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Chapter One

 


The white walls of the old palace sparkled in
the early morning sun, contrasting with the deep green banks of
trees growing up the hillside. Perfume drifted in the gentlest of
breezes from the jasmine climbing up the walls. Heavy-headed, pink
roses hung from the rambling vines alongside the balconies. The
cloudless sky shimmered, a perfect Mediterranean blue.

Barely six in the morning, and it was already
a warm day. Thorn Valmont looked out from the balcony of his
bedroom window, and took a long drink of his morning coffee. He
turned and put the mug down with a click on the yellow
painted, latticed table in the corner. Summer was his favorite
season. The daylight lasted longer and the dawn came swiftly,
making the nights short. He leaned on the balcony rail and stared
off toward the ocean.

The white sandy beach was visible in a strip
beside the soft low surf. The sea, palest aqua-blue close to shore,
darkened to deep turquoise around twenty yards out. Thorn loved the
ocean. That was why he’d bought this place, part way up the
hillside, ten years before.

The real estate agent had warned him it
needed renovation. Little care had been bestowed on the place for
many years prior to it coming on the market. The previous owner, a
bizarre old recluse, had died and lain in the courtyard for weeks
before a mail delivery person found his body.

When the real estate agent showed Thorn
around, he realized what ‘renovation’ really meant. The place was a
shell. The outer walls of the building were sound enough, but next
to nothing of the interior remained. The top floor loomed in
darkness, only accessible by a beautiful, but broken spiral
staircase. Plaster peeled from the walls downstairs, and the
amenities––if they could be called that––were at least Victorian,
if not Georgian.

Thorn bought the place despite it all. Only
after settlement of the contract, once he was the legal owner, did
he receive ‘the letter’ … intrigued, Thorn had torn the letter open
after scanning a curious seal on the back. He found it contained a
warning, and the solution, to a curse. Thorn had laughed. Curses
were the stuff of fairy tales.

These days, he liked to think of ‘the letter’
occasionally, wishing he’d not been so arrogant as to disregard it,
but still letting it give him a vague hope for freedom whenever
despondency threatened to overtake him.

Thorn padded into his bedroom and dragged off
his jeans and T-shirt. A fine, sparkling dust flew from his clothes
as he moved and dropped them on the tiles of his en suite bathroom.
He’d procrastinated since dawn and now needed to get moving. His
appointment with the agency was at eight. It would take just under
an hour to get into town, and then he’d have to find a parking
spot. The place was sure to be overflowing with tourists.

Thorn turned on the faucet and stepped under
the showerhead. The spray created shining rivulets down his body.
He turned around twice in the warm water to wash away his burden,
before he grabbed the shower gel and soaped up. He sang a little as
he rinsed off, trying to lift his spirits. When Thorn stepped out
of the cubicle, he left the water running for a few moments to make
sure the gritty residue that came off him didn’t remain on the
tiles. He toweled his wet hair, and then wrapped a large towel
around his waist to go look for suitable clothes.

Thorn usually wore one of his many pairs of
jeans, sometimes with a T-shirt. His favorite jeans were old,
faded, and ripped, but today he was going out on business and that
meant wearing a suit.

Thorn pulled on boxers and flicked the
hangers along the rail in his wardrobe. He found a dove-gray suit
and then with distaste he dragged out a clean, white shirt. The
dark-blue tie he might wear with it was already on the hanger
around the neck of the shirt. Thorn put on the suit pants. He
looked at the white shirt for a moment and then threw it back in
the wardrobe, stalked to the chest of drawers, and took out a black
T-shirt. He glanced around for shoes. A pair of pale gray loafers
peeked at him from under the bedside table and Thorn slipped his
bare feet into them as he collected his keys, wallet, and cell
phone from the top of the table.

Thorn ran downstairs carrying his suit
jacket. He’d replaced the spiral with a wide curved staircase that
suited the modernized palace. The spiral, now installed on the
outside of the house, led up from the courtyard to his bedroom
balcony. Thorn strode out to the wide, paved, front yard of the
house. His white Corvette flashed all its lights when he unlocked
it with the key fob as he approached. Thorn stuffed the smart key
back into his pocket, and threw his suit jacket on the passenger
seat, before he got in. It was just after seven, and he took a deep
breath as he pushed the button to start the engine. He knew he must
go through with his plan, like it or not.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Sandy Carson unlocked her office door,
flipped the notice secured in the middle of the glass panel to
‘Open,’ and clattered to her desk. Her stiletto heels echoed in the
large half-empty space. She employed an assistant who generally
started work at nine, and that’s why she’d made the eight o’clock
appointment with poor Thorn Valmont. That’s how she thought of him
now. At first, she’d regarded him as ‘that totally dishy young man
who’d bought the old palace’ but after ten years of knowing his
secret, she pitied him. Though he was still gorgeous, his
plight was nothing short of grotesque.

