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Prologue

 


Mont Penombre

Provence-Alpes,
France

Duché de Valbelle

18th Century, Midsummer

It was a fête to rival any at court, and any
the Valbelles had hosted in the past. Florian Valbelle, heir to the
richest landowner in the region, and the richest of all of the
clandestine circle of magic-wielding noble families, was turning
eighteen the next day. At sunrise, he would become ruler of his
family’s vast holdings.

The party was nominally a birthday celebration, but
everybody knew that it was actually a vetting-ground for the future
Duchesse de Valbelle. Florian would be expected to carry on the
family line, and as such, there were an abundance of nobles’
daughters in attendance, eager to catch his eye.

Florian was less than eager to have his eye caught.
He danced dutifully with all of the eligible girls, but he found
them tediously alike: pretty and poised and well versed in the
right words to say to a young man of his status, their true selves
carefully hidden from him. He wished that just one of them would
trip, or say something vulgar, or even have a single ringlet out of
place, but none of them did, and so it was difficult even to
pretend interest in them. Truth be told, he had no interest in any
of this: running an estate, heading the magical cadre, going to
court and playing in its ridiculous intrigues.

Florian sighed as the current dance ended, bowed to
his partner, and then excused himself, pleading weariness that
wasn’t entirely fictional. He saw her face fall, the false cheer
she had worn throughout the dance eclipsed by sadness and something
else. Fear? He looked at her more closely. She had soft green eyes
and a cloud of mahogany-colored hair, a slight build and child’s
face. She was far too young to be married, to be here at all.

Leading her to the side of the dance floor, he
fished for her name, found it. “You’ve done nothing to be upset
about, Aalis,” Florian said to her.

She wouldn’t look at him.

“Did your parents make you dance with me?”

She nodded her head, still avoiding his eyes.

He sighed. “What will happen to you if we do not
dance again?”

“They will beat me,” she answered at last, barely
above a whisper.

And may God take them straight to hell,
Florian thought, a headache blossoming between his eyes. How many
more of these girls had been threatened similarly? He made himself
smile at her. “Tell your parents that I find you entirely charming,
but there are too many daughters of my father’s friends here
tonight for me to spare more than one dance with each. Tell them
too that I would be very upset to hear that any ill had befallen
you. Thank you for the dance, and be well.”

Florian lifted her hand and kissed it. It was more
interest than he had shown in any other girl that night, and it
sent the requisite ripple of commentary through the room. Then,
before anybody could close in and enquire as to the meaning of the
gesture, he called up a glamour that would make all eyes slide past
him and slipped away.

He didn’t go far, stopping in a shadowy corner of
the ballroom’s adjoining terrace just outside the last of the open
French doors. He took a deep gulp of the cool night air. He was
just beginning to relax when he felt a presence at his elbow, and
his fragile peace dissolved. He didn’t even have to look to know
that it was his twin brother, Bastien. There was a chill that hung
around him, stronger than his lifelong aloofness, impossible to
ignore. It had permeated the house since he’d returned three days
previous from a year of travels.

Florian had always suspected that Bastien resented
him for the three minutes between their births that had made
Florian the heir. Since Bastien returned, he was sure of it.
 

“Weary of playing the willing bull calf, Brother?”
Bastien asked in a low, pleasant voice that did nothing to dispel
his frigid aura.

Florian sighed, glancing at him.

He was dressed in elegant black silk that hugged his
slender frame. His black hair was intricately braided with the
estate’s famous, tiny, red tea roses. He wore black gloves to the
elbow, his fingers ensconced in rings that glittered like his dark
eyes. He was beautiful and repellant as some kind of insect, and
Florian wanted nothing more than to be away from him. An irony, as
Bastien would become his chief advisor when he took his father’s
place as Duc de Valbelle.

“Who said that I was willing?” Florian grumbled.

Bastien smiled, folded his arms, and looked at his
brother. His opaque pupils seemed to fracture, fiery lines showing
in them like the seams of light in smoldering coals. It was a sign
that his brother was tapping into his magic, and that never boded
well.

“You’d better be willing,” Bastien said. “You really
have no choice but to pick one of them, and willingness will make
it so much easier. You seemed to like that last one better than the
others. Say the word, and I’ll make it painless.”

Florian took a step away from him. “Don’t you dare
toy with that child,” Florian warned, “and do not even think
of toying with me!”

“You would not have to marry her,” Bastien wheedled.
“Just take her to your bed for a night, and prove to everyone—”

“Prove what?” Florian growled.

“That you’re capable,” Bastien said, his voice still
conversational. “After all, it’s your eighteenth birthday, and yet
you’ve never been with a woman.”

Rather than deny it, which is what he meant to do,
he felt the touch of Bastien’s burning cold aura and found his lips
forming the words, “How do you know that?”

Bastien gave a low laugh. “It’s written all over
your face; and besides, I’ve seen how you look at the prettier
boys.”

Florian spluttered, flailing for something to
say.

“Don’t,” Bastien said. “You’ve already as good as
admitted it. You are an abomination, you aren’t fit to lead this
family, and the only real question now is how to be rid of
you.”

Florian felt his own aura crackle to life in
response.

A few guests took notice, pointing and
whispering.

“Be careful, Brother,” Bastien said, his voice very
low. “I truly don’t think you want to fight me.” He put a hand on
Florian’s shoulder, and a hundred images seemed to flow through
Florian’s mind at once. A flat black stone on a rocky outcropping,
covered in runes and blood. A white cloth caught and fluttering
like a netted butterfly in a black tree branch. Thick smoke rising
from a fire smoldering on a pile of what looked like animal guts.
They tumbled onward, each more terrible than the last. Finally,
Florian’s shocked mind understood—all of these things were his
brother’s handiwork. Wherever he had been this past year, he had
sold his soul there to darker forces than Florian had known to
exist and had become far more powerful than he could have imagined.
 

