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​Prologue
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The bells of Notre-Dame rang low over Québec City, their sound dulled by fog rolling in from the river. Evening pressed close to the stone streets, softening edges, hiding faces. Gas lamps flared one by one, turning the mist gold.

Aveline Morcant stood beneath the portico of the courthouse, gloved hands folded tight at her waist. She had been told to wait. She had learned long ago how to do that without showing it.

Across the square, a carriage slowed. Its wheels whispered against the wet stones. A man stepped down, tall and deliberate, his coat dark against the pale haze. Ronan Vaillancourt did not hurry. He never did. Even now, with a ruling pending and half the city listening for news, he moved as though time bent to him.

Aveline felt him before she saw him look her way.

Their eyes met.

Nothing polite passed between them. No nod. No greeting. The space between them tightened, charged with things left unsaid in daylight. She looked away first, not from weakness, but from habit. In public, she had learned, restraint was armor.

“You should not be here alone.”

The voice came from her right. Étienne Lacroix emerged from the shadow of a column, his smile neat, his tone measured. He offered his arm as though it were a courtesy, not a claim.

“I am not alone,” Aveline said.

Étienne glanced toward the square, toward Ronan now crossing it. “He is not your ally.”

“He is not yours either,” she replied.

A flicker passed through Étienne’s eyes. Annoyance, quickly buried. “This city has a long memory, Miss Morcant. It remembers who falls.”

“And who pushes,” she said.

Before he could answer, footsteps approached. Ronan stopped a careful distance away. Close enough to be heard. Far enough to be proper.

“Lacroix,” he said. Flat. Civil.

“Vaillancourt.” Étienne inclined his head. “Still collecting victories?”

Ronan’s gaze never left Aveline. “I collect outcomes.”

Silence stretched. The bells faded. Somewhere, laughter drifted from a tavern door. Life went on around them, unaware of the thin line tightening beneath the fog.

A clerk hurried from the courthouse steps, papers clutched to his chest. He slowed when he saw the group, cleared his throat.

“The preliminary decision has been delayed,” he said. “Until the end of the month.”

Aveline’s breath caught. Ronan felt it, though he did not look at her. Étienne smiled.

“Thirty days,” Étienne said softly. “How generous.”

The clerk retreated. The moment broke, but nothing eased.

Étienne offered his arm again. “Allow me to see you home.”

“I will walk,” Aveline said.

Ronan spoke before he meant to. “The streets are not kind after dark.”

She turned then, finally, and met his eyes. Up close, the control he wore showed its cracks. Not fear. Something sharper. Something that unsettled her more.

“Neither are courtrooms,” she said.

For a breath, the city fell away. He wanted to say her name. He did not. She wanted him to stay silent. He did not.

“You should be careful,” Ronan said.

Her mouth curved, just slightly. “Careful of you?”

“Of everyone,” he answered.

Étienne stepped between them. “We will speak again soon,” he said to Ronan. Then to Aveline, quieter, “Choices have consequences.”

“So does patience,” she replied.

She turned and walked into the fog, her steps steady, her spine straight. Ronan watched until she vanished, until the mist closed like a door.

Later,much later,the city slept uneasily.

Ronan stood at his window, coat discarded, collar undone. Papers lay spread across his desk, names and numbers marching toward an end he had been certain of this morning. Now the ink is blurred. He pressed his palms flat, breathed once, hard.

A knock sounded. Soft. Uncertain.

He opened the door.

Aveline stood there, hood drawn low, cheeks flushed from the cold. The lamplight caught the edge of her mouth, the line of her jaw. She looked smaller here. Closer. Real.

“I should not be here,” she said.

“No,” he agreed.

Neither moved.

Footsteps echoed in the stairwell below. Voices. Laughter. The city shifted in its sleep.

“If anyone sees,” Ronan began.

“I know,” she said. “I know what it would cost.”

“And yet,” he said.

“And yet,” she echoed.

She stepped inside. The door closed behind her with a sound that felt final.

