffered as much as Aubeline’s mother. And now, a cruel twist of fate plagued the Sterraux, depriving the family of its beloved patriarch.

With her father gone and her mother unwell, Aubeline was the only one in the house able to stand and guide the family through the cataclysm ravaging their souls. She had to be strong, and knew she could be, but in truth, she didn’t know where to start. She had a funeral to organize, Damarisse to care for, and a mother to worry about.

“We need to notify Monsieur l’Abbé,” Mme Laurier said gently, a hand on Aubeline’s shoulder.

Aubeline nodded. Mme Laurier was a caring woman under her cold and curt shell, and Aubeline could count on her to support the entire family during what was an ordeal for everyone, the Sterraux’s housekeeper included.

“Can you take care of it?” she asked.

“Of course, mademoiselle,” Mme Laurier answered before clearing her throat and adding, “What about your brother?”

Her brother. Renan. Aubeline had been so rattled by the morning’s events that she hadn’t thought about him. He needed to know, of course. Hopefully, he would also help her sort out the family’s affairs while their mother was recovering.

She went to her desk and penned a note for Renan, then handed it to Mme Laurier and said, “Please have someone go to town as soon as possible to send a telegram to my brother.”

“I’ll take care of it myself right now,” Mme Laurier answered, “and I’ll fetch Monsieur l’Abbé on my way back.”

“Excellent,” Aubeline said, though the word tasted like ash on her tongue. Nothing about this morning was excellent.

Mme Laurier hugged Aubeline and left her alone to her tormenting thoughts. Soon the first patients would arrive and Aubeline didn’t have the luxury to pity herself. Given the circumstances, she should close the clinic, but Aubeline didn’t want to let her patients down. Of course, with Dr Malraux caring for her mother, she couldn’t cover all the appointments. She would have no choice but to turn away people with non-urgent issues, but at least she would see the pregnant women, the sick children, and the elderly. There was Damarisse to care for, too. She had already heard the news, like everyone else in the house, and had remained quiet as Aubeline had told her about her grandfather’s sudden passing. She hadn’t even cried, probably unable to grasp the reality of what had happened.

Before Aubeline could decide if she should first head toward the clinic or Damarisse’s room, the gate’s bell rang, startling her. Mme Laurier couldn’t be back already, and she had the keys. Aubeline glanced at the wall clock next to Sainte Réanne’s painting. It was eight o’clock already. Mlle Anneton, she realized. Damarisse’s new teacher was starting today. She had sent a telegram on Friday to confirm her acceptance of the contract’s terms and her intent to come to the manor today, as agreed. There she was, right on time, ready to meet Damarisse, and Aubeline was not near ready to welcome her.

Aubeline rushed to the gate and found Mlle Anneton indeed, holding a suitcase in one hand and the signed contract in the other, a half-excited, half-nervous look on her face. She wore a long black dress, which was sadly appropriate for the day, though Aubeline guessed it was only her formal attire and not intended to mourn a death she couldn’t possibly be aware of already.

“Mlle Anneton,” Aubeline said, a lump in her throat. What should she do, she wondered? She couldn’t ask Damarisse to study with her new teacher. She knew her niece. Being quiet didn’t mean the loss of her grandfather hadn’t shaken her. But what about Mlle Anneton? She looked so eager to start her new position. No, sending her away would be unadvised. There must be a better way.

There was, Aubeline thought, an idea coming to her mind.

She opened the gate to let Mlle Anneton in. As she escorted her inside she said, “I have terrible news I never imagined I would share with you today.”

Mlle Anneton’s smile vanished. “What is it, mademoiselle? You look preoccupied indeed.”

This was an understatement to say the least, but Aubeline was good at hiding the turmoil boiling inside her. “The count left us this morning.”

“He left?”

Aubeline bit her lip. It was a bad euphemism, and now Mlle Anneton must wonder if the count had abandoned the family or passed away. She almost wished it was the former—he would still be alive and well, at least—and her voice cracked when she said, “He passed away in his sleep.”

“Mon Dieu!” Mlle Anneton exclaimed, giving Aubeline an alarmed look. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you.”

“Should I come back another day?”

“Actually, I would appreciate it if you could still start today, though we will need you to adjust to the current events.”

“Of course. What do you want me to do?”

Aubeline exhaled. “Damarisse is obviously not in the mood to learn new things, but I don’t want her to stay alone brooding in her room all day.”

“I understand,” Mlle Anneton said.