“Now, go to Father and tell him that you rescind the
title and gift it to me.”

“It won’t be that easy,” Florian grated out, though
the force of Bastien’s aura was wearing at him. “Centuries of
primogeniture won’t change just because you wish it.”

“They will when I threaten to take the title by
force if he doesn’t give it willingly.”

Another rush of images came. The party guests
clutching their stomachs, their throats, as blood poured from their
mouths. A tide of red running in a wide delta across the ballroom
floor, through the doors, between the pillars of the balustrade in
a brutal cascade. A bright morning, silent aside from the buzzing
of fat black flies around a roomful of corpses. Those corpses
decades on, dry bones tangled with weeds and vines, birds nesting
in the grilles of their ribcages.

Florian uttered a strangled cry.

“No one will die,” Bastien said, his voice velvety,
“unless you refuse me.”

“Enough!” roared their father, Gustave, from the
doorway. He had cloaked his aura in order to listen to them—but how
much had he heard? By the look on his face, it had been, as he had
said, enough.

“Bastien Valbelle,” Gustave said in a voice like an
army rolling across the silent plain of the room, “your words are
both blasphemy and treason! By virtue of them, you have lost the
right to the Valbelle name, and any part of our fortune. You are
exiled immediately!”

“But, Father—” Bastien began.

Gustave drew an ice-blue sword from the sheath at
his hip and held it to his second son’s throat. “You have
threatened to use magic against one of our own, and so you have
broken the law of our people. Now go, before I decide that exile is
too lenient!”

Bastien pushed the blade aside with remarkable
poise, given that there was no magic stronger than that contained
in Gustave Valbelle’s sword.

Or was there? Florian had felt a brush of
Bastien’s power. Was their father truly still the stronger one?

Voice calm and even, Bastien said, “I will go, since
you do not count my worth. But first, I have a birthday gift for my
brother.” He raised his hands and plucked one of the roses from his
hair. He examined it for a moment, and then offered Florian a wide,
cold smile. “I gift you, Brother, a long, long life of solitude,
confined to your domain. Unfortunately, I cannot make you live it
for an eternity, but you will have many hundreds of years to
consider the folly of your decisions, after which you will die
choking on your own loneliness. Oh…” He sighed, frowning slightly.
“Well, because a curse does not take hold unless there are means to
break it…”

A ripple of exclamations followed these words.

Florian’s head swam. Bastien’s words had only been
words, hadn’t they? Threats made in bitterness, because he had been
defeated. Magic had its place in their world, but curses were
wives’ tales. For all his new power, Bastien couldn’t have become
powerful enough to bring those tales to life…

“You can’t—” Florian began.

“Oh, I can,” Bastien said, smiling as he tucked the
rose he held into the buttonhole over Florian’s heart. “But I will
grant you this one caveat: true love’s kiss—true, pure,
mutual love—will break the curse … should you ever manage to
compel such a thing.”

“You think that I can’t love? That no one can love
me?” Florian asked, his voice shakier than he would have liked.

“You cannot love naturally,” Bastien said with a
gentle smile that could have frozen an ocean. “As for someone
loving you, how would any woman bear you? You cannot eternally hide
your desire for—”

“Go!” Gustave roared before he could finish.

Bastien bowed to his father and brother with a
smirk, turned, and went. As he crossed the threshold of their home,
however, he turned back once and said to the silent guests,
“Remember, the blame for this falls solely on my brother.” Then he
was gone.

Pain tore through Florian’s chest then, like nothing
he’d ever felt before. He looked down to see that the rose had
sprouted tendrils, and they were digging through his clothes and
flesh, striking for his heart. He collapsed on the parquet floor as
the guests around him screamed. Just before he lost consciousness,
though, he realized that they were not screaming for him.


Chapter One

 


Marseilles, Vieux
Port

Present Day

A Winter Afternoon

 “Order up!”

Ren looked gratefully at the bar, away from the two
middle-aged women in too much makeup and too little clothing for
the weather, which was cold even for midwinter. They had kept him
at their table for the last five minutes on the pretense of needing
this, that, or the other minor embellishments without which their
cappuccinos would be positively undrinkable.

Manon looked back at him, one finely plucked eyebrow
raised in her round face, tapping a candy-pink fingernail on the
greasy countertop. There was a plate of fried whitebait beside the
elbow she leaned on the counter, lying in turn beside a
well-thumbed paperback, its cover showing an improbably beautiful
and scantily clad couple, even less probably entwined.

The book was Manon’s. The only things she ever read
were cheap romance novels. The food was meant for the grizzled
fisherman sitting in a corner table—the bar’s only customer who
looked like he was there solely for the food.

“Excuse me, Mesdames,” Ren said politely to
the fluttering women, two of three locals among an unlikely crowd
of nine who currently populated the cafe in this off-season and odd
hour, too late for lunch but too early for liquor. “But I have to—”
He waved a hand vaguely and ignored their protests as he
practically ran to the bar.

“Popular with the ladies as ever, Belle.” Manon
smirked, pushing the plate toward him with a delicate finger. Up
close, it was clear she was older than she was trying to look,
though her manner and energy were closer to fifteen than her
probable fifty. “Hmm, and not just the ladies,” she added, eyeing a
table that two male shipping clerks had been propping up for the
past couple of hours, ordering coffee after coffee. “Those two are
here almost every day.”

“Are they?” Ren asked, well aware that this was true
but not particularly inclined to talk about it.

“Really, Belle? I’m surprised you haven’t felt them
burning holes in your backside every time you turn around.”