Outside, the fog thickened, curling through the streets, carrying secrets toward morning.
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​Chapter 1: The Notice
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Morning laid a thin, pale light over Québec City, the kind that revealed more than it warmed. Stone buildings held the cold from the night before, and the street outside the courthouse smelled faintly of damp wool and ink. Carriages came and went in orderly turns. Boots struck pavement with purpose. Voices stayed low, as though raised words might echo too far in a place built for judgment.

Aveline Morcant paused at the foot of the courthouse steps.

She had dressed with care. Not for vanity, but for defense. A dark coat, well kept though no longer new. Gloves stitched by her own hand. Her hair braided and pinned so tightly it did not dare fall loose. Nothing about her announced urgency, yet her pulse refused to steady.

She had been summoned without explanation. A clerk’s note delivered the night before. Formal. Brief. Insistent.

She climbed the steps.

Inside, the air shifted. Ink and paper. Polished wood. Old decisions pressed into the walls. Aveline moved through the entry hall with measured strides, offering a nod here, a quiet greeting there. She knew many faces. That knowledge cut both ways.

At the clerk’s desk, a young man with ink-stained fingers looked up. His eyes flicked to her name on the ledger, then away again. A pause too long to be nothing.

“Miss Morcant,” he said. “You are expected.”

“So I was told.” Her voice remained even. “Where?”

He rose, smoothing his waistcoat. “This way.”

They walked past rows of benches where townspeople waited with folded hands and guarded expressions. A murmur followed her. Not loud enough to be called talk. Loud enough to be noticed.

She did not hurry. Haste suggested fear.

The clerk stopped beside a narrow table set against the wall. A single envelope lay upon it, thick and sealed. Her name was written across the front in careful script.

“What is this?” she asked.

“Official notice,” he said, and cleared his throat. “You are required to review it before proceeding.”

Aveline broke the seal.

The words came sharp and precise. Legal language, stripped of mercy. Claims. Dates. A challenge to her remaining inheritance. The Morcant house. The land attached to it. Everything she had fought to keep standing.

Her breath caught once. She did not let it show again.

“This must be an error,” she said quietly.

The clerk’s gaze slid to the side. “The filing is complete.”

“By whom?”

He hesitated. That was answer enough.

Aveline folded the notice with care and slipped it back into the envelope. Around them, the hall continued its steady rhythm. Somewhere, a child laughed. Somewhere else, a door shut hard.

“How long have these proceedings been underway?” she asked.

“Long enough,” he said. “The opposing counsel has already submitted an argument.”

Her fingers tightened inside her gloves. “Without my knowledge.”

He nodded once, apologetic but unmoved. “The matter is set for immediate review.”

Immediate. The word carried weight.

Aveline looked past him, toward the tall doors that led deeper into the building. They were closed. Of course they were.

“Who represents the claim?” she asked.

The clerk did not answer at once. He glanced again at the ledger, then back at her face. Something like pity crossed his features before he mastered it.

“You will learn shortly.”

That murmur returned, closer now. Aveline felt it brush her shoulders like a draft.

She turned away from the desk and took two steps before stopping. “Am I to understand,” she said, without raising her voice, “that a challenge to my family’s estate has been brought before this court without notice, and that I am expected to respond without preparation?”

The clerk straightened. “You are expected to be present.”

Present. As though that were enough.

Aveline inclined her head. “Then I am.”

She moved toward the benches, choosing a seat near the wall. From there, she could see the doors. From there, she could think.

Her family name had once opened rooms. Now it opened conversations held just out of earshot. The Morcants had come to Québec when the city was little more than promise and stone. They had endured winters, wars, and lean years. They had built carefully. They had fallen quietly.

Aveline had learned early how quickly kindness vanished when fortune did.

Across the hall, two women paused their whispering as she looked their way. One offered a tight smile. The other looked down at her hands.

Aveline returned neither gesture. She focused on the envelope in her lap. The paper inside felt heavier now, as though it had gained substance while she was not looking.

A door opened somewhere behind her. Footsteps approached. She did not turn until a shadow fell across the floor.

“Miss Morcant.”

She looked up. The clerk stood there again, his expression set.

“Yes?”

“They are ready for you.”

Her mouth curved into something that passed for a smile. “Already?”

He gave a small shrug. “The court prefers efficiency.”

Of course it did.

