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  Chapter 1
The Midnight Invitation

The Gallery After Dark


At midnight the city took another breath, a quiet symphony of rhythm, which merely increased the charm of the gallery of Elena Marchetti. The shadows chased in a graceful dance on the walls, produced by low candlelight, which flickered like secrets to be whispered. Each work of art was hung with a purpose, and what they had to say tonight was something that only a few could figure out. She was in the middle of the large room; her figure was a remarkable contrast to bright canvases, which created a new dimension of secrets the gallery kept. 
At the hour of twelve the heavy iron door opened with a creak and exposed Rafael Duarte. He was there, a flash of life in the stillness. He came in with the manner of a man who was used to impressing but was not pretentious and was magnetic. In one movement of his dark curls he gave Elena a look, and his lips twisted in a smiling welcome. 'I do not wish to miss the actual performance,' I said to myself, hoping I was not late, and his voice was as smooth as silk and gave her a delightful shiver.
Elena, my dear, she might almost hear the voice of Lucien Valmont, her unknown benefactress, resounding in her ears and reminding her that this was not merely a night of art but the discovery of affections. The tension in the air was like crackling, and she could taste the flavour of oil paints and candle wax, mingled with a hint of excitement. Timely as ever, you see me. I would not think of beginning without you, she answered, with a certain degree of mockery but with a touch of truth.
Rafael came nearer, and those storm-grey eyes were searching her, a flash of mischief flashing in his eyes. I have been considering your invitation. It is a great honour to be called on under such mysterious conditions. What was it just that made me come here tonight? His query was electric, charged and hung in the air, a web of closeness, weaving around them like the fine webbing of her black silk blazer.
'Art,' Elena answered meekly, moving a little nearer, the heat of his body emanating into her. And the temptation of secret things, she thought, and raised an eyebrow, as though to tempt him still further. The room appeared to be narrowed; the space between them fell into one moment of unspoken possibilities. The stimulating picture of what lay ahead made her bottom lip bite, and all her strength was needed to maintain her composure.
The chuckle of Rafael was deep and hearty, and it accentuated a mutual comprehension. Oh, the excitement of the unknown, he thought, and then bent a little more, and his breath brushed her ear in a sort of intimacy and danger. They were on the edge of something exciting, a spark which would set fire to a blaze. 'I have one ready,' I said, drawing a piece of paper, which he had under his arm, and as he unfolded it, it crinkled gently. To demonstrate to you what I have in mind for your masquerade.
The heart of Elena jumped – a crash of fear and excitement – and she wanted to read the canvas of this moment together with him. The drawing was crude, vibrant with motion, and defined the shadows and light; she would have liked to enter it, to have the feelings run through the lines. It is beautiful, she thought, and examined the response of lines and curves. However, it was the manner in which he gazed at her that made her feel her heart beat faster than before, as though she were also a part of the art.
“Can you see it? The fervour which inspires each line? His enquiry was very penetrating, and her mind whirled off into a world of possibilities. She could nearly imagine the masquerade – a masked, masked, masked night, moments of revelation concealed behind the folds of silk and velvet.
Beyond that I can feel it,' she admitted, the naked sincerity between us thickening the air between us and hurting my heart. Now they were close; she felt the chemistry between them, so thick and full and strong, a brush-to-canvas kind of thing that drew them together. What would happen to us to allow art to delimit us – to experiment with our attachment as we conceal our faces?
Then, have the night its way. But be aware: he touched her earlobe, his lips nearly touching hers; every touch will reveal more than you are prepared to face. His speech was like a promise or a threat, and a wave of excitement rose, all the gallery echoing with the whispered allure and passion.
During this tense scene, some sort of connection was created, a connection made with the fibres of unmet desires. Here, in the cocoon of her gallery, with the arms of midnight round her, had started the lines between art and reality, and the disguises they wore had ceased to be about concealment and were now more about discovery. The masquerade was at hand, and with it came the assurance that the night was going to make everything different.


The autumn night had not yet crept into the gallery loft of Elena when she came back from her short walk by the waterfront. The lamps of wrought iron twinkled dimly in the streets, but her mind stretched out as a shadow in front of her. The gallery smelt of wood varnish and dry silk hanging on canvases, expecting their unveiling – a scent which blended curiously with the fresh air. A little, deep crimson envelope, as she went toward the reception desk, lay against the polished mahogany, and it was a secret and was waiting to be opened.
Elena was reluctant to put her fingers on the velvet surface, with its strange and smooth feel. The envelope was a foreign thing – too luxurious, too conscious of the simplicity she maintained in her house. Her name was written with pains in silver: To Elena Marchetti. She paused, and a cocktail of curiosity and wariness knotted her chest. This was not just any note that was slipped under the carpet or left in a hurry. It was an invitation, and not from one whom she was well acquainted with.
She brought the velvet letter nearer; the stuff was soft, almost alive in her hands. Elena, with her little finger, took pains not to tear the fragile folds and slipped a slender finger under the flap and drew out a folded card, the paper of which was thick, creamy, and bordered with burnished gold. The hand was fine, the ink beautiful obsidian black, and it took the light as she moved the card to read. This was a short, yet intense message, with a burden of unspoken vows.