“My name is Ren, Manon,” Ren said, blushing
furiously. “Not Belle.”

Manon smiled, flicked her long, bottle-blond
ponytail over her shoulder. “Well, if the shoe fits—”

“Manon,” Ren growled as the customers looked on with
interest.

Manon smirked. “Belle. If the shoe did not
fit so very well, do you think I would keep you on here?”

“If you didn’t keep me on here, do you think you
could afford shoes?” Ren retorted, picking up the plate and turning
from her.

She chuckled, eyes sparking with humor.

Whatever she might say, Ren was certain that the
main reason she kept him on was to tease and bicker with him,
though she certainly appreciated her cut of his tips. He maneuvered
his way through the tight spaces between the packed-in café tables,
toward the man waiting in the corner. After what Manon had said, he
couldn’t help feeling all of the eyes in the place following him.
He sighed. She was right, he was used to it, but it didn’t make him
any less self-conscious.

Ren had known since he was twelve that his looks
drew attention. He shared the features of his Japanese father and
French mother equally, with honey-colored skin, wide, warm brown
eyes, long, thick black hair, and a face whose shapes were as hard
to attribute to any one point of origin as they were beautiful. He
wasn’t particularly tall, but that didn’t seem to bother the
customers who came to stare.

Still, while he didn’t like being called pretty, he
was also glad that Manon didn’t pull punches. It was the reason why
he’d accepted the job, out of so many similar offers. He didn’t
want to be flattered by his boss, and he wasn’t. He didn’t want to
earn more than was due pay for hard work, which arguably he did,
but Manon took care of that by skimming generously from his tips.
Yet he knew, uncomfortably, that somehow, he had still ended up a
commodity.

Ren reached the older man’s table and set the plate
down in front of him. “Sorry for the wait, Bernat,” he said. “Do
you need anything else?”

He leveled Ren with deep-set dark eyes. “Ren,” he
said, his Basque accent turning the “r” to t trill, “you have
worked here for two years now, and I am here pretty much every day,
when I am not on a fishing boat. Have you ever seen me eat anything
besides fried whitebait with far too much ketchup?” He dumped a
glob of it onto his plate from the bottle Ren had brought as if to
punctuate his point.

Ren shrugged. “I wouldn’t be much of a waiter if I
didn’t ask. After all, someday you might wake up wanting steak
haché?”

Bernat barked a laugh. “Never! I was born to the
sea, and it’s far too late to change me now.” He inspected the
plate of fish and selected one with gnarled brown fingers. “But,”
he said, coating the fish in ketchup and then pointing at Ren with
it as it dripped bloody splatters onto the pile of its unfortunate
brethren, “you should not let Manon mock you like that.”

Ren smiled ruefully and said, “She’s only teasing.
Plus, there are worse jobs out there.”

“I can hear you,” Manon told them in a loud,
warbling voice. All customers currently occupied, she was slumped
now in an old beach chair behind the bar, reading the paperback and
fanning herself with a palm-leaf fan despite the cool atmosphere of
the café and the drafts creeping through the flimsy windows. “And
Belle’s right. Where would a seventeen-year-old boy with an ass
like that find a better job in this town that wouldn’t demand …
well … the selling of assets he might prefer not to sell?”

Ren blushed fiercely, but Bernat only shook his
head, crunching fried fish. “You’re meant for better than this,
Ren. Your father—”

“My father left my mother six months pregnant,” he
interrupted sharply, “with a four-year-old and an elderly mother to
take care of to go off on a pleasure cruise that killed him and
lost our family all of our money. Even before that, he wasn’t home
often enough for me to remember him!”

Bernat held up a long, thin hand, grey ponytail
raking his shoulders as he shook his head. “And may he plead with
whatever god he answered to for that. I only meant to say that he
wasn’t a man to accept a bad bargain. You’re as smart as he was,
but you got your maman’s heart. You’re the best of both of
them.”

Ren’s tray hung forgotten by his side. He looked out
of the dirty window at the street congested with cars and scooters,
the narrow harbor, equally crowded with boats of all descriptions
tied up at the quays, to the slate-blue sea beyond. Bands of
sunlight stuttered across the far-off water through breaks in the
wind-driven cloud, painting it in soft greens. All of it was
somewhere between the color of Maman’s eyes and Emi’s.

“My family deserves better than what he left us
with,” he said with a sigh.

“You do,” Bernat said, his eyes and his words soft.
“Why not apply to a university? Then you could leave all of this
behind.”

“I would never abandon my family.”

“I didn’t mean that you should. There are five
universities right in Marseilles. With an education, you could get
a decent job, and with a good job, you could all go somewhere
better.”

Ren considered the far-off horizon, empty except for
a shipping vessel or two inching across it. For a moment, he could
smell the open sea, the cool, clean atmosphere of his island
childhood, and he longed for it with a visceral twist of his gut
that made him reach for the table to steady himself.

“Ren?” Bernat asked, brows drawn together with
worry.

Ren drew a deep breath, and the nearer atmosphere of
fish and grease and exhaust fumes that hung perennially over the
docks eclipsed the sea-wind memory. The smell permeated the café,
even in midwinter with the doors shut. He shook his head, smiling
sadly at the man as he turned back to answer him.

“Bernat, I left school a year and a half ago. I’d
need those and two more even to qualify for university. And if I
did find one to take me, then I’d have to pay for it.”

“There are scholarships.”

Ren laughed bitterly. “Yeah, and a one-in-a-thousand
chance of winning one—if you’re a good student.”

“You’re too young to be such a defeatist.”

“I’m old enough to be a realist.”