She rose. The envelope remained tucked beneath her arm. As she followed him toward the doors, she felt the weight of eyes upon her back. Not all were unkind. None were helpful.

They stopped before the chamber. The doors loomed, dark and solid. From within came the faint sound of voices. Measured. Confidence.

The clerk reached for the handle, then paused.

“You should know,” he said, low enough that only she could hear, “this matter has drawn attention.”

“I imagined as much.”

He hesitated again. “The counsel is... thorough.”

Aveline met his gaze. “So am I.”

That seemed to surprise him.

He opened the door.

Sound spilled out first. Papers shifting. A chair scraping softly across the floor. Then she saw the table, long and polished, with men seated along its length. Officials. Observers. And at the far end, a single empty chair.

Opposite it, another seat was already occupied.

Aveline did not yet see the man clearly. Only the line of his shoulders. Broad. Still. As though he had been waiting without impatience.

She took one step forward.

The door closed behind her with a muted thud, sealing the room,and whatever lay ahead,into place.

The chair opposite the long table scraped softly as Aveline took her seat. She placed the envelope before her, aligning its edges with care. The small gesture steadied her hands.

Across from her, the man finally turned.

He rose in one smooth motion, as if movement were a courtesy he offered only when it suited him. He was taller than she had expected, dark-haired with a calm that looked earned rather than given. His coat was tailored but restrained. No flourish. No excess. His expression carried no triumph, yet his eyes held a quiet certainty.

“Aveline Morcant,” he said. Not loudly. Not warmly. “We met at last.”

She inclined her head. “You seem well informed, Monsieur...”

“D’Artois,” he supplied. “Lucien d’Artois.”

The name settled into the room with an audible shift. A murmur rippled along the table. One of the officials leaned back, studying Lucien with renewed interest.

Aveline’s gaze remained fixed on him. “You represent the claim,” she said.

“I do.”

“And you bring it without notice.”

Lucien’s mouth curved, just slightly. “Notice was given. According to statute.”

“Delivered the evening before,” she replied. “After the offices had closed.”

“Still delivered.”

Aveline’s fingers rested flat against the tabletop. “Efficient,” she said, echoing the clerk’s words.

Lucien met her look without flinching. “Necessary.”

The presiding magistrate cleared his throat. “Let us proceed.”

Lucien inclined his head and resumed his seat. When he did, he leaned forward, forearms resting loosely on the table, as though he had all the time in the world.

Aveline did not look away.

The magistrate gestured toward Lucien. “You may present.”

Lucien rose again. “The Morcant estate,” he began, his voice measured, “was held under conditional grant following the death of Henri Morcant. Conditions included the maintenance of the property and the fulfillment of certain financial obligations.”

Aveline listened. Each word landed exactly where it was meant to. The argument had been prepared with care.

Lucien continued. “Records show lapses. Deferred payments. Delayed repairs.”

“Temporary,” Aveline said, before she could stop herself.

The magistrate lifted a hand. “You will have an opportunity to respond.”

Lucien’s gaze flicked to her, brief and assessing. Not dismissive. Something else. As though he had expected interruption and welcomed it.

He resumed. “In light of these lapses, my client petitions for reassignment of the estate.”

“And who is your client?” Aveline asked.

Lucien paused. The room seemed to lean toward him.

“An interested party,” he said. “With historical claims.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only one required at this stage.”

The magistrate nodded, reluctantly. “Proceed.”

Aveline felt heat rise beneath her collar. She forced it down. She had learned long ago that visible emotion became someone else’s leverage.

Lucien spoke of ledgers and land lines. Of obligations unmet and opportunities squandered. He did not raise his voice. He did not press. He laid each point carefully, like stones across water.

When he finished, silence settled.

The magistrate turned to Aveline. “Your response.”

She stood.

The room shifted again. Some faces hardened. Others softened. She knew which were which.

“My father,” she said, “died in debt to no one. He left a house that needed care, not surrender. I have maintained it to the best of my ability.”

Lucien watched her now without pretense.

“The lapses cited,” she continued, “were addressed. Payments made. Repairs scheduled.”

“Scheduled,” Lucien repeated, gently.

She met his gaze. “Completed.”

He lifted a brow. “The roof?”

“Repaired.”

