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			From the internationally bestselling author, a lush and imaginative novel that crisscrosses time as passion and obsessions collide

			Florence, Italy—1533:

			An orphan named René le Florentin is plucked from poverty to become Catherine de Medici’s perfumer. Traveling with the young duchessina from Italy to France, René brings with him a cache of secret documents from the monastery where he was trained: recipes for exotic fragrances and potent medicines—and a formula for an alchemic process said to have the potential to reanimate the dead.

			In France, René becomes not only the greatest perfumer in the country, but also the most dangerous, creating deadly poisons for his Queen to use against her rivals. But while mixing herbs and essences under the light of flickering candles, René doesn’t begin to imagine the tragic and personal consequences for which his lethal potions will be responsible.

			Paris, France—The Present:

			A renowned mythologist, Jac L’Etoile—trying to recover from personal heartache by throwing herself into her work—learns of the sixteenth-century perfumer who may have been working on an elixir that would unlock the secret to immortality. She becomes obsessed with René le Florentin’s work—particularly when she discovers the dying breaths he had collected during his lifetime.
			

			Jac’s efforts put her in the path of her estranged lover, Griffin North, a linguist who has already begun translating René le Florentin’s mysterious formula. Together they confront an eccentric heiress in possession of a world-class art collection, a woman who has her own dark purpose for the elixir . . . for which she believes the ends will justify her deadly means.

			This mesmerizing gothic tale zigzags from the violent days of Catherine de Medici’s court to twenty-first-century France. Fiery and lush, set against deep, wild forests and dimly lit chateaus, The Collector of Dying Breaths illuminates the true path to immortality: the legacies we leave behind.
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			The author Mark Slouka once gave writers this advice:

			1. Trust a few, necessary voices.

			2. Try, as much as possible, to avoid torturing these brave souls with your own insecurities.

			3. Shut up and write.

			With gratitude, this book is dedicated to the two brave souls I’m sure I do torture: Steve Berry and Douglas Clegg.

		

	
		
			“You may think me superstitious, if you will, and foolish; but indeed, I am more than half convinced that he had, in truth, an abnormal gift, and a sense, something—I know not what—that in the guise of wall and door offered him an outlet, a secret and peculiar passage of escape into another and altogether more beautiful world.”

			H. G. WELLS, “THE DOOR IN THE WALL,” 1911

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			MARCH 1, 1573

			BARBIZON, FRANCE

			Written for my son to read upon my death, from his father, René le Florentin, perfumer to Catherine de Medici, Queen Mother. 

			It is with irony now, forty years later, to think that if I had not been called a murderer on the most frightening night of my life, there might not be any perfume in Paris today. And that scent—to which I gave my all and which gave me all the power and riches I could have hoped for—is at the heart of why now it is I who call myself a murderer.

			It is one thing to fall in love with a rose and its deep rich scent. Once the blood-red flower blooms, browns and decays and its smell has dissipated, you can pluck another rose about to bloom. But to fall in love with a woman after a lifetime of not knowing love? In the browning of your own days? Ah, that is to invite disaster. That is to invite heartbreak.

			The château is cold tonight, but my skin burns. My blood flows hot. Who knew that yearning alone could heat a man so? That only memories could set him on fire? I feel this pen in my fingers, the feather’s smoothness, and I imagine it is Isabeau’s hair.

			I close my eyes and see her standing before me.

			Isabeau! Exuberant, tender, dazzling. And mine. I see her sapphire eyes twinkling. Her thick mane of hair like a blanket for me to hide in.

			I whisper to her and ask her to undress for me slowly, in that way she had. And she does. In the dream she does. She strips bare, slowly, slowly, of everything but her gloves, cream kid gloves that stretch above her elbows. Her silken skin gleams in the candlelight, golden and smooth, smelling of exotic flowers. Gardenias and camellias and roses, scents that emanate from within. This is her secret and mine. Isabeau had a garden inside of her body. Flowers where other women had organs. Her own natural perfume richer and more luxurious than anything I ever could have created and bottled.

			In this dream, Isabeau never takes off her gloves. Night after night, I beseech her to strip all the way for me, but she just smiles. Not yet, René. Not yet. And then she reaches out with one gloved finger and traces her name on my skin. One day, René. Once you have found the elixir.

			I dream this asleep. And hear it, awake, in the wind. Her promise.

			Once you have found the elixir.

			I lie there, sweating into my nightshirt. Trembling from the memories.

			There was something about the way the bell rang that first day she came to my shop. Its tone was different, almost tentative, as if it wasn’t sure it should be ringing at all. Now, looking back, were the fates warning me? How cruel of those witches to give me love at that moment—after a lifetime of holding it back.

			But I will have my revenge on them. I, Renato Bianco, known as René le Florentin, will figure out how to reanimate a dying breath and so wreak havoc for their folly. So help me God, this I will work at until I have no more of my own breath in my body.

			Winter is upon us now, and it is quiet here in the woods and forests of Fontainebleau. The days stretch before me, an endless vista of foggy mornings and chilly evenings and dark nights devoted to one thing and one thing only: my experiments. If I cannot succeed with them, I cannot, I will not, go on with my life.

			It was one man who heard the bell ring to the shop and opened the door, and another who closed it. That was how long it took for Isabeau to alter me. And it is the me who is altered who has this need for revenge on the crones who have done this to me.

			Let me tell you first about the man who heard the bell.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			MARCH 2, 1573

			BARBIZON, FRANCE

			When I close my eyes, I can still see the laboratory as it was, shrouded in shadow. The light hurt Dom Serapino’s eyes, and so I would only ignite a very few candles—enough to see what I was doing. Their flames danced, mocking the solemnity of the occasion. Their burning added to the scent in the windowless cell, which was sweet with Serapino’s favorite incense—a combination of rosemary, angelica, lavender, and frankincense.

			Dom Serapino, the monk I was apprenticed to, had been suffering for weeks and had begged me to help him leave this world and travel to the next. Heaven, he was certain, would welcome him. Had he not spent his life creating wonderful-smelling potions and healing balms and tonics? Had he not been devout?

			I watched the shallow rise and fall of his chest. Listened to the rattle of his breath. As his student, I had memorized all his instructions. I had seen him perform this duty but had never done it myself.

			His quest was to capture a person’s last elusive exhalation, to collect his dying breath, then to release it into another living body and reanimate that soul. To bring it back from the dead.

			What was he? A necromancer? A magician? An alchemist? Serapino would accept no title but that of monk.

			“René,” he would say, “that is all I am. A humble monk using the gifts nature offers.”

			In the last few years, Serapino had devised a method to capture those dying breaths. Now it was up to me to use the contraption the way I had seen him use it so many times on other monks once his tonics and balms had lost their capacity for healing and death was inevitable.