Aubeline gave her a soft smile. She had been right to hire her. There was something in Mlle Anneton that melted Aubeline’s heart. Her naivety, her eagerness to please, her perseverance in a world not made for women, her elegance, or that clairvoyant gift she unfortunately experienced as a curse—Aubeline wasn’t sure which one had convinced her to offer her the position, but that something was everything.

Inside the manor, she led Mlle Anneton to the dining room where Annaïg, the maid, had set up breakfast. “Please, help yourself,” she said, gesturing toward the sliced brioche, strawberry jam, salted butter, and freshly brewed tea.

Mlle Anneton seemed to hesitate—she had probably eaten already, Aubeline guessed—but eventually she thanked her and sat at the table, before spreading butter on brioche and sipping a cup of tea. Aubeline joined her, but her appetite had died with her father. Tea was the only thing she could swallow without wanting to vomit.

While Mlle Anneton ate, she called Annaïg and asked her to bring Mlle Anneton’s suitcase to her room. She had picked the Lavender Room on the second floor of the eastern wing for her, named as such because of its window overlooking the manor’s gardens, filled with endless rows of the Provençal flower.

“Today,” Aubeline said after a gulp of tea, “I would like you and Damarisse to take some time to get to know each other. Tell her about your time at Sèvres, your favorite books—she loves to read—or your favorite museums or parks in Paris. Ask her questions about what she likes to do, what she is eager to learn. Just… take her mind off her grandfather’s passing, will you?”

Mlle Anneton nodded. “I shall do that, mademoiselle.”

“If at some point she needs some time alone, please ask Annaïg to escort you to your room, and make yourself at home.”

Mlle Anneton nodded again, then asked, “Before I meet your niece, is there anything about her you haven’t told me already that I should know?”

Aubeline tilted her head, thinking. Damarisse. Her sweet, quiet, sensitive Damarisse. “As you know, she’s my late sister’s daughter, but I have been raising her like my own child since she was one year old. We’re very close. When I’m not working at the clinic, or managing the family’s affairs, all my time is dedicated to Damarisse. As a student, she is curious and dedicated. I expect her to follow your guidance and expectations without causing you any trouble. If she does, please let me know, of course.

“Also,” she added after a brief pause, “Damarisse will turn twelve soon. It’s an important birthday for our family. She will need some emotional support to prepare for it.”

Mlle Anneton raised an eyebrow, likely curious about what Aubeline had just said. Unsurprisingly, she cleared her throat and said, “If I may ask, why is it an important birthday?”

Aubeline poured more tea into her cup. “That, you will know in time.”

“After the pledge ceremony?”

Aubeline almost gasped. The ceremony. Her father had been supposed to lead it. But he was gone and gone with him was the strength of his blood. Could Aubeline do it, she wondered? She knew how to lead the ceremony. She had helped her father accomplish it several times. Still, another burden had landed on her shoulders. The ceremony was essential to preserve the Sterraux’s privacy, and non-negotiable when it came to hiring Mlle Anneton—or any other unblessed, for that matter. It had to be done, and well. Trembling, she put down the teapot and said, “After the ceremony, yes.”

“I’m sorry,” Mlle Anneton said, as if she had sensed her inner panic and sorrow. “I shouldn’t have brought it up now.”

“No, no,” Aubeline said quickly. “Please, don’t apologize. I will lead it myself tonight, after I have handled today’s pressing matters. Then we shall speak more freely about Damarisse’s twelfth birthday, among other things.”

Not wanting to finish her now-lukewarm tea, Aubeline rose and invited Mlle Anneton to follow her to Damarisse’s room, which was on the first floor of the northern wing, close to her own quarters. She knocked on the door and waited for Damarisse to invite them in.

Inside her room, Damarisse sat on her bed, a book in her lap. She had dressed in a black dress that reminded her of Mlle Anneton’s, except Damarisse’s intentions were crystal-clear. What she couldn’t express with words and tears yet, she expressed with her clothes and the unusual, stern bun she had tied her hair into. She looked up at Aubeline, then glanced at Mlle Anneton. Immediately, she closed her book and came to greet her.

“You must be my new teacher,” she said.

“And you must be Damarisse, my new student,” Mlle Anneton answered. “It’s a pleasure meeting you, though I wish it were under better circumstances. I am deeply sorry for your loss.”

Damarisse blinked slowly. “Thank you.”

Aubeline heard a hint of sadness in Damarisse’s voice, but her niece swallowed noisily before clearing her throat, as if to chase away a nascent lump. “No lessons today,” she told her. “Take the day to get to know each other, will you?”