Dear Elena,
You are warmly welcome to a secret party, where masks will hide faces, and art will tell the truths which no one will speak about. A night of suppressed passion and mumbled mysteries is in store. You are to be present at midnight, within the walls of a place which can be known only by the brave.
Yours in shadows,
Lucien Valmont.

Elena shuddered a little in her fingers, and she folded the invitation back into its velvet home. Lucien Valmont – the name came to her like a flash. Whispered about in some quarters as an amateur of the wonderful, as a connoisseur of the forbidden and occult experiences, his company was as disturbing as it was alluring. Word went around that he was a saviour and a predator of the underground art world, and to be invited to his shows was a warning and an honour.
Her storm-grey eyes, flickering with excitement and wariness, looked up, and when they settled on the dim shadows piling in the corners of the gallery, she was conscious of an odd sensation, as though she were functioning in a dream. This was a space that had become suddenly smaller and which exuded the electricity of possibility and danger. The idea of the masquerade aroused something deep within her – a disquieted, starving side of herself, which she seldom allowed to show. This might be the adventure that she longed to have, shrouded in velvet and mystery.
Elena held the card very firmly in her palm, her thoughts swirling. What would night require of her? What secret passions could the mask unlock? And above all, was she prepared to take an invitation which offered more than an invitation to art, but to a revelation of the hidden sides of herself?
Beyond, the water of the harbour was lisping softly on the docks and reflected the flashing pieces of streetlight. In the distance somewhere was music, very faint and low, and a murmur of strings, as though the city itself were already tuning up to the night's secret symphony. Slipping the velvet envelope into the inside pocket of her blazer, the odour of sandalwood mingled with the slight odour of Lucien and his dark invitation.
The gallery was silent, and as she approached the window, she saw the night unveiling its layers like a veil of silk. The choice forced upon her – between the safety of the familiar and the threat of the unknown that was so near her neatly managed world. Lips curved in a hesitant smile, shadows flashing in her eyes, Elena smiled. The midnight masquerade was no longer but a rumour whispered in the undertone of the city; it was now an irresistible appeal, and she felt she could not make herself heard.


The candlelight fluttered gently through the studio and made long shadows, which danced along the rough walls hung with canvases freshly painted. The beating of Elena’s heart appeared to be in time with the soft crackling of the fires, the smell of the oil paints and the tincture of jasmine of the night outside. Rafael was standing in front of her, with a handsome sketchbook, his eyes burning with expectation as he showed the tentative sketches, and each sketch was a hint of the things they were yet to say.
He was almost reverent in his voice and told the fine points of his work. These are but preliminaries, he thought, and flicked the pages. But I believe you will find the way the themes are developed: sensuality, disguise, and the allure of the forbidden. The series should be both mysterious and alluring. Elena came nearer, her fingers touching the border of a sketch, her eyes on the close contours which hinted at forms under flowing garments and hinted at the flesh hidden in shadow. She felt a thrill go through her as she knew that they were no longer working together on the basis of art alone, but they were exposing themselves in ways they had not yet dared to expose themselves.
Eye contact was made with Rafael, and the world around them appeared to stop momentarily. The slight smell of his perfume was mingled with the waxy odour of paint – a heady blend that added to the closeness of the place. 'Every line is vulnerable,' he said to himself, 'but there is strength in it, too, the way that desire is, something that is shaking just under the surface, which only needs to be released.' His words had a tingling effect upon her, as he uttered them, and she felt a shiver of promise in them. One of the sketches she was tracing with her fingers – a bare shoulder, half covered by a flowing veil – and she found herself wondering how much of her own lurking passion this canvas would represent.
Suddenly Rafael laid the sketchbook aside and walked up, near enough that Elena could feel the warmth of his body. And his eyes lingered on her as he touched and caressed a strand of hair that had fallen on her face, and his fingers lingered a moment or two longer than they needed to. ' 'This – it will be something wonderful,' he said to himself as he spoke with a choked voice. The distance between them became acute, electric, as she experienced the attraction of both artistic quest and crude desire to intermingle. And suddenly he bent his head, and his lips touched her cheek in a caress that was slow and deliberate and made her shudder with its touch.
They remained in that silent rapport, breath mingling, as though the very sharing of a kiss could rouse out of her the passion which she had held back. As at last the lips of Rafael followed the curve of her jaw, her breath came to a halt; her hands went up in response to his lips, and her fingertips brushed the stuff of his shirt. The room which enclosed them was as though melted away into darkness and flickering candlelight, all the surfaces bristling with anticipation. They no longer needed hidden masks in order to express their mutuality – here it was expressed in silent sensuous lines, as the initial real sight of the canvas of their common desire was drawn in the language of the silent gesture, the silent eyes, and the silent breath.