			The iron rack, the length of two hands, had spaces in it for a dozen openmouthed bottles; nearby corks were at the ready. The job of the collector was to judge when the end was near and then start filling one bottle after another with breaths, stopping them one after the next. It was only the last one that mattered, but there was no way to guess which that would be.

			Sometimes the end took so long in coming that I was given the task of rinsing the bottles out with wine so Serapino could reuse them and start from the beginning again. Filling one bottle after another.

			But that final night, I had no helper. My master was dying. I’d arranged three sets of collection bottles. Thirty-six chances to capture Serapino’s final breath. Then—later, much later—I might complete his alchemical research and find the elixir to mix with the breath and perhaps one day bring him back to life.

			Serapino hadn’t opened his eyes for several minutes. I knew enough about the potion I’d administered to know that he wouldn’t open them again. His death was only moments away. The draught had been far more powerful than it needed to be, but that was what he’d asked for. He wanted no half measures and no mistakes. Serapino was ready for the end and didn’t care that some considered it a sin.

			The pain of the disease eating his bones was too great a burden.

			“Surely God did not put herbs and flowers, even these, on the earth if he didn’t want us to use them,” he said. “The greater sin would be not to use those gifts.”

			And now I was listening to his breaths, counting how long between each. They were coming further apart. And then he began to move his lips. No sound emanated from between them. Was he praying? Asking God for forgiveness? For help? For a benediction? I tried to read the words as he formed them. Struggled to make sense of the way his mouth moved.

			It was my name he spoke—not the name of his God, but my name. What was he trying to say? What was there left to say? I had known him since I was brought to the monastery, fourteen years before, when I was but three years old and an orphan. And it was Serapino who, when I was seven, had taken me as his apprentice, befriended me and given me a profession.

			He mouthed my name again. And then managed a hoarse whisper. “René . . . the bees . . .”

			I was so caught up in trying to understand that I forgot my task and stopped capturing his breaths. What was he saying? Was this the poison talking or had he in these last hours made some connection that he wanted to share?

			“Bees?” I asked.

			But there was no response.

			I remembered with a start that I had a job to do and followed the instructions Serapino had taught me before he became ill.

			“Make sure you move quickly, René. Be careful not to let the atmosphere in the room corrupt the breath.”

			I lifted a bottle to his lips, captured his breath, and then shoved a cork in its glass neck.

			That night, with tears streaming down my cheeks, I corked the tenth vial. Then, I held the eleventh up and waited. Waited. Counted. Waited. His chest did not move. Still I waited.

			I had known this moment would come, of course, yet still I was somehow unprepared. I wasn’t even aware that I had dropped the eleventh bottle till I heard it crash on the stone floor and shatter.

			I threw myself on his still form and wept into the monk’s rough robes.

			For the first time in memory, I was alone.

			How long did I weep that night over the body of my protector, mentor and friend? An hour? Two? At some point I reached out and took the tenth bottle and held it. Held what had been Serapino’s last breath.

			Serapino had been my all. I could not imagine how to go on living without him on this earth.

			As I sat beside his deathbed, I vowed never again to love so much, to be so vulnerable to loss.

			I do not know how many minutes or even hours passed, but after a time I became aware of footsteps. Clutching my treasure in my fist, I turned from the still body to see who approached.

			How had news of the alchemist’s passing traveled? It was still the dead of night. No one had been in the laboratory with us. Serapino had been sick a long time, and no one expected him at midnight prayers, so his absence could not have been a warning. Yet there in the thick shadows under the ancient stone archway stood Dom Beneto, the abbot, long taper in hand, taking in the scene. He glanced from Serapino’s body to me. His unearthly black eyes did not blink. There was no compassion in them. No sympathy on his ancient face.

			He walked over to the body, placed his long pale fingers on my mentor’s neck and leaned down.

			From where I stood it appeared Dom Beneto was kissing the dead monk. Rage rose in me. How dare he? I took a step, prepared to grab him and pull him back. But Beneto retreated on his own.

			“I smell bitter almonds,” he said and looked back at me.

			Since the 1220s the Dominicans had been creating herbal remedies, creams and balms renowned for their properties. Every monk at the monastery of Santa Maria Novella was equipped to sniff out hundreds of scents.

			“You poisoned him,” Dom Beneto said.

			I can still see the candles’ shadows rising and falling on the walls like specters come to witness the death as the friar’s shocking words echoed in that grim chamber.

			While I lived in the monastery, I was at home in the city of Florence. Weekly, I traveled outside the sacred walls to interact with the people who bought our wares. I made scents for the daughter of Lorenzo de’ Medici, Duke of Urbino and often visited the palace where Catherine lived. I knew the world well and was hardly naive. But the last thing I expected to hear in that moment of grief and despair was Dom Beneto’s accusation and his charge.

			“You have committed an unspeakable act, René Bianco. I am placing you under arrest. We will try you here in the monastery.”

			“Dom Beneto, it was Serapino’s wish.”

			“Do not lie to me.”

			“Brother Serapino created the formula for the potion himself. He drank it himself.”

			“He was too ill to make a potion.”

			“Before he fell so ill.”

			“And how did he get it into his hands? He has not had the energy to leave his bed for weeks.”

			“Well, yes, I . . . I . . . handed it to him, but—”

			“So you admit your deed,” he said, interrupting.

			“I was just doing what he asked of me. He was in such pain, Dom Beneto. What was I to do? Refuse him?”

			“So say you! How do I know you haven’t been poisoning him all along? His illness has come upon him suddenly enough. He was a healthy man five weeks ago and you alone had much to gain by his passing.”

			Beneto waved his arm around the laboratory. His candle illuminated the hundreds of glass bottles filled with potions and elixirs, essences and remedies. The light flickered over the brass scales, the mixers and measuring cups on Serapino’s worktable. Those he studied to make up the salves and lotions and scents as well as the notebooks wherein he kept the formulas he’d created and the ones he was working on.

			“Chief apothecary of the monastery is a title worth killing a man for. Isn’t that what you have been aiming for all along? Has not Brother Serapino talked about your ambition?”

			“I would never have done such a thing.” It was a feeble defense. But what else could I say? I was unprepared. Even now I don’t know what I might have offered that would have changed Beneto’s mind. Because I wasn’t really who he was accusing that night. It was Sera­pino who he was damning.

			“His was not the work of God and I will not allow it to be continued!” Beneto shouted at me. “I ordered Serapino to stop these experiments!”

			Reaching out, he shoved the rack of captured breaths to the floor. An explosion of breaking glass echoed in the small chamber as bottle after bottle fell and shattered on the stone floor. The noise was so loud and the scent so overpowering I glanced over at Serapino to see if the melee had roused him, forgetting for the moment that he had died.