Bernat sighed wearily and pushed his plate away,
still half-full. “I only know that it’s in your eyes … some other
place. Some better place.”

That hit where it hurt, because of course, Bernat
was right. Ren did want to see other places. He always had.
He longed for newness and adventure and wind that didn’t smell used
up. But those dreams were as far out of reach as university, and so
there was no use in dreaming them.

Ren was saved from having to answer Bernat by a call
from a table of four women, the wives of shipping magnates from
Tokyo. “Monsieur,” one of them called, her voice high and
coquettish, “more coffee, please!”

“Sorry, Bernat, I have to go,” he said, and made his
way to their table. As he refilled their cups at the bar, they
discussed him (unaware, as most people were, that he spoke fluent
Japanese) in such frank terms that he stayed there far longer than
necessary, his back to them, so that they wouldn’t see his burning
cheeks.

When he realized that one of them had thrown down a
wager regarding which of them could lure him to her hotel room, he
knew he had to get out, wages be damned.

“Manon, I’m leaving,” he said, clattering his tray
onto the bar and hurriedly unwrapping his apron.

“What?” she demanded, furious. “Happy hour will
begin in twenty minutes, and it’s Saturday!” She waved her book in
emphasis.

“I’m getting sick,” he hissed, turning his head
slightly toward the Japanese women.

“You know how to turn them down nicely when it comes
to it,” Manon said sternly, her voice for once without affect.
“Until then, you have to play your part. We all do, or we’ll
starve.”

I’d rather starve than… He shook his head,
unable even to think the words. He knew that Manon was right, and
this wouldn’t be the first time he’d fended off unwanted advances.
But on the heels of Bernat’s words, he truly did feel sick, and
sapped, and so very tired of it all. How long, he wondered, could
he keep dodging this bullet? He knew that other boys in his
situation would jump at the opportunity those women offered for a
short window of luxury, but he only felt revulsion at the
thought.

“I’m sorry, Manon,” he said. “I’m going to throw up
if I don’t get out of here.”

She leaned her forearms on the bar, looked at him
with slitted eyes, their blue rheumy, like a polluted sky. “Be
careful, Belle. You may be pretty, but you aren’t
irreplaceable.”

“I understand,” Ren said, bowing his head to
her.

“Hmm,” she said with a cynical smile. “I wonder if
you do.”

“I’ll come in early tomorrow and clean up,” he said,
to placate her.

“Will you? After vomiting all night?” She shrugged
and stuffed a handful of Euros in his shirt pocket. “Buy yourself
some tighter pants and be here first thing, and hope some prettier
boy hasn’t shown up in the meantime.”

 



Chapter Two

 


 Ren stood for a moment
on the quay after he’d left the café, breathing the cold air, truly
fighting down nausea and wondering how his life had come to this.
It was rhetorical, of course. He remembered watching, helpless, as
his father’s creditors hauled away everything of value from the
island house and finally forced the remaining family out onto the
streets.

They’d made their way to Marseilles because there
was nowhere else to go.

One of the few possessions left to them was the
decrepit tenement building in the city’s third and worst
arrondissement, which Ren’s mother’s family had run before
she caught his father’s eye.

The tenement was only about a half-hour’s walk from
the café, but it might as well have inhabited a different world
from the relatively affluent old port. The third
arrondissement felt like a holding-pen for all of the
world’s poor who happened to wash up on this Mediterranean shore.
It was a melting pot of the hopeless, of those who had run here
from places even more awful than this and then found themselves
trapped between the mountains and the sea, with no way forward or
back. It was a concrete wasteland of crumbling walls and
razor-wire, graffiti in countless languages, high-rise state-run
apartment blocks with washing-lines strung weblike between rusting
balconies, drying clothes fluttering like prayer flags whose
entreaties would never be answered.

Ren sighed as he turned onto their street. It was
steep and narrow. Its few stunted trees clattered, their branches
and last clinging leaves in the bitter wind that whistled down from
the crest of the hill. Ren dipped his nose into the wide, soft,
crimson scarf that Maman had given him for his last birthday.
Though it had been spring then, they’d both known it would get cold
soon enough, and the off-season price had been too good to pass up.
Now he was glad of it.

He passed a block of storefronts, half of which were
boarded up, but he stopped short at the bakery at the end. His
grandmother stood outside it on a rickety ladder, scrubbing the
window.

“Mamie!” he cried. “What are you doing?”

She looked down at him, her lined face lighting.
“Ren! Madame Durand said she’d give us all of the leftovers from
yesterday if I washed the windows. There are even two pains aux
chocolat!”

Ren sighed. The old woman was in no shape to be
scrubbing windows. She shouldn’t even be outside on her own. He
wondered anxiously how she had got past Emi. “Mamie, please come
down.”

She took up her scrubbing again: the same spot, over
and over, clearly ignoring Ren. “I want chocolate.”

“Please come down? Just to talk to me for a
minute?”

Reluctantly, she tottered down the ladder while Ren
waited underneath to catch her if she fell. Once on the ground, she
stood blinking at Ren. Her thin jacket, long outworn, was
water-splashed, as was her skirt. She had no hat or gloves, and her
thin gray hair straggled into her face as she brushed at it with
blue fingers. Ren promised himself for the thousandth time that he
would find a way to save his family from this misery.

“You go home,” he said, hugging her. She was so
frail she felt as if she’d crumple like a leaf in his embrace.
“I’ll finish it.”

Mamie sighed, but she dropped the washrag into the
bucket of dingy water.

Ren warmed her hands between his own for a few
moments before waving her on her way home. Then he unslung his
messenger bag and picked up the washrag.