Elena was in the shadowy light of her gallery, the flickering shadows of candles falling on the walls. The letter of velvet by Lucien Valmont, which she unwrapped, caused her heart to beat faster. The invitation seemed exciting and intimidating. The words in the paper were inviting her to an erotic masquerade, one which was going to reveal not only art but also concealed desires.
She looked at Rafael, who was leisurely examining his sketches for the commission. The atmosphere between them hissed with silent tension and a charge which appeared to draw them together, notwithstanding the uncertainty that was swirling in her mind. Was she to accept a commission which would carry her into the realm of sensual experimentation so much, and above all, to work with Rafael?
Truth is revealed in art, does it? Rafael pondered and disturbed the silence. His rich, honeyed voice enclosed her in the cosiness of candlelight. Do you fear the truth that would be discovered?
Elena turned to him, and his dark eyes were seeking answers. The commission weight added to the intensity of the spark of desire she felt. Not only about the art, she said, her voice tinctured with indecision. It is what is underneath it. I am afraid of what this will entail for us, for me.
The distance between them was narrowed, as Rafael made a step toward him. 'Any brushstroke may reveal something beautiful; you, more than anyone, ought to know that,' he said, in a low, almost whispering, voice. Imagine lighting up the passions concealed behind each mask at the masquerade.
She thought of the danger; her breath came quick. There was something good and something bad about the gallery; she could sense it with her bones. It was to touch Rafael, to allow him the liberty to paint a canvas with their mutual passion, that she had to cross a line she had so carefully drawn. But the very idea of their possible co-operation kindled a spark of excitement in her.
What should we do in case we are too engrossed in the art? Her voice shuddered. What should we do with such brushstrokes that take us where we are not ready to go?
Then we will find out those places together, he said, and his smile made her think of something. Art is to provoke, to challenge. And who better to discover these revelations than the two of us?
Her heart ached in her chest, and Elena considered her choices. The velvet letter fell a little in her hands, showing the extent to which this decision was disturbing her. 'I do not want to lose control,' she said, and her eyes were on the floor.
Rafael put out his hand and tipped her chin to look up at him. Control is a trick. At times, letting go will result in beauty beyond your imagination. Her lower lip was touched by his thumb, and it gave her a shiver. The closeness of the gesture caused her heart to beat faster.
She could feel the heat in her cheeks, a very strong mixture of fear and exhilaration just under the surface. She was going to meet the unknown in the shadows, but it was always bound up with this man, this artist who regarded her not only as a patron but also as a muse.
Yes, how could I say no? She thought, her thoughts pouring into the still air, scarcely to be heard through the still hissing of the wavering candles. What would that be to us?
'A reply to every answer brought a fresh creation,' Rafael replied, his breath hot upon her flesh. It might be a step towards something new. You would be making the first step into what you wanted the most.
Time seemed to be suspended a moment. She wondered in her heart what possibilities there would be based on this passion and collaboration. What would it be to relax and allow her to indulge the anarchy that artistry had to impose upon her?
At last, with a tremulous sigh, she said, 'I desire to take that step.' The choice rested like a feather on her shoulders and was thrilling and frightening. The decision to get Rafael involved, to unite their worlds in a mixture of colours and concealed meanings, was now deeply embedded in her mind.
'Let us do something memorable,' said Rafael in a low voice, a smile radiating from his face and brightening the room with hope. The two glues' eyes, which made a deal that was soon to bear fruit--a team work that would push the limits she had set to the extreme. Resolved, Elena was aware that they were in the offing of something inevitable and dangerous.