			Bottles were still falling, still breaking. I watched the continuing destruction of all our work. “No!” I moaned and knelt down to . . . what? The mess was too great. The demolition too complete. Hundreds of scents were escaping into the air. Stinking as they mixed together.

			“Get up,” Beneto shouted. “Leave all that alone.”

			Then, crunching more glass under the weight of his body, he walked past me and over to Serapino’s table. Reaching for my master’s notebook, Beneto opened it, held the candle close, wax dripping on the pages, and read.

			All was quiet for a few moments, then: “Did he not heed any of my warnings?” he asked, looking up at me. “How long has he been disobeying me?”

			When I didn’t answer, Beneto took two steps toward me, grabbed me by the collar of my shirt. I was decades younger and stronger, but he was the abbot. I could not fight back.

			“How long?”

			But I could refuse to answer. And I did. Infuriated, Beneto shoved me away. It took such a great effort that he stumbled, bumped into the deathbed and fell. The impact jostled Serapino’s body. One of Serapino’s hands fell from his side off the cot and onto Beneto’s shoulder.

			The abbot screamed like a frightened little girl.

			Struggling to his feet, he brushed off his robes. Then, glaring at me, he made his way back to the desk. After searching through Serapino’s things for a moment, Beneto grabbed a ring of keys and pocketed them. Then he riffled through the books. Ignoring those that were written by others, he separated out Serapino’s notebooks. When he’d gathered all four that he found, he turned back to me.

			“There will be a trial, René Bianco. You will stand for the crime of killing Brother Serapino with poison. Until that time, you will remain here. Pray for your soul, you miserable liar. Because no one else will be praying for it. You have robbed the monastery of one of its treasured monks. That deed will not go unpunished.”

			Then, before I realized what he was doing, he walked to the door, pulled it closed and locked it from the outside.

			I rushed to the door, but I was too late. Grief had dulled my reflexes. I was imprisoned in the laboratory with the body of Brother Serapino. There were bits of glass everywhere. Liquid spills. The smell was now an ugly combination of too many essences that had no business being mixed together. All augmented with the odor of death. Precious books lay soaking in the mess on the floor, being ruined while I watched.

			But I wasn’t thinking about that.

			I’d been charged with a job by Serapino—to discover the secret of reanimating dying breaths. I had promised him I would achieve that goal. But to succeed I would have to escape with two items.

			Beneto may have thought he had erased all traces of my master’s work.

			But the notebook holding the unfinished formula I needed was hidden under a loose stone in the floor. Serapino never trusted anyone but me with it. And in my hand was something I’d been clutching when Beneto barged into the cell, the bottle I’d never let go of, the bottle that held Serapino’s dying breath.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			THE PRESENT

			THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 28

			PARIS, FRANCE

			“Go to Melinoe Cypros in Barbizon . . .” Despite how weak he was, Robbie’s voice was insistent. “Collect my books . . . our grandfather’s books . . . Ask her to show you . . .” His voice drifted off. His eyes fluttered closed.

			Had he fallen asleep again? Jac L’Etoile didn’t know, so she did what she had been doing for days: she watched and waited. After almost ten minutes, just as she was about to go get the nurse they’d hired, Robbie reopened his eyes and resumed the conversation as if no time had passed at all. Perhaps for him it hadn’t. For her it had been interminable. Every moment of his illness had been.

			How was it possible that her baby brother, who weeks ago had celebrated his thirtieth birthday in perfect health, could suddenly be so sick?

			Robbie ran the family perfume business on his own, practiced meditation daily with Zen masters, hosted fetes that were the talk of Paris, and was on the board of one of the foremost fragrance museums in the world.

			The man in the bed could barely string more than two or three sentences together.

			“You need to finish my work with her . . .” he said haltingly, then stopped.

			What work was Robbie doing in Barbizon? And with whom? He seemed to think he’d explained it to her, but he hadn’t. And she didn’t want to press him.

			“You have the talent to . . . You doubt yourself, Jac. Don’t.” Every word came out on the edge of a ragged and labored breath. He closed his eyes once more.

			Although he was two years her junior, Robbie had always been there to help her. Was the wiser of them, who, since childhood, had calmed her and showed her the way. The Zen sage who reminded her that the path would reveal itself if she was only patient. Now, at his most vulnerable, even if nothing he was saying made sense, he was still trying to teach her.

			This time he was quiet for so long, Jac was certain he had fallen asleep. She fingered the thin scarlet cord tied around her left wrist. There were things Jac should do, calls to make, family to inform, papers to take care of, but she didn’t get up. Couldn’t leave Robbie’s sickbed. There was nowhere she wanted to be but with him. To be with her brother while he fought this disease that the doctors didn’t understand and couldn’t control.

			“Why are the drapes pulled?” Robbie asked ten minutes later, suddenly awake and smiling, more energetic than he had been all day. “People always pull the drapes and keep the lights dim when someone is dying. Open the window . . . I want to smell . . . the garden.”

			“You aren’t—” She couldn’t even say the word.

			“I am.” The burst of energy was spent. His voice was fainter already. “It will get easier to accept, Jac.” He fastened his eyes on her. “I promise it will.”

			As Jac unbolted the mullioned windows and looked out at the damp March day, she wished that there were more flowers blooming for him. And then felt the sting of tears. She took a deep breath. No. She would not cry, not yet. There would be all the time in the world to miss him later, if the worst happened.

			But it wouldn’t. They would figure out what was wrong with him. The doctors would find a drug to administer in time. They had to.

			Turning back, she forced a smile to match Robbie’s.

			Her brother, who was so fit and handsome, was drastically withering and aging while everything around him had stayed the same. The bedroom, which he’d always called his “cabinet of curiosities,” still seemed a magical Ali Baba’s cave of delights, full of collected treasures from his extensive travels. On the bed stand was a miniature jade laughing Buddha, an amethyst geode, Tibetan prayer beads and three antique perfume bottles—two glass with silver overlay, one gold with porcelain inlays. Books were stacked in piles on the floor. African sculptures, snow globes, vintage telescopes and kaleidoscopes, Victorian flower arrangements under glass domes and framed butterflies filled shelves. Prints and photographs covered the walls. Robbie was a dreamer and a scientist. An artist and an explorer. And all those aspects of his life were on display here.

			“Every L’Etoile perfumer since the mid-1700s has died in this house,” he said with great effort. “I like keeping tradition.”

			“Robbie, the doctors are going to figure out what’s wrong and cure it.”

			“Hope so . . . but it doesn’t seem likely . . .” The effort to communicate was draining him, and he paused. “Need to prepare you.”

			She shook her head, all ability to speak suddenly deserting her.