“The west wall?”

“Reinforced.”

“The tenant cottages?”

Her jaw tightened. “Occupied.”

Lucien tilted his head. “By whom?”

Aveline hesitated. Only for a moment. Long enough.

Lucien straightened. “Records indicate vacancy.”

“Records lag behind reality,” she said. “As you well know.”

A flicker crossed his face. Surprise, perhaps. Or approval. It vanished before it could settle.

The magistrate tapped the table. “Do you have documentation?”

Aveline reached for the envelope, then stopped. The papers inside were not enough. She knew it as surely as she knew her own name.

“I can obtain it,” she said. “Given time.”

Lucien’s voice cut in, calm and precise. “Time is the matter at issue.”

Aveline turned to him. “You seem eager.”

“I am thorough.”

“So you’ve said.”

“And you are unprepared.”

The words landed between them, sharp but honest.

Aveline’s gaze did not waver. “Unwarned,” she corrected.

Lucien held her look. Something unspoken passed there. Recognition, perhaps. Of resolve meeting resolve.

The magistrate leaned back. “Given the circumstances, the court will adjourn briefly. A determination will be made regarding continuance.”

Lucien inclined his head. “Of course.”

Aveline remained standing.

As the officials murmured among themselves, Lucien moved around the table. He stopped a respectful distance from her.

“You should have anticipated this,” he said quietly.

“You should have announced yourself,” she replied.

His mouth curved again, but there was no humor in it now. “You would have refused to meet.”

“Yes.”

“And yet,” he said, lowering his voice further, “here we are.”

Aveline studied him. The line of his jaw. The steadiness of his hands. He did not fidget. He did not crowd her space.

“You don’t want the house,” she said.

Lucien’s eyes sharpened. “What makes you say that?”

“You speak of it like a ledger entry,” she said. “Not like a prize.”

“And you speak of it like a wound.”

Her breath caught. Just once.

Lucien noticed. He did not comment.

The magistrate stood. “The court will recess.”

Chairs scraped. Papers gathered. Conversations resumed in low tones.

Lucien stepped back. “This is not finished,” he said.

“No,” Aveline agreed. “It is not.”

He hesitated, then reached into his coat and produced a card. He placed it on the table between them.

“In case,” he said.

She looked at it, then at him. “In case of what?”

“Of reason,” he replied.

She did not take the card.

Lucien’s gaze lingered a moment longer, then he turned and walked away.

Aveline remained where she was, the room slowly emptying around her. The envelope lay unopened again, as though nothing had changed.

But everything had.

Outside, the light had shifted. Clouds gathered over the river, heavy with promise.

Aveline picked up the card at last.

Lucien d’Artois. An address she recognized.

Her fingers closed around it.

She had been challenged.

And she would not step aside.
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​Chapter 2: The Man Across the Table
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Morning came without mercy.

Ronan Vaillancourt woke before the bells, the room still blue with early light. He lay still for a moment, listening to the quiet discipline of the city,boots on stone far below, a cart rattling toward the river, the faint hiss of a lamp being turned down somewhere in the building. The night had not released him gently. It had clung, stubborn and exacting.

He sat up.

The chair by the window held his coat from the evening before. He had not meant to leave it there. He noticed such things. Always had. Order was not a preference. It was a safeguard.

He dressed with care. Shirt, cuffs, waistcoat. Each movement precise, each button set as though the day depended on it. When he tied his cravat, his hands paused. Just briefly. An image intruded, uninvited. Gray eyes in lamplight. A quiet voice saying, I know what it would cost.

He pulled the knot tight.

The wash basin offered no judgment. The mirror did. He studied his reflection the way he might examine a document,looking for weakness, for error. The man staring back appeared unchanged. Calm. Capable. In control.

That, he told himself, would have to suffice.

By the time he reached his office, the building was awake. Papers waited on his desk in neat stacks, exactly where he had left them. The familiar comfort of ink and parchment steadied him. He removed his gloves, set them aside, and began to read.

The case was























































































































































































​

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
: 4
." ¥ £y
e { |

B,
- ENEMIES
BY DAY
g LOVERS BY\B[QHE 4
7 STEVEN JRUIZ =

5
-
i





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