  
  Chapter 2
The Painter’s Arrival

Check in at the Atelier


The hum of the city was faintly heard through the tall windows in Elena's atelier, blending with the odour of turpentine and faintly scented sandalwood that lingered on the heavy drapes. The streetlamps are shining outside, making pools of golden light on the cobblestones, and the shadows are like a murmur of secrets under the rattle and the rumble of a night tram. The loft, above an old warehouse district, was a refuge created from pure lines and gentle candlelight – where art breathed in the intervals between every stroke of the brush and silence. 
Elena was standing close to this tall easel, and her fingers were following the border of her new canvas, which she was waiting for. Her black blazer, the silk of which chased the low light, mingled with the crisp odour of sandalwood and the oil paint on her fingertips. Her storm-grey eyes gave a quick glance at the door every half-minute, keen and alert but restlessly simmering under the placid surface. Tonight was different. She could tell it by the manner in which the air appeared to throb just beyond the smooth walls of her studio.
The muffled clatter of the lock turning broke the silence. Rafael entered, and his entry mellowed effortlessly into the room like the strain of a melody. His black curls hung forward as he softly closed the door behind him. His eyes met Elena's at once – high and probing. Something electric there was in the manner of his movement, the assurance in every stride bearing on a weakness that Elena could not easily figure out.
It has been a long time, he said, in a low voice, winding his way among the canvases that were spread about and the flicker of the candle flames. There is something different in your atelier – it feels more alive.
The lips of Elena were in a suppressed smile. Here art is always alive; the silence is the one that varies. She indicated a seating chair, battered, beside the palette. Sit. What has been going on in your sketchbook?
Rafael took a step nearer, laying aside with precaution a battered book of leather-bound sketches on the table. The pages were smeared with charcoal and explosions of colour – violent reds and deep blues and sensual shadows, which conveyed more than mere form. The warmth of his body was very slight as Elena leant forward, but the coolness of the air contrasted with it, and the small hairs at the back of her neck stood up.
Their eyes were rejoining, and the room narrowed in upon them. There was no need for words when the silence of an intense anticipation passed between the instruments of their trade – brushes, charcoal sticks and a blank canvas in readiness to testify to something more personal than art itself.
'This is uncooked,' I said to myself, Elena, almost choked by the shadows. I can see the hurry... the way you have simultaneously captured both allure and something delicate beneath.
He turned and caught her eyes, the tempests in his dark eyes reading the unspoken yearning that each was feeling stirring within him. It is not only the project of Lucien, he admitted. Something about you – about this place – draws me out of the canvas.
An instant flash of weakness fluttered in Elena’s eyes, but she once more disguised it with a coolness that returned to her. 'Then demonstrate it,' she said, in a kind of a challenge. Now, let us make something of those sketches, instead of lines.
Rafael laid the sketchbook aside and approached the easel. Elena drew back, her heart beating quicker than the silk and ink of her blazer. She looked at him as he blended colours on his palette, the movement of his brush hesitant at first, and then decisive and desperate. The light flashed through his hands – tattooed and calloused and full of purpose – and he started to trace the first mumbled suggestions of her portrait.
The air between them was filled with some unspoken thing – a straining that grew with each stroke of the brush, each glance of the eyes, and each breath glowing in the wavering candlelight. It was as though the creation process took away the layers of paint, leaving the bare edges of the canvas and soul.
Elena could sense the warmth in the bottom of her spine as the artist looked directly at her, seeking the right to do it, the recognition, something beyond the silent figure he was painting under his brush. The moment was on the edge, the fine thread of professionalism tearing in the closeness of the shadows of the studio.
The silence was interrupted by the voice of Rafael, deep and rich with promise, it seemed to me. This is but the start.
The breath of Elena stopped, and the night outside appeared to lean forward – as though it had a secret of its own and were awaiting what was to follow in the delicate, alluring movement that was taking place in the peaceful and isolated retreat of the atelier.
The gentle, wavering shadows on the high, rough walls of the atelier were long and wavering in the dim candlelight. The fingers of Elena followed the frame of an old mirror, and the glass showed her graceful figure as though it belonged to another time. Rafael waited, watching her, a quiet intensity with which he seemed to be growing deeper every second. The air between them swam, with its untold tales on the verge of overflowing, with the air charged with anticipation and the smell of oil paints mixed with the faint smell of jasmine in the windows.
He picked up a scrap of parchment, his drawing book lying on the messy table. 'Pray, what about this?' said he in a near whisper. What is it you conceal with your masque? Elena hesitated, her eyes falling to her hands, curling down into fists before she answered. It is not a mask; it is more, she said to herself. It is a memory that is buried in the sediments of time – a memory which I seldom refer to. The history behind it is mired in mumbles of passion and loss, of things I thought I had forgotten. There was a muffled authority in her voice, the authority that suggested profundities few would dare to delve into.
Rafael nodded slowly and deliberately in his drawing book. There must be some story behind the lines you are concealing, I feel, he thought, and his eyes flashed with interest. A tale that one like me would wish to discover. The breath of Elena came in with a jerk at his words, and her pulse was fluttering, fine and shaky. Nevertheless, she did not give up, but her voice was tinged with a slight degree of disobedience. There are stories that are better kept in the dark. Yet it is what makes them so enticing – for those who would care to take a closer look. Her words were suspended in the air, dense with meanings hidden and unquestioned, to form a wavering thread between the remembered and the hidden. As Rafael looked up, he read in her eyes a reflection of a period when lust was unbridled and unchecked and mumbled under the veil of smooth composure.
He bent down a little, and his voice became even lower as though it were a secret. Something about your past – I can sense it in how you speak, in how you
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