			“Listen.” He reached for her and took her hand. But the effort exhausted him, and for the next few moments they sat in silence. His fingers resting on hers. Hers on his. How cold his skin was!

			Finally he spoke: “You have to go to Melinoe Cypros . . . in Barbizon.”

			Did he know he was repeating himself ?

			“She’s extravagant . . . sad and extreme.” Pause. “All she has, Jac, are her collections. Rooms and rooms of antiques and artifacts she’s spent a lifetime amassing.”

			He stopped again. Took several more of those arduous breaths. Robbie’s heart was so weak that he couldn’t walk across the room anymore. Most of the time he even needed help to sit up. He slept twenty hours a day. Ate nothing. His liver had stopped functioning. His skin was a pale yellow. Once the doctors at the hospital had told him they had run every test there was and still didn’t know what was causing his illness or what to do for him anymore, he’d asked if he could go home. Nurses were hired, and he’d returned to Rue des Saints-Pères.

			Only then had he called Jac. She was on location, filming an episode of her cable TV show, Mythfinders, in Greece. He’d been in the hospital, he said, and missed her. She was instantly on alert and worried, but he lied, assuring her that he was all right. Just wanted to know when she’d be coming. Jac had a little less than three days of shooting left, but she offered to shut down production. No, he’d insisted, she should finish up. 

			He sounded tired, but otherwise she had no reason to suspect it was any more serious than he’d explained. It made sense that he’d be anxious for her to come back. They were both unmarried and both currently unattached. Their mother had died years before. Their father had Alzheimer’s and was lost to them. Of course if Robbie was ill, he’d want her there while he recuperated. They were each other’s closest family, each other’s best friend.

			Even with her overactive imagination and tendency to worry, Jac hadn’t guessed that at thirty years of age, her brother, Robbie, had returned home to die.

			“Do you want some ice chips?” she asked. It was what he was living on now—ice and the IV drip that forced nutrients and glucose into his frail body.

			“I need to tell you about Melinoe and the job I started . . .” Robbie began to cough again. It was a long and ruthless bout. When he put a tissue to his mouth, Jac saw a red stain blossom on it like a rose.

			She stood up. “I’m going to get the nurse.”

			He shook his head. Fought the cough to try and speak, but lost.

			Jac stepped next door. Once a guest room in the family mansion, it was now the nurses’ station.

			“He can’t stop coughing,” Jac said in an alarmed voice.

			The nurse went to attend to Robbie.

			Jac didn’t follow. Not yet. She leaned against the wall in the hallway of the second story of the house where she had grown up. Where her grandparents had lived. And her great-grandparents. And all the generations before them. There were windows here that faced the landscaped courtyard and offered a view of the darkened workshop. So many L’Etoiles had lived and worked here. And now it was just her and Robbie. Only the two of them.

			When they were young, their father had built them a miniature perfumer’s organ, just like the grand one where generations of L’Etoiles had sat and created the house’s great creations. Shaped very much like the full-size organ, it had three shelves filled with amber bottles of essences, absolutes and scented oils. Everything a perfumer needed. For hours, she and Robbie played a game of their own invention, trying to capture concepts in fragrance. They made the Scent of Loyalty, the Scent of Lies, the Scent of Us Forever, the Scent of Rain and the Scent of Loneliness.

			Robbie had claimed the Scent of Us Forever—with its combination of cinnamon, carnation, jasmine, patchouli and a little pepper—as his signature and always wore the spicy perfume. He said he’d been inspired by the tricks they played on each other and their parents and grandparents. The mysterious fragrance suggested getting in trouble. Going where they weren’t supposed to. Doing dangerous things in the name of adventure. It was an homage to the two of them against the world. Against their mother, whose manic-depressive moods were a constant source of anxiety for each of them. Against their father, who never seemed to be able to make a success of anything and had put the House of L’Etoile into debt.

			Robbie’s awful coughing had finally stopped. The nurse came out and told Jac that her brother was sleeping, and she should get something to eat, then try to nap and get some rest.

			Jac had another idea. She might not be able to mix any magic in, but a fresh version of the Scent of Us Forever might cheer Robbie up. She walked to the end of the hall, down the steps, through the French doors in the living room and outside into the courtyard. Here she and Robbie had built forts and played elaborate games of hide-and-seek. It was chilly and damp today, but in the spring the garden would be scented by roses, lilacs and hyacinths—jacinthe, the flower she was named after. Now there were only green aromas mixed in with the smell of wet tree bark.

			She’d meant to go directly across to the workshop, but instead she walked between the two boxwood pyramids and into the labyrinth.

			Here two-hundred-year-old cypresses were pruned into impenetrable walls. So tall a man couldn’t see over them. The puzzle of warrens and dead ends was so complicated anyone without prior knowledge of how to navigate the maze was lost. But Jac and Robbie knew the route by heart.

			At the maze’s center, two stone sphinxes waited for her. Once in a fit of laughter, she and Robbie had named them Pain and ­Chocolat—after their favorite breakfast croissant.

			Centered between the sphinxes was a stone bench. Jac sat. This had been her sanctuary as a girl. Where she fled to escape an angry parent or nanny, this green room was her hiding place. Here she was safe from everyone but Robbie. And she never minded when he came to keep her company.

			Jac felt tears threatening again. Knew they wouldn’t help. Forced herself to hold them back. She inhaled the sharp, clean smell, braced herself and stood.

			The ambient light from the courtyard illuminated the workshop. Robbie had taken sick more than two weeks ago, so it had been at least that long since the room had been ventilated. The air was heavy with a particular mélange of aromas that she knew so well. Each perfume studio had its own signature combination of smells created by the predominant notes that house or that nose gravitated to.

			These smells, here in the workshop, signified home to Jac in a way nothing else did—for both good and bad.

			This was where she’d sat at her grandfather’s feet and learned the art of mixing perfumes. Where he’d read to her, teaching her about mythology and history and magic. Where her father had spun his tales about the imaginary future he wanted them all to have. Where she and Robbie had played with their own fragrances. And where she’d spent much of the last ten months working with Robbie on a series of scents based on nineteenth-century formulas created by Fantine L’Etoile, the first and only other female perfumer in the family’s history.

			After their mother’s suicide when Jac was fourteen, she’d been sent to a Jungian clinic in Switzerland for a year. Afterward, seemingly cured of the hallucinations that had plagued her, she’d gone to live with her aunt and uncle in New York City. Robbie had remained here in Paris with their father. Through the years, brother and sister had remained close no matter how far apart they were. Remained each other’s constants. This last year, working side by side, they’d become even closer.