****

Though it was falling to ruin, Ren’s family’s
building held onto an air of old-world grandeur. It was painted a
fading yellow, with a crumbling terracotta-tiled roof and a
scrollwork of precarious wrought-iron balconies laddering up the
front with long glass doors behind them. Most of the doors had
several panes missing, their spaces patched with fabric, cardboard
and, in one case, what looked like a rusted hubcap banged into
roughly the right shape.

The Aimotos' doors, at the very top of the tenement,
were miraculously intact. It was the only good thing about the
place. The apartment was tiny, far too small for four people. Its
single bedroom belonged to Ren, mainly because it was unheated and
Emi and Mamie couldn’t stand the winter cold. His mother,
grandmother, and little sister unrolled thin mats by the stove on
the sitting room floor at night. The flat’s few pieces of furniture
were those that had been there when they moved in, mismatched and
rickety.

Most of what was left of their money after Ren’s
father died had gone on the trip to Marseilles, a meandering
journey that took far longer than it ought to have, had they been
able to afford better tickets.

Mamie’s mental state began to decline on that trip.
Ren wondered if she’d simply wanted to forget, to escape their grim
present in favor of a sweet life that existed now only in memory.
In this place she’d thought she’d escaped forever, she was
diminished. Like their building’s once-vibrant colors leached to
pastels by harsh sun and harsher winter storms, she was a faded
image of her former self.

Maman wasn’t much better. Not long after they’d
settled in the tenement, she’d gone into premature labor, and the
last of their money had evaporated during her subsequent hospital
stay. She’d come home with a sickly infant to care for on top of
her mother and young son. Parenting alone wasn’t new to her, but
now she had to provide for a family as well. Overseeing the
tenement was a given, but it didn’t bring in enough to keep them
all, particularly with baby Emi needing medicine for her
under-developed lungs. Never having had the chance to train for a
profession, Maman had gone out to work as soon as Emi was weaned,
accepting the only job she was offered in Marseilles: working the
line in a fish-canning factory. It barely paid their bills.

By age seven, Ren was scrounging any odd jobs he
could to help out. He hung around the bars in the Vieux Port after
school and on weekends with a handful of other urchins, sweeping
doorways or collecting trash, anything for which someone would give
him a few coins. He liked the pride in mother’s eyes when he
brought money home, but mostly he did it for Emi. He had loved her
from the moment she first furled her tiny hand around his finger,
and he hated the helplessness he felt when she cried. When she had
medicine, she cried less. Medicine cost money, and so he
worked.

And worked, and watched his friends sink one-by-one
into the mire of the slums. A few found jobs bartending or waiting
tables, but there were only so many legitimate jobs to be had, and
he knew he had been more than lucky to land one of them. The rest
joined gangs, dealt drugs, stole, or drifted into prostitution.
Ren’s mother had made him promise early on to stay away from gangs
or anything criminal, and then, when she saw the face and body he
was growing into, never to sell himself. Not that he’d ever been
tempted. He tried not to listen on the rare evenings when his old
school friends dragged him out to dockside bars, many of them
gloating to each other over their latest liaisons.

“You should listen to this, Belle,” one of them
would invariably say, jabbing Ren in the side with an overly jovial
elbow (they’d long since adopted Manon’s nickname for him). “Take
notes. You’d make a killing with that pretty face.”

Ren would clench his drink and long to rage, to
run—but where? Even if there were somewhere for him to go, he could
never abandon his family as his father had done.

Ren was in a black mood by the time he finally got
home, his bag full of the promised leftovers from the bakery. He
found Mamie and Emi huddled by the small paraffin heater in the
center of the main room, Emi reading Mamie one of the fairy tales
from a battered old volume Ren had bought her for her fourth
birthday.

Their mother stood at the counter of the tiny
kitchen area, a board of half-sliced onions in front of her. Her
eyes were fixed on the window over the sink, where a tiny shard of
sea was visible among the jumbled rooftops. She had always been a
dreamer, but it had a different quality now than it had in Ren’s
early childhood. Then, she had been as vibrant as the flowers in
their gardens, chestnut hair falling in thick waves to her waist,
her green eyes always laughing as she allowed Ren to drag her from
her from her house or yard work into one of his elaborate
games.

Now, her hair was shorter and pulled into a messy
knot at the back of her head, streaked with grey. Her face was
gaunt, her eyes flat and far away. She turned distractedly as her
son entered, saying with a watery smile, “Ren, you’re back
early.”

“Yeah … um … Manon didn’t need me anymore.”

Maman frowned. “At this time, on a Saturday? Is
everything alright?”

“Yeah, fine,” Ren said, unable to meet her eyes, the
money Manon had given him fairly burning him through his pocket.
“Look, I got bakery leftovers,” he said quickly, before she could
pry further. He took one of the pains aux chocolat and gave
it to Mamie, who bit into it with delight, and then he offered the
other to Emi.

She eyed it with clear longing, and then shook her
head. “Give it to Maman,” she said.

“Take it, petite,” their mother said. “You’re
far too thin.”

“But—” Emi began.

“Please,” she said softly, and Emi took it.

Ren set the bakery bag on the kitchen counter and
then retreated to the bedroom, shedding his now-damp jacket and
scarf onto the back of a chair on the way. The tiny room was dim in
the fading winter light and so cold that ice had formed on the
inside of the window’s panes. He took off his work clothes and hung
them up. Then he pulled on one of his two other sets of clothes—a
faded black long-sleeve t-shirt and equally uninspiring olive cargo
pants.

Ren wanted nothing more than to crawl under his
covers and sleep. As he stood contemplating it, though, he heard a
loud rapping at the flat door, and one of the downstairs neighbors
calling, “Phone!”