“Yes, Aunt Aubeline.”

“One more thing,” Aubeline said before Damarisse could lead Mlle Anneton to her study. “Mlle Anneton hasn’t been sworn in yet. You know what that means.”

Damarisse nodded silently, fiddling with her golden bracelet. She was a smart, obedient girl who wouldn’t dare betray the family’s secret, Aubeline knew. Even she, who had been a rebellious adolescent, wouldn’t have dared do such a thing. The Sterraux could tolerate many breaches of their rules, but willingly telling an unsworn unblessed the truth about the family’s blessing was the ultimate act of disobedience, one nobody could recover from. Aubeline had ingrained that one rule into Damarisse’s mind above all others, and she trusted her not to sabotage her future by becoming a pariah in her own family. She would hate to chastise and disinherit her niece—and, in truth, she wouldn’t have the strength to do it.

Hugging Damarisse, Aubeline told her to be nice to Mlle Anneton, before leaving the northern wing for the clinic. She expected her first patient at nine o’clock and had barely a half-hour to get ready for the day, all while preparing herself mentally for what would come next—arranging the funeral, inviting the extended family, and dealing with what would likely be a thorny inheritance. All in good time, she reminded herself as she put on her white apron and prepared her office. Before opening the clinic, she quickly went to check on her mother. Dr Malraux was still at her bedside, but he was optimistic she would wake up from her slumber soon. She needed rest and a rich diet to recover from the shock and from anemia. Not only had she suffered the loss of her husband, but Aubeline’s mother had also overused her blessing, spending too much of her blood to heal him after his heart attack.

“Your blood is life,” Dr Malraux told Aubeline, “but your mother will only find death if she keeps spending it carelessly.”

Aubeline nodded quietly. The Sterraux and other families who had received a blessing knew the cost of overusing their abilities. Used sparingly, the Sterraux’s blessing could accomplish near-miracles, healing the sick like no unblessed physician could; but without self-control, they would suffer terrible consequences. Chronic anemia was a common issue in the family, and for those who pushed themselves too hard during a healing, hemorrhagic shock and subsequent death awaited them.

“When she wakes up, tell her not to use her blessing until further notice,” Aubeline told Dr Malraux, who nodded and replied, “You can count on me, Aubeline. I’ll have her wear golden manacles if I must.”

She spent the next two hours caring for her patients and Dr Malraux’s. Surprisingly, she found it easier to work today. Instead of thinking about her father’s death constantly, she focused on listening to her patients, making it easier to tone down the sorrow that had invaded her heart. Her duties hadn’t gone away entirely though, and when Dr Malraux appeared in her office shortly before lunch, telling her he could take over for the rest of the day, Aubeline found herself talking with Mme Laurier and Abbé Philippe, who had arrived at the manor.

As the leader of the parish of Hautcœur, Abbé Philippe was sworn in and knew about the Sterraux’s blessing. He had first doubted the divine origin of such unusual powers, but the family’s dedication to healing the community and its most unfortunate residents had eventually convinced him of the truth about Sainte Réanne’s story.

After they had spent an hour discussing the funeral arrangements and confirmed the date of the ceremony—which would fall only three days later, on Thursday—Annaïg interrupted the conversation and announced that lunch was served in the dining room. Aubeline sent her to get Damarisse and Mlle Anneton, then asked Mme Laurier to bring a plate to Dr Malraux and to her mother in the clinic.

Damarisse looked livelier when she arrived in the dining room followed by Mlle Anneton. Good, Aubeline thought. Mlle Anneton had surely managed to divert her niece’s mind with books and stories. One more cue confirming she had been right to trust her instincts and hire her.

They all sat to eat the buckwheat crêpes and sausages that Annaïg had cooked. Aubeline didn’t bother telling Abbé Philippe—who was staying for lunch—that Mlle Anneton hadn’t been sworn in while introducing them to each other. Since he was sworn in himself, he wouldn’t be able to mention the Sterraux’s blessing. That was the beauty of the power that bound the unblessed to the Sterraux’s blood, and soon Mlle Anneton would join them in secrecy.

They had barely started eating when the front door opened, startling Aubeline.

“Aubeline!” a masculine voice called.

She immediately recognized Renan, her brother. He had the main gate’s key, and Mme Laurier must have forgotten to lock the front door after coming back with Abbé Philippe.

“We are in the dining room,” she said loudly.

A few seconds later, Renan appeared in the doorway. He had shaved his usually long beard, keeping only a neatly trimmed mustache, and wore black-and-gray striped pants and a black jacket over a light gray shirt. But what struck Aubeline was the fury flickering in his eyes.