			Jac sat down at the organ. Closed her eyes. Conjured the Scent of Us Forever. Then she began to gather the ingredients. Cinnamon, jasmine, patchouli . . . all the individual notes that Robbie had combined to suggest the mischievousness of their childhood with the mystery of their future.

			As Jac mixed, the relief of doing something other than watching Robbie suffer soothed her. With each new essence she dripped into the bottle, the perfume grew, assuming greater complexity. She was lost in it. Floated on it. Disappeared into it.

			Often a perfume smells slightly different on whoever is wearing it, but the Scent of Us Together reacted drastically differently on Jac’s skin than on Robbie’s. If you smelled them each wearing it, you’d never think it was the same. Related—but unique to each of them.

			“Like us,” Robbie had said when they’d first noticed it.

			Returning to her brother’s sickroom, bottle in hand, Jac found him still sleeping. She put the mixture on the dresser and turned to go.

			“Jac?” Robbie’s voice, once deep and musical, was thin and frayed now.

			She went to his side.

			“What you do . . . the past-life memories you have . . . you know they are real,” he said. “Don’t you?”

			She shrugged, refusing to commit.

			“With everything that’s happened to you, are you still a skeptic?”

			Suddenly Robbie reminded her of their father. The dreamer.

			Jac sighed. The last thing she wanted to do was fight with him now, and she told him so. But he didn’t back down. Despite how ill he was, he raised himself up on his elbow and looked into her eyes.

			“You won’t ever find any peace until you accept . . . there’s more than just . . . just the here and now. Souls live on. As long as we need them. As long as we love them.”

			A new fit of coughing silenced him. Jac got a glass of water and held it while he took tiny sips. Then, instead of lying back and resting, he started again. “You can access deeper memories than the rest of us. You’ve proved it . . . You need to use it to . . .” He stopped to catch his breath and then drank more of the water.

			“Robbie, you need to rest and—”

			He interrupted. “So many things still to tell you. There is magic—it’s what we call something we don’t understand. Don’t dismiss it, Jac . . . please. Accept it, all right?”

			Even with interruptions, the speech had exhausted him. He fell back against the pillows.

			“All right. I can tap into past-life memories.”

			“But you don’t believe it. You still think you might be crazy. I can hear it in your voice. Why, Jac?”

			“I don’t know,” she said, and it was the truth.

			Jac hated herself for not being able to convince him that she believed him and give him some peace. Why was it still so damn hard for her to accept she had access to past-life memories? She’d found proof her brain wasn’t manufacturing hallucinations. Why still doubt what she had lived?

			Over the last couple of years, Jac, Robbie and her mentor, the reincarnationist Dr. Malachai Samuels, had amassed evidence of her ability. She’d made discoveries she couldn’t have guessed at. And not just memories that came from what appeared to be her own past. Sometimes she’d be able to remember other people’s memories too. A rare and unusual talent, Malachai had told her.

			Robbie’s question was the right one. Why couldn’t she believe it? Didn’t karma teach us that we repeat the past over and over until we get it right? If her memories of her own previous incarnations were accurate, then time after time her lives had been heartbreaking and ended tragically. She’d never moved on. Each repeated the same horror. She was stuck in a karmic nightmare. If she could accept that, then maybe she could move on and—

			“What we don’t know is so much greater than what we do know.” Robbie was looking at her. “Isn’t it exciting?” For a moment her brother’s ravaged face lit up with a glimmer of curiosity. Then the cough returned. His beautiful eyes filled with tears. His emaciated chest heaved.

			Jac waited. Robbie’s hacking subsided. He took a shallow breath. And then another. Finally he pleaded: “I need you to understand.”

			“I do.” She was determined to give him what he asked for.

			“There’s no end. No beginning. Only the infinite passion of life. The past . . . present . . . the future coexist. My body—this envelope—will die, but not the essence of me—not my soul.” He smiled. “You won’t have to miss me. I’ll be all around you.” He paused. “This is so much harder for me because you are in pain. Don’t you see? You don’t need to be.”

			She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

			He coughed again and again. Drained of all energy, he closed his eyes. After a moment, one tear escaped and slid down his cheek.

			Jac dug her knuckles into her mouth to stop her sobs from erupting.

			Robbie fell asleep again, this time deeply. For the next few hours Jac came and went, checking on him. At five in the afternoon, she found him awake again and gave him the new bottle of scent she’d mixed.

			“Thank you.” He smiled. “Will you put some on me? And then I have to finish telling you what I was doing. What I want you to finish for me.”

			She opened the small vial, wet her fingers and touched her brother’s neck on the right side and then the left and ran her fingers through his thick auburn hair that was the same color as hers. He had always been so lovely. With finer features and heart-shaped lips, Robbie had always been the more beautiful of the two of them. She was handsome, resembling the women in Pre-Raphaelite paintings with strong bones and wide shoulders.

			Robbie breathed in the scent so deeply she thought he was going to set off a fresh coughing fit. But he didn’t. He just smiled at her and said: “Us forever, right, Jac?”

			And as it turned out, that was the last thing her brother ever said to her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Jac was in her brother’s bedroom when their cousin arrived on Sunday morning. Luc L’Etoile had driven up from Grasse on Friday night when Robbie had slipped into a coma.

			“Jac, you have to get up now,” Luc said.

			She had not moved from the chair beside Robbie’s bed since the nurse had woken her up to tell her Robbie was dead. Had not looked away from his still, quiet face at all.

			“Doesn’t he look like he is sleeping?” she asked Luc.

			“Yes, darling, but he isn’t.” Luc pulled up a chair and sat down beside her. “Days ago Robbie called and told me how he wanted everything handled,” he said, “so let me see to it while you take a nap. Nurse said you barely slept last night. The next few days are going to be trying, so you need to rest.”

			After even more effort on Luc’s part, Jac finally agreed to leave Robbie’s bedside. She was sure she’d never be able to sleep, but for the rest of that afternoon and for most of the next few days that was all she really did. Meanwhile Luc arranged for the cremation, invited guests to the memorial and hired caterers and florists and musicians. All to Robbie’s specifications. And then on Wednesday, it was Luc who hosted the celebration downstairs in the formal rooms of the house—the memorial Robbie had requested instead of a funeral.

			That morning Jac showered and then dressed in a simple black sheath with black pumps, her grandmother’s pearls and the watch she always wore, her mother’s. Ready far too early, she sat in her rocking chair and stared out her window at the courtyard with its barren trees and sleeping flower beds. She heard the first guest arrive. Was aware from the growing noise level that more guests had gathered. Finally it was time for her to go downstairs. But she couldn’t. Instead she rocked back and forth in the antique rocker, staring at the naked tree branches swaying in the March wind. At some point Luc knocked on her door and told her everyone was there and waiting for her. In a quiet voice, she told him to start without her. That she’d come down soon.