Ren’s family owned a decrepit cell phone, but used
it only for emergencies, generally relying on the building’s
communal phone on the ground floor. “I’ll take the call,” he said
to his mother, who’d opened the door, but the boy in the
doorway—Farid, one of the sons of a large Algerian family, the
Chaibis, who had lived in the building for a year or so—shook his
head.

“They say they talk to Madame Aimoto,” he said, his
accent so thick he was hard to understand. “Only Madame
Aimoto.”

“All right,” Maman said, though she raised her
eyebrows. The few phone calls they received were almost always for
Ren. She disappeared out the door and down the stairs.

Ren went to the kitchen. “What was she making?” he
asked.

“Onion soup,” Mamie answered dismally.

“Didn’t they give her any fish scraps today?”

Mamie just shook her head and stared drowsily into
the stove.

Ren looked through the cupboards. They were
pitifully empty, and he reminded himself to stop by the market when
Manon paid him tomorrow. For the moment, there were only the
onions, a bit of a bottle of brandy, some olive oil, and a lump of
cheese of unidentifiable variety, bluish with mold around the
edges. Still, that was better than nothing, and the bread meant he
could make a panade.

He fried the onions until they turned golden-brown,
then he lined a baking dish with sliced bread, added the onions,
grated the cheese over it and finally topped off the dish with
watered-down brandy and put it in the oven. He turned, wiping his
hands, to see that Emi had crept over to lean against the counter.
She was small for her age, pale and too thin, but still lovely,
with wide, grey-blue eyes, high cheekbones, and thick, dark brown
hair.

“How do you know how to do that?” she asked.

“Make dinner?” he asked.

“Make dinner out of nothing.”

He smiled. “Necessity,” he answered, and Emi made a
face.

“Don’t be condescending!” she said.

“Don’t use words that are bigger than you are,” Ren
returned.

She swatted him and he laughed. “It’s true though. I
can’t cook anything. It always burns, or tastes funny, or the
onions are still crunchy.” She shuddered.

“You’re only twelve,” Ren said, running a hand over
her roughly plaited hair. “Plenty of time to learn.”

“When is breakfast?” Mamie demanded.

Seeing no point in correcting her, Ren said, “Half
an hour? Maybe a little more?”

“So long?” she asked dejectedly.

“Do you want me to read to you?”

Mamie considered him, and then said, “No. I want to
watch you draw.”

Ren was tired and dispirited, but he couldn’t say no
to the small, hopeful spark in her eyes. “Okay,” he said, grabbing
his bag and pulling out the sketchbook and pencil he always carried
with him. He sat down on the floor beside Mamie, and Emi sat
leaning against him. He flipped past his last few sketches, and,
finding a blank page, he looked back at Mamie. “What should I
draw?”

“A rose. I miss the roses…” Her eyes were rheumy,
dreamy, back on the island.

Ren nodded and set his pencil to the paper. Flowers
were rare here, but he could remember the roses Maman had tended on
the island, some of them tiny as coins, others big enough to
overflow her cupped hands.

“Hold your hands together, like this,” he said,
demonstrating for Mamie. “Now sit still so I can get them
right.”

“I don’t want a picture of my hands,” Mamie
grumbled. “I want a picture of a rose!”

“Be patient,” he said, and began to sketch the
outline of Mamie’s fingers, curled and knotted until it wasn’t
clear whether they were hands or branches. Then he pulled out his
precious box of pastels, choosing the crimson one and a few paler
pinks and reds. He’d decided to draw the bloom wide open, almost
overblown. He recalled that that was when they had smelled the
sweetest. Mamie bent close to watch as, petal by petal, the rose
emerged from beneath Ren’s hand.

“It’s perfect,” Mamie said, touching one of the
petals reverently.

“I wish,” Emi said softly, “that I could smell a
rose.”

Ren sighed. It hurt to think that Emi had never
smelled a rose. It hurt more that his grandmother could remember
it. He tore the page from the book and handed it to her. “Well,” he
said, trying not to let the melancholy leak into his tone, “at
least this one will never fade and die.”

“Thank you, Eiji,” Mamie said, holding it reverently
and studying it.

Ren flinched at the name—his father’s—and hoped she
hadn’t noticed. “You’re welcome. And now, I better check on
dinner—”

He didn’t get the chance. His mother came back in
the door as he stood, with the strangest look Ren had ever seen on
her face. It was a mixture of consternation, panic, and—hope?

“Who called?” Ren asked anxiously.

“It was Manon,” Maman said, dropping into a chair,
her eyes somewhere off in the distance.

Oh God… Had she fired him because of this
afternoon? “What did she want?”

“A ship has just come into port. A ghost ship, found
beached on an atoll in the South Pacific. They’ve brought it to
port here, because—” Maman looked at Ren and then swallowed hard.
“Because it was one of your father’s.”

For a moment Ren was frozen, staring at his mother
as if she’d sprouted wings. Then he sat down beside her in one of
their wobbling chairs. “He’s come back?” His voice wavered, barely
more than a whisper. He had thought the father he had barely known
didn’t matter to him. He had been wrong.

Taking his hand, she said, “No, Ren, I’m sorry. It
is one of his ships, but it isn’t the one he was traveling
on. And the crew is gone, anyway. No one knows what happened to
them.”

He nodded. A ghost ship—she’d said it, he just
hadn’t wanted to hear it.

“But,” Maman added, “the ship’s cargo is
intact.”

“Is it worth anything?” Ren asked.

“Quite a bit, apparently.” She paused, shaking her
head, apparently in disbelief. “So, once we pay off Eiji’s last
creditor—well, let’s just say you’ll probably be able to afford to
quit that awful job.”

Ren’s heart leapt. “So what are we waiting for?
Let’s pay them off and get out of here!”