She tossed her briefcase down and pushed the
button on her computer. Leaving it to boot up, she went to make
coffee in the back room of the office. Sandy enjoyed the cool,
white, spacious office. She’d chosen the minimalist look for it. At
fifty years old, Sandy had discarded her unfaithful husband and
changed every facet of her surroundings at home and in her
business.

She took her coffee back to her desk and
checked through the contract again. At last, Thorn was opening up
the vacation accommodation he’d made in the old palace. Three
self-contained luxury apartments were available within the huge
house. Thorn lived in another on the third floor. Sandy had sold
him the place and now she was going to act as the agent to let out
the vacation apartments. She hoped to involve him in greeting the
tenants, but Thorn might do nothing more than allow access to the
cleaners at the end of each rental. She sighed, thinking about the
sad figure he cut when he did appear in town. Tall, muscled, dark
hair, and lovely blue eyes, his handsome exterior still couldn’t
hide his pain. Well, not from me anyway ... maybe that’s because
I know.

The door of the office opened and the man
she’d been picturing entered. He smiled as he approached her
desk.

Sandy recognized the effort Thorn had made to
look businesslike and she stood to shake his hand in greeting.

“Thorn, good to see you … would you like a
cup of coffee?”

“Yes, please, Sandy.”

She waved at the chair alongside her
desk.

“Sit down, and read the contract. I’ll go get
you a cup of coffee.” She handed him the hard copy she’d printed
out for signing.

Thorn took it.

Sandy saw his hand trembling. She couldn’t
help patting him on the shoulder before she went to the kitchen.
“It’ll be okay.” I hope.

When she got back with his cup of coffee,
he’d closed the folder, and placed it on her desk. She put the cup
down alongside it.

“Have you changed your mind?”

Thorn looked sadly into her eyes.

Her heartbeat sped up. A strange, little tug
tightened her stomach. Not for the first time she wished she were
twenty years younger. Thorn was exactly her type physically, and
such a lovely man, but he was only thirty. I can look though,
can’t I?

He answered her. “No, I have to do this. It’s
scary, but I have to start earning a living somehow now. My
monetary inheritance has just about gone and the rest is property
that can’t be sold. I have no right to ask my brother …” he trailed
off, and picked up his coffee cup.

Sandy watched him take a sip of the drink.
She slid the folder along the desk and turned to the signature
page. He’d signed it. She looked back at Thorn. “You’ve signed
already? You won’t regret this. Renting out the apartments will be
an easy source of income for you. Seriously, I’ll take care of
everything for you. Just let it happen. Don’t end up like the old
prince, Thorn. You need to retain hope. One of these days things
will get better, I just know it.”

He placed the cup down on the saucer. “Thank
you.” He slumped a little.

Sandy watched him. It seemed as if sorrow had
overwhelmed him. She tried to cheer him.

“Hey, we’re all done. All I’ll need is a set
of keys for each apartment. How about I drop by later this week and
collect them? I’ll bring your hard copy of the contract too. You
get out in the sun, now — it looks like it’s going to be another
lovely day.” She didn’t add the words, while you can, though
it hung in her mind like a stone.

Thorn glanced toward the windows where the
sunshine beamed in on a row of lush plants lined up in terracotta
pots.

Sandy considered him as he sat for another
moment, still and beautiful, on the chair next to her. She reached
out and rubbed the top of his arm in his suit jacket.

Thorn nodded. “Okay.” He stood and walked
slowly to the door.

Sandy followed him and when he’d gone through
it, she went to her window and watched him cross the wide, palm
tree-lined road outside.

I wish he’d meet someone who would love him
… come on, universe … bring him something good.

Sandy went back to her desk and picked up the
folder. She took it to the photocopier and copied the pages in the
contract, stapled them into another folder to deliver to Thorn when
she picked up the keys, then returned to her computer. Sandy had
already uploaded photographs and details of the vacation apartments
in Thorn’s palace to her Web site. She only had to click the ‘go
live’ button, and they’d be out there for the world to see. Her SEO
was first class and she’d arranged advertising too. Sandy wanted
this venture to be a success for Thorn. She had no children. She
had no husband, or lover. She had a sister who lived in Santa
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