			But she never did. She never left her room. Never stopped staring at the lonely courtyard. Jac didn’t want to hear them eulogize her brother. Didn’t want to interact with the people who’d offer her condolences and try to reassure her with all kinds of meaningless platitudes.

			Robbie had promised he wouldn’t leave, and he’d never broken a promise to her before. Maybe if she just waited, stayed in that rocker long enough, he’d come back to her.

			That evening, when the house was finally still and quiet, Jac attempted to meditate herself into one of the hallucinations that had plagued her since childhood. These fugue states took her out of the present and into dreams of unknown origin where she was someone else, living another life in another time.

			If she could go there now, she could escape the pain of missing her brother for just a while. She longed to disappear into someone else’s life, someone else’s history, and get some relief from this unrelenting loss.

			She closed her eyes. Slowed her breathing. Imagined a dot of light between her eyes. Her third eye. Focused on the place ancient mystics believed was the portal to altered states.

			Jac waited for the warm air and infusion of scents that accompanied what Malachai called “memory lurches.” But she couldn’t summon one any better than she could prevent one when it came unbidden.

			On the Monday following Robbie’s funeral, Jac began attending to business. In the morning she dealt with the bank and at noon sat down for lunch with Luc, his two brothers, George and Marcel, as well as Monsieur Corlaine, the family solicitor. It was the first meal she’d shared with anyone since her brother had died.

			Jac had asked the cook to make a simple lunch of cold soup, roast chicken and salad with a fruit tart for dessert. Just choosing the menu had been an arduous effort. Even the most mundane tasks were suddenly more difficult.

			She met her guests in the living room, where navy silk jacquard curtains with white stars and moons and gold suns draped windows that looked out onto the courtyard. Created in the early 1900s for her great-great-great-grandparents, the motif was repeated all over the formal downstairs rooms. There were gold stars painted on the night-sky-blue ceiling. Astrological signs woven into the gold carpet. The furniture was a mix of pieces from different eras arranged artfully. Classic but comfortable.

			As she was about to lead everyone into the dining room, Jac’s cell phone rang. Glancing at the LED screen, she asked her guests if they would mind waiting a moment. The call was from Detective Marcher of the Paris police department.

			Almost two years before, a journalist had come to the L’Etoile workshop to interview Robbie about a new perfume line. Robbie quickly realized the reporter wasn’t who he purported to be. He knew nothing about the industry. Robbie guessed the man was there to steal fragments of ancient Egyptian pottery that Robbie had found, artifacts that contained a clue to a fragrance formula that might enable people to access their past lives.

			Through the ages mystics had used incense to access memories of previous lives, including Tibetan monks, who believed each new Dalai Lama was a reincarnation of the previous one. If there was a fragrance to aid in regressions, it could be a powerful weapon. A memory tool could help Tibetans foil China’s efforts to control who became the next Buddhist leader. China had incentive to prevent Tibetans from getting the formula.

			Being a practicing Buddhist, Robbie deduced the Chinese had sent an operative to steal the potential reincarnation aid.

			So he’d played along with the charade until he was able to trick the impostor into smelling a toxic essence designed to cause him to pass out. Then Robbie planned to call the police and get help.

			But what Robbie couldn’t have known was that the thief was an asthmatic; the fumes caused an attack that led to his death. Robbie fled in order to protect the pottery shards, but his disappearance suggested the possibility that Robbie had committed murder.

			Marcher was called in. Eventually Robbie’s name was cleared. Though it was proved he had acted in self-defense, her brother still had precipitated the death of a Triad member. Detective Marcher had warned them at that time that the powerful Chinese Mafia might seek revenge.

			Over the next year and a half nothing suspicious had occurred. Then Robbie got sick. The doctors couldn’t find any reason for why his body was failing, and failing so quickly. That’s when Jac had called the detective, and he’d begun looking into the possibility of a connection. Several times he’d reported in, but without any information. The last time he’d called was to offer condolences.

			“Mademoiselle L’Etoile, would it be possible to see you this afternoon?” he asked now.

			This task too would be a welcome distraction, and she agreed to a time and then returned to the dining room.

			The purpose of today’s luncheon was to plan for the future. The House of L’Etoile didn’t have a second in command. Jac and her brother owned the company jointly, but Robbie had been running it on his own. When they’d first inherited it, Jac and Robbie, having no heirs of their own, had decided they’d each leave their respective shares to their three cousins to ensure the company stayed in the family. At the time it had seemed a decision for the faraway future. It was impossible to Jac that future was now.

			She went into the dining room to rejoin her cousins. “I’ve heard the rift between our grandfathers was over a perfume,” Jac said as she poured wine for her cousins. She really only knew a few facts—that in 1941 the House of L’Etoile had been owned by Jac’s grandfather and his brother, Pierre L’Etoile. After a falling-out, Pierre sold his share of his firm to Jac’s grandfather, moved to Grasse and started his own company. Playing on the family name, L’Etoile—which meant “star”—Pierre called his firm Luna Parfums.

			“A perfume and a woman,” Marcel L’Etoile said as he buttered a piece of a roll. “Our grandfather was seeing a woman he was very much in love with. So of course he created a perfume for her. And of course she always wore it. One day he ran into her in the street, it was a day when they had no assignation planned, and she was wearing a different perfume. One that Pierre knew all too well. He’d watched your grandfather create it for a supposed wealthy client. The discovery that they were both in love with the same woman destroyed the brothers’ relationship, and ultimately Charles bought Pierre out.”

			“Who was the woman?” Jac asked.

			“Your grandmother,” Luc said with a rueful smile. “She’d met Pierre first and liked him well enough. But when she met Charles, she fell in love.”

			“She was seeing them both?” Jac pictured her grandmother in the photographs of when she was young. Lovely with almond-shaped eyes and high cheekbones, the very essence of chic. Even as an older woman, Grand-mère was a bit of a flirt in that utterly charming way French women had. Jac remembered being at the beach in the South of France with her grandmother and Robbie when a gentleman—

			Her cousin Luc was talking to her. Jac came out of her reverie and asked him to repeat himself.

			“We don’t want you to feel obligated to the House of L’Etoile. If you want to sell us your shares of the company, we’ve discussed it and we would be interested.”

			“I’m not sure how I want to arrange my life right now,” she said. And she wasn’t. In New York she had an apartment and a successful career as a mythologist with a cable show that examined the origins of myths. It was on hiatus now, and she had until June to decide whether or not to sign another contract. In Paris she had this house and the family business. She’d spent all her time off this year with Robbie, being a full-time perfumer for the first time in her life, and she’d loved it. But how much of that feeling came from working with Robbie?

			“I don’t want to sell my shares.” She shook her head. That would be akin to voluntarily amputating a limb.