“Not so fast,” Maman said. “First I have to formally
claim the cargo, and then I have to pay off the creditor.”

“How?” Ren demanded. “And when?”

Maman turned her eyes back to the now-dark window,
looking out on the sprawl of dingy lights from other buildings. “By
meeting with his lawyers, in Nice,” she
answered, “tomorrow morning.”

Ren was beginning to sense that something was badly
wrong with all of this. “Why Nice, when the boat is in
Marseilles?”

“Because that’s where the creditor lives, and until
that debt is settled, he calls the shots.”

“How do you know he isn’t some kind of scammer?”

She sighed. “I know that that’s what this
neighborhood has taught you to expect. But not all of this world is
dishonest, Ren.”

“Not all of it’s honest, either,” Ren said.
“Especially when a lot of money is on the line. I’ll go with
you.”

“No, you won’t,” Maman said, her voice soft but
firm. “For one thing, you can’t risk Manon firing you—not until the
money for the cargo is a sure thing. And second, we can’t leave
Mamie and Emi alone for so long.”

She was keeping something back. “What aren’t you
telling me?” he asked. “Did he say you had to come alone?”

“Ren, let me handle this.” It was a clear evasion,
but there was steel in her voice he hadn’t heard there in a long
time.

Ren wanted to bow to it, to let her be his mother
and tell him that everything would be all right. But he couldn’t.
“I think we should look into it more before you go anywhere. This
guy and his lawyers can wait a couple of days.”

Maman sighed, and her eyes were tired when they met
his. Tired and worried. “We can’t risk losing the money. This man,
Marchand, is impatient. He’s sending a driver, who will be here in
… well, actually, he’s probably already waiting.” She stood up. “I
have to change and pack an overnight bag.”

Maman disappeared into Ren’s bedroom, where she kept
a few things in the rickety wardrobe and emerged ten minutes later
transformed. She was wearing an elegant green dress, one of the few
things she’d kept from their days with money, and a pair of heels.
She was even wearing makeup.

“Maman, you look beautiful!” Emi exclaimed.

“I was hoping for professional and unyielding,” she
answered with a slight smile, and despite everything, Ren was happy
to see that something in her eyes had come awake which had been
sleeping for a long, long time. “Now, assuming all goes well, once
I sign those papers, we’ll have money again. So what would you all
like?”

“Like?” Emi asked, confused, and still clearly star
struck by her mother.

But Ren remembered. “Our father always used to ask
us that when he went away—what we wanted him to bring us back, as
presents.”

“Yes,” Maman said, bitterness only slightly showing
at the seams. “God knows there haven’t been many presents since
Eiji died. I want to bring you something to make up for that.”

“Come back safely,” Ren said, “that will be
enough.”

Maman smiled at him, ran a hand down his cheek.
“You’re a sweet boy, Ren. But please, let me do something for you?
You’ve worked so hard for our family.”

“Cake!” Mamie cried.

Maman laughed. “That should be simple enough.” She
turned to Emi. “Well? What would you like, petite?”

“I want you not to go,” Emi said, flinging her arms
around her mother’s waist.

“Emi,” Maman said gently, “I have to go. We can’t
keep living like this.”

“Fine, but I don’t want anything,” Emi insisted.
“Just come back quickly.”

Maman sighed, smoothed Emi’s hair. “Ren? What about
you?”

“Nothing,” he said. “Don’t waste time shopping for
me.”

Maman frowned. “The two of you are making me
nervous! Stop talking as if this is something terrible!”

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to worry you,” Ren said
softly.

“Well, then, let me bring you something.”

Ren shut his eyes for a moment, trying to squash the
sense of wrongness welling in him. When he opened them, it was to
Emi’s gaze, wide and frightened. So he said the first simple,
grounding thing he could think of. “A rose. Bring Emi a rose.”

Maman gave him a quizzical look, then shrugged. “All
right then, a rose it is. And now, I have to go,” she said.

Reluctantly, Emi let go of her.

“Wait,” Ren said, taking their cell phone from the
coffee table drawer. Luckily, it was charged. Quickly, he found a
tracking app and installed it, then gave the phone to his
mother.

“Really, Ren?”

“You’re going to meet a man we don’t know.” He eyed
his mother, not wanting to say any more in front of Emi and their
grandmother.

His mother caught his look and nodded, slipping the
phone into her handbag.

“I’ll come down with you,” Ren said.

Maman nodded, then kissed her mother and Emi
goodbye.

Outside, it had begun to snow. A sleek black car was
waiting at the curb, its exhaust like dragon’s breath in the
freezing night. As soon as he saw them, the driver, a thin,
silver-haired man in a dark coat, stepped out of the car and opened
a back door. “Madame,” he said, gesturing to Ren’s mother to
enter.

Ren hugged her close and said, “I don’t trust that
driver. Don’t do this.”

Maman said, “I have to do this. You know as
well as I do that Mamie is going to need more care than either of
us can give before the year is out, and Emi—every time she coughs
my heart stops. Ren, this is what mothers do for their children.”
She smiled a little, and then whispered, “Besides, I have pepper
spray in my bag.”

She let go of Ren and then, with a wave and a smile
that didn’t quite reach her eyes, she folded herself into the back
seat, and the driver shut the door. Ren watched as the car pulled
away and drove up the hill, and then was gone.

 



Chapter Three

 


 Over dinner, an
unusually lucid Mamie chattered excitedly about all of the things
that would be different when her daughter returned. She recounted
memories of their life on the island, wondering whether the money
from the ship would be enough for them to move back there.

Ren tried to listen, but he only half-heard her as
he picked at his food. Emi didn’t even make a pretense of eating.
He was more than glad when the old woman finally conceded that it
was time for bed.