“How could you let this happen?” he shouted at Aubeline, before glancing at the rest of the people in the room and noticing Abbé Philippe and Mlle Anneton were there. He gulped noisily, visibly embarrassed to make a scene in front of outsiders. At last, he exhaled and asked, “Where is Mother?”

“She is resting in the clinic,” Aubeline answered calmly. She had seen her brother lose his temper more than once and snapping at him in return only made things worse. So instead, she pointed at an empty chair and said, “Will you join us for lunch?”

He didn’t answer but sat nonetheless before helping himself to a couple of sausages. “I haven’t had the pleasure to meet you before,” he said to Mlle Anneton, who glanced at Aubeline hesitantly.

Aubeline would have snorted if she didn’t have enough self-control. Mlle Anneton’s look screamed that she knew Renan wasn’t pleased to meet her. His passive-aggressive tone didn’t fool anyone but himself.

“This is Mlle Anneton, Damarisse’s new private teacher,” she said, before giving an encouraging look at Mlle Anneton.

Mlle Anneton cleared her throat. “I started this morning. I recently graduated from Sèvres with my agrégation.”

“I suppose she hasn’t been sworn in,” Renan said dryly, still looking at Mlle Anneton. “With Mother incapacitated, this won’t happen soon.” He turned to Aubeline. “Why didn’t you send her home? We have private family matters to deal with, and she can’t take the oath.”

Squeezing her fists, Aubeline reminded herself not to escalate the tension and said, “I will swear her in tonight.” Then, before he could argue, she added, “Why don’t you help me with the ceremony? You’ve taken part in it many times.”

This threw him off guard, as intended, because he remained quiet. Still, Aubeline could read the anger on his face. It wasn’t about Mlle Anneton. Not really. It was about their father, and about how Aubeline hadn’t prevented his death—as if she could have done something about it, she wanted to shout at him. He had died in the middle of the night, without any warning signs that his condition was deteriorating. If there was one person to blame, it was their father himself. He had always worked so hard, pushing himself to his limits, adding chronic anemia to the constant fatigue his long working hours caused. Stress had kept him daily company, no matter how often Aubeline reminded him to pace himself. But she wouldn’t blame the dead, not openly, especially when her father had dedicated his entire existence to ensuring the clinic’s future and its ability to provide free care to those who couldn’t afford it. She only wished it hadn’t caused him to lose his life so early when he could have lived two or three more decades.

Aubeline wasn’t surprised by her brother’s anger. It wasn’t the first time he’d accused Aubeline of causing a family member’s death. After all, he held her responsible for Clémie’s death. He had never accused her directly—he wouldn’t dare—but the same furious look he had given Aubeline when he’d learned about the fire had meant only one thing: it should have been you, not her. Why would he have preferred Aubeline to die over Clémie? Aubeline didn’t know. She had never done anything to deserve his ire. Perhaps it was only because Renan had been closer to Clémie that he had never accepted losing her in such a tragic, unfortunate manner and needed a culprit.

“Sure,” Renan said after a long, awkward silence, his voice sounding half bitter, half resigned. “We can do it together.”

“Then it is settled,” Aubeline said. “Let’s eat.”

Renan didn’t speak for the rest of the meal. Forcing herself, Aubeline managed to eat one small crêpe and half a sausage. She did it only because she needed strength. Her appetite was still nonexistent, and she doubted it would come back before the funeral.

After lunch, Mlle Anneton and Damarisse went for a stroll in the manor’s gardens, while Aubeline took Renan and Abbé Philippe to the clinic’s mortuary, where she and Dr Malraux had placed her father’s body. He looked so peaceful, Aubeline thought, as she looked at her father’s rigid face and closed eyes. Dying in his sleep had at least spared him the agony of a long disease, she told herself to alleviate the pain in her heart. It didn’t make her feel any better.

Abbé Philippe offered to pray for his soul, to which Aubeline and Renan agreed with brief, silent nods. As he recited the prayer, Aubeline felt tears coming to her eyes, but she took a deep breath in to keep her emotions at bay. Now wasn’t the time to cry. She would do that at the funeral.

“Amen,” she whispered alongside Renan when Abbé Philippe was done. The word that usually made her feel connected to the divine felt vain and empty, as if her faith had died a little alongside her father. It had already suffered after Clémie’s death—how could the Lord allow such a catastrophe to happen? Still, her blessing reminded her that He could be generous, too. She only wished He didn’t have to take something in return.
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