			“We’re glad about that,” Luc said warmly. “We don’t think that would be the right direction for the company.”

			“Neither did your brother,” the lawyer interjected. “Robbie’s wish was that you take a leave of absence from your job in New York and run L’Etoile with your cousins for at least two years.”

			It was like Robbie to advise.

			“We can discuss having an office in New York if you preferred to work from the States,” George suggested.

			Jac had rarely seen her cousins in the last twenty years until recently because she’d spent so little time in France. And now she was surprised how easy it was to be with them. They had the classic L’Etoile family features—mahogany hair, aquiline nose, light-green eyes—that reminded her of her father, her grandfather and her brother.

			“Robbie hoped you might all merge the running of both perfume companies,” the lawyer said. “He outlined a scenario that he thought would work.”

			Jac nodded. It made sense. “I like that idea. While our grandfathers might have had their problems, we don’t.” She looked at her cousins. “Your fragrances are wonderful, and Luna seems to be well run. It would be a much stronger company if both halves were reunited.”

			For the next hour they discussed Robbie’s suggestions about how the merger might be financially arranged. Jac thought her brother would be pleased by the solutions they chose.

			She felt an odd peacefulness. A cessation from the grief. Almost as if the last week and a half had been a bad dream and Robbie was just in the workshop and about to join them any moment. Once she’d even turned around, thinking she heard his footsteps, but there was, of course, no one there.

			At four o’clock one meeting ended and another began. Jac greeted Detective Marcher and ushered him into the L’Etoile workshop. The detective looked tired, and Jac offered him coffee.

			While she waited for the water to boil, she filled the French press with ground espresso beans. The smell of coffee was always welcome here. It cut through the mélange of scents that hovered in the air. Coffee beans were to a perfumer like the lemon sorbet a gourmand eats between courses or the crackers wine tasters munch between flights. When a nose was building a fragrance, it was important to stop and cleanse the olfactory palate.

			“We have the preliminary results of the autopsy,” Marcher said

			She was surprised. “An autopsy? I hadn’t realized, but of course . . .”

			“I’m sorry. I know how painful this is for you, Jac.”

			“Thank you.” She nodded.

			Marcher’s face seemed to bear an aspect of perpetual melancholy, as if all the years he’d been on the job and all he’d witnessed had worn him down. More than once Jac had wondered if, when he was with his wife and family, the expression in his face lightened and his shoulders lifted. She hoped so.

			It occurred to her now that her own expression was dark too. Since Robbie’s death, whenever she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, she didn’t quite recognize the lost soul who glanced back.

			Jac poured coffee into two white porcelain espresso cups and brought them over to where Marcher was sitting.

			He sipped the coffee. Smiled at her. “This is excellent. Thank you.”

			She nodded. To her it was hot and distracting, and that was enough for now. Both her sense of smell and taste seemed dulled since Robbie had died. Grief had numbed her.

			“Would you mind turning that on?” He pointed to Robbie’s stereo system.

			Jac was startled by the request but turned it on. Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony filled the air. The last time she’d heard it was when they’d been here working on a new fragrance. This was the music her brother had chosen. How many of these last time moments would she have to endure?

			“Based on the rapid onset of organ failure and how healthy your brother was prior to the attack, they still suspect poison.”

			“But the doctors tested his blood for poisons when he was in the hospital and didn’t find anything.”

			“And they still haven’t.”

			“So how is that possible?”

			“Certain poisons clear the system after a particular amount of time. The complication here is that even so, there’s no known poison that presents in the manner of Robbie’s reaction.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, I know uncertainty isn’t helpful. The bottom line is they don’t know the root cause yet, but poison remains the most logical answer. Especially because, being a perfumer, your brother was always working with foreign substances and could have easily inhaled or ingested something that he reacted to this way.”

			“An accidental death then?” she asked.

			“No, Jac, not necessarily accidental. Someone might have come to see him and asked him to smell some new fragrance, sold him something tainted. Perhaps switched one of his ingredients with an exotic substance.”

			Marcher gestured to the eighteenth-century perfumer’s organ that took up a full quarter of the room. Where every nose in the L’Etoile family had composed fragrances, drop by drop. Lined up on three tiers were more than five hundred bottles filled with essences and absolutes of flowers, plants, spices, woods and chemicals.

			“With your permission, we need the lab to come in and take samples of all these ingredients.”

			“Of course.”

			“If it’s not a substance typically used in perfume making and we can’t prove that your brother purchased it, that will suggest foul play. And in the meantime, I don’t want you using any of these ingredients.”

			She told Marcher she had mixed up a fragrance just before Robbie died. And she was fine.

			“All right, but don’t mix up any more until the lab runs their tests. Okay?”

			Jac nodded.

			Marcher drank more of his coffee. The antique cup’s gold rim glinted in the light. Limoges from the late eighteenth century was very valuable. Once she’d asked Robbie if they should be using it as everyday china.

			“Never put treasures away in a cabinet,” he’d said. “You need to surround yourself with beauty, be aware of it and enjoy it—allow your soul to feed on it—gorge on it.”

			“So the case isn’t closed.” Jac had expected this visit to be the detective’s last.

			“No, not closed, not at all,” Marcher said and placed the tiny cup in the saucer.

			“Would you like more?” Jac asked.

			“Yes, perhaps I would.”

			She brought the French press over to where he was sitting and poured more of the fragrant brew.

			“These findings have me most concerned,” he said as he watched her, “because if it was poison, then your brother’s death mimics the pseudo journalist François Lee’s.”

			Jac shivered at hearing the name of the man who had died here almost two years ago.

			“And I don’t like coincidences,” Marcher said.

			In the midst of pouring herself more coffee, Jac looked up quickly, and a drop spilled onto the desk. She reached for a cloth—there was always a stack of them nearby in the workshop. L’Etoiles sprayed their creations on cloth to test them, not on the cheaper paper strips so many perfumers used.

			The coffee leeched into white cotton, staining it.

			“Robbie didn’t believe in coincidences either,” Jac mused as she wiped up the rest of the spill. “He always told me—”

			The now familiar threat of tears stung her eyes, and she felt her throat constrict. Crying, especially in front of Marcher, was not an option.

			The detective sat farther forward in his chair and put his hand on her arm. “Jac, my concern now is for you.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“One of the most powerful crime syndicates in the world lost one of its members because of your brother, and the episode didn’t just involve Robbie but—”

			“It involved me too,” Jac interrupted. Even though she’d had help from her ex-lover Griffin North, Jac had been the one to save her brother by exposing the spies.

			She and Marcher were both silent for a moment.

			“I don’t want to scare you, but we need to take precautions,” he said finally.