In his room, he put on sleep clothes and dove under
the covers of his futon before the cold had a chance to properly
sink in. Ren was beyond exhausted, but at the same time he couldn’t
fall asleep, his mind too full to let him relax. He lay awake for
hours, and when he finally dozed off, it was anything but restful,
fraught with disjointed dreams.

He walked through the gardens of their old house,
looking for a rose to cut for Emi, but all of them had turned to
ice and shattered when he touched them. He stood in a library whose
shelves reached up into a cloud-ridden sky, full of books whose
titles were written in characters he couldn’t read.

He reached out a hand and found it enclosed by
another one, long-fingered, fair-skinned, with a tracery of dark
lines on it like rivers on a map. He ran through a forest, snow so
deep it kept tripping him. Something terrible was chasing him … and
then something small and chill was gripping his shoulder.

He started awake.

After a panicked moment, he realized it was Emi’s
hand. The room was still dark and icy cold. “What is it, Emi?” he
whispered.

“I can’t sleep,” she said in a voice that wavered
with tears. “Every time I try, I dream that Maman is … that she’s…”
She let out a choked sob.

Ren lifted the covers, and she climbed under them,
burrowing into his arms. “They’re just dreams, Em,” he said
softly.

“But they feel real,” Emi said. “Ever since Manon
called about the ghost ship, everything has just felt wrong.
Like there really were ghosts on it, and now they’re coming for
us.”

Ren didn’t know what to say, because he felt exactly
the same way, but it wouldn’t help Emi to know that. Instead, he
said, “What kind of rose do you think Maman will bring you?”

“I don’t care about that! Why did you ask for one,
anyway?”

Ren sighed. “Because I had to ask for something. I
could tell that us worrying was making her worry. It was
better to go along with it.”

She paused for a moment, and then said in a small,
frightened voice, “In the dream I could see her. She was
running through snow, and it was deep. She kept falling, and she
was afraid…”

“Afraid of what?” he asked, trying not to think of
his own, nearly identical dream.

“Something was following her,” she whispered.
“Something bad.”

The words sent a finger of cold down Ren’s spine. He
shuddered despite himself.

“You see?” Emi whispered. “You’re scared, too.
You’re pretending you’re not, but you are.”

“It’s easy to imagine the worst,” he said, “but I
know it’s all in my head. She’ll be back tomorrow, and then we can
move out of this place, to a good neighborhood, or maybe even out
of the city. You can have a whole garden full of roses.”

“I’m not a baby, Ren. You don’t have to lie to
me.”

Emi’s words were harsh and brave, but he could tell
that their shared warmth was making her sleepy, which was for the
best. And so he said, as confidently as he could, “I would never
lie to you. You’ll have a rose garden one day, if that’s what you
want.”

“A rose garden…” She repeated the words drowsily,
her eyelids drooping.

“With roses in every color you can imagine.”

“Promise me…”

“Promise you what?”

“That you’ll never leave me.”

“I’ll never leave you, Emi.”

He managed to make the words sound definitive, but
the truth was, as he spoke them, another icy shudder ran up his
spine. There was no reply. She had fallen asleep, still clutching
one of his hands. Ren didn’t sleep for a long, long time.

****

He awakened to wind whistling around the eaves and a
room so cold he could see his breath. Emi was still fast asleep. By
virtue of the dim, watery light coming through the window, he
guessed it was very early.

When he slid out of bed and went to look out, he
could see nothing for the driving snow. He couldn’t remember the
last time Marseilles had a full-blown blizzard, but they were in
the midst of one now. He checked his alarm clock. It was half past
nine.

Ren pulled on his clothes and then pocketed the
money Manon had given him. He went into the main room, where Mamie
was still fast asleep. He pulled on his boots, jacket, and scarf.
Then he let himself out quietly.

First, he called Manon to confirm that she wasn’t
going to bother opening the café today. Then he called his mother:
no answer. Pushing down anxiety, he went out to find breakfast.

Most of the shops he passed were shut tightly, with
wind-driven snow banking their doorways higher than Ren’s knees.
Finally, he found a corner shop that was open. He bought milk,
coffee, and jam along with three small loaves of day-old bread, and
then started the long slog home.

When he reached it at last, Emi and Mamie huddled by
the stove. Emi’s eyes were fixed on it pensively, while Mamie was
grumbling about the lack of food. She brightened when Ren came in
with his shopping bags.

“Coffee and toast, Mamie?”

“You are a good boy, Ren,” she said.

Emi trailed after him as he went to make breakfast.
She looked pinched and tired.

He handed her a piece of toast. “Eat something,
Emi,” he said.

“I’m not hungry,” she answered. “Do you think Maman
will be home today?”

Ren sighed, looking down at her. “I honestly don’t
know.”

“Let’s call her.”

“I already did. She didn’t pick up. Probably in that
meeting.”

“Where is Amélie?” Mamie demanded loudly.

I’d like to know that myself, Ren thought,
piling breakfast things onto a tray. “She went out for a bit.”

Mamie frowned. “I want her now!” she insisted, like
a petulant toddler. Then her expression changed to one of anger and
anxiety. “She’s out with that man again, isn’t she? That Eiji. He’s
handsome all right, but he’s no good, and will she listen? No, I’m
only her mother, I know nothing…”

Sighing, Ren resigned himself to a long day.

He tried calling his mother twice more over the
course of it, again with no answer. It was late afternoon when the
blizzard finally began to subside. Mamie had stopped asking for her
daughter, and Emi had stopped speaking at all. Ren had had enough.
He needed to find out where his mother was, and for that he needed
another cell phone.

He considered his options, and then took the two
flights of stairs
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