			“Except you are scaring me.” Some part of her was surprised she could feel enough to be scared.

			“It’s unlikely you are a target, but until we know more about your brother’s death, I’d like to have someone watching the house and discreetly following you when you go out. Logic tells me that if there was a vendetta, it was with Robbie—” Marcher stopped talking. He was looking out into the courtyard and frowning. Jac followed his glance.

			“Ah, you see our ghost,” she said.

			“I doubt that. But I did think I saw a man out there.”

			“No, it’s just the shadow of a very old tree to the right of that hedge. Robbie and I used to call it our ghost. In certain light, it appears to be a man.”

			Marcher got up, walked to the window and peered out.

			The wind was blowing. Branches swaying. Some dried, dead leaves scurried across the paths.

			The gardens had been planted by the first L’Etoile, who had bought the property in the 1770s. Several generations had grown flowers here that perfumed the air with scents not smelled anywhere else in Paris: rare hybrid roses that had bloomed only here for the last two hundred years.

			Jac scanned the barren bushes now. In two months they would be heavy with the deep blood-red roses that her mother had always said smelled like sex.

			It was just a trick of light, a play of shadow. It wasn’t a ghost out in the garden. That was only what she and Robbie had called the odd phenomenon.

			Except today it really did look like one.

			His curiosity satisfied, Marcher returned to the settee.

			“I like to err on the side of being too careful. Organized crime groups do not lose their soldiers lightly. Especially one of François Lee’s standing. If this was retribution, I want to know the score is now settled.”

			“So what is your plan?” She turned away from the optical illusion in the courtyard and looked at Marcher.

			“I am going to continue to work the case and find out what happened to your brother. And make sure that whatever it was, it doesn’t happen to you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			MARCH 11, 1573

			BARBIZON, FRANCE

			The place where you have willingly worked all of your life takes on very different dimensions and sensibilities when you are imprisoned there. For seven days I was locked inside my mentor’s laboratory, under arrest pending a trial.

			Brother Serapino had told me over and over that he longed for death the way a thirsty man yearns for water. That the pain was too much to bear. It is horrible to see a loved one suffering. I thought that I too would find relief once he was gone, knowing that he was no longer in agony.

			But in truth I had no idea how it would feel. I had not been apart for him for a single day in more than ten years. I slept in an alcove in the laboratory steps away from his cell. I ate with him. Studied with him. Only when I bathed or relieved myself was I alone. Now he was truly gone, and my loneliness pressed down on me in the darkness of the cell. I shed tears until I had none left. Then I tried to pray. But prayer had never been of much solace to me. I did not truly believe. I had seen too much suffering in my short life. While many of the brothers around me espoused blind faith, Serapino did not.

			My mentor felt blessed by the bounty of the garden that allowed him to create the lotions, potions, elixirs and waters that were so coveted both in and out of the monastery. He dutifully went to Mass every morning and matins every afternoon and awoke in the middle of every night to join the others in supplication in the chapel. But once he was back in the laboratory, there was never talk of God. Never prayers. His work was his all. It fed him and energized him and kept him curious. That was what he had imbued me with. His true belief was his faith in alchemy.

			And so, alone in the laboratory in those hours after his death, I had no branch to reach for, no promise of solace waiting if only I could dive deeper into prayer and contemplation. Instead I sunk deeper and deeper into the muck and mire of mourning.

			When the door opened the morning after Serapino’s death, five monks entered the cell: three to remove Serapino’s body and two to stand watch over me and make sure I didn’t try to—what? Run? Overpower them? What did they think I was going to do? It was in fact their suspicion that ignited my imagination. If they thought me so capable of escaping that I needed watching, then perhaps I was.

			Serapino used to tell me that he could see cunning and determination in my eyes and talked to me about using my intelligence for good and not evil. As I grew older, I questioned him about what he thought me capable of. He smiled that secret smile he had, put his hand on my shoulder. “Every man has two souls,” he said. And he was watching mine wage a battle with each other. “You are strong, René. Tragedy has tempered you. Your determination can be either your salvation or your ruin. Go after what you want, but not ruthlessly. Explore the ramifications. Pay attention to cause and effect. Weigh your actions against your desires. It’s critical you understand.”

			But I didn’t. How was I any different than he was? How was I any more cunning?

			I didn’t know. Not then. Not yet. But as they prepared to remove Serapino’s body, I called upon that part of me that he had warned me about and began to plan.

			Brother Leo put his hands under Serapino’s arms. Brother Pietro took him by the feet. Brother Alferius supervised. On his count, the other two lifted the body and carried it gently out toward the door.

			Brother Michael, who I knew well and who had often worked with Serapino and me in the garden, looked down on me with sympathetic eyes. “René Bianco, the friar has requested I explain what is going to happen.”

			“I was only doing what Serapino asked,” I protested. “You saw how ill he was. You know he was eager for his time to come.”

			I had never pleaded before.

			Michael shook his head. “I’m sorry.” He held out his hands, palms up, in supplication. “You’ll stay here in this cell until the abbot is ready for the trial.”

			“When will that be?”

			“No more than a fortnight. There’s never been an inquisition here in his time. He needs to prepare.”

			“But I have to be allowed out to go to the service for Brother Serapino. I must be at his internment.” When I grabbed the hem of Michael’s rough brown robe, Brother Pius stepped forward, yanked my hands loose and shoved me backward, sending me tumbling.

			“They can’t bury him without allowing me to say good-bye,” I begged.

			But hearing my own voice, seeing the look of pity on Michael’s face, I was ashamed. Sniveling on the stone floor. Whining like a child. It awakened anger in me.

			I didn’t want compassion or sympathy. I was René Bianco, Brother Serapino’s apprentice. I already excelled at creating perfumes and potions. Hadn’t I created the scented water that Catherine de Medici used exclusively? Hadn’t I created the fragrant water that Alessandro de Medici traveled with?

			Slowly, I rose to my feet.

			“This is not right or just. You both know it. And I will make sure that all the brothers know it.” My voice was calmer now. “Brother Michael, will you please tell the abbot that I request permission to attend the funeral services of Brother Serapino? I am an innocent man who has neither been tried nor proven guilty, so it seems inhumane to prevent me from paying my respects as my mentor prepares to enter the kingdom of heaven.”

			Slowly, a plan began to emerge in my mind. The fact was, I was not a monk. Had taken no vows. I was a free man who had willingly stayed here to work with Serapino. If I could escape the monastery during the funeral, there were ways a young man could hide in a city as big as Florence. All I needed was to get out of this cell.

			“The abbot was clear: you will not be allowed to leave here until the day of your trial.”

			Calculating how best to play this, I bowed my head. “I beg you to tell the abbot how grief-stricken I am and how much this kindness would mean to me.”
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