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	Preface

	“Do not be conformed with this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, in order to experience what is the good, pleasing and
 perfect will of God”

	 

	 

	This orientation of Paul in his letter to the Romans holds a great lesson. It is a verse to be read, reread and meditated over again for a long time.

	Do not become content with this world.

	What world is Paul referring to? To the one created by God or the one created by human beings, with their capacity to build their own reality based on their beliefs and choices? Certainly Paul is talking about the human creation. The belief systems that exist on the planet were created based on pride and selfishness, by those who have an interest in control and domination of the human mind, the real power of the Universe. 

	Jesus came to liberate us from precisely from this system, created by those who, vibrating in evil, suppress and enslave the creatures, who, due to their imperfections, preserve harmony with this reality. 

	The second orientation of the apostle is to be transformed by the renewal of our understanding. Learn, understand, and experience. This is the way to the transformation.

	“And you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free,” said Jesus. 

	The search for truth needs to guide the human soul thirsty to find joy, peace, and evolution. The understanding of the principles Spirits provides great awareness about what is beyond matter, the reality of the spirit. Only agreement with the truth will set us free. As long as we want to remain in the torpor of illusion, living in selfishness, pride, vanity, and all the evils created by the denial of God, we will fight unsuccessfully for a happiness that will be nothing more than a mirage in the arid desert of the current human existence.

	The consequence of the spiritual growth is to experience the good, pleasing and perfect will of God, which is pure love and goodness. The supreme intelligence and primary cause of all things, God, as we call Him, has established the laws that govern the universes, laws that we need to understand to live in harmony with all that is divine creation.

	How long will it be before we understand that pain and suffering are the result of our choices, from the past and the present, having nothing to do with the Creator's wishes for our lives?

	What are we waiting to rid ourselves of the leprosy that the world's models cause in our spirit? It is time to agree on the life that awaits those who wish to vibrate in consonance with God. And the first step, the starting point, is to learn to accept ourselves as we are, to forgive and love ourselves. When we give this gift to ourselves and stop punishment, then we also learn to forgive others. From that time on, we get rid of a giant useless weight that fills our soul, but we don't even realize it is there, stopping our development and advancement.

	God loves us unconditionally, He never punishes us, condemns us, or imposes suffering on us. When we release ourselves from guilt, accepting the blessed lessons that life offers us for growth, we free ourselves from these chains in all aspects of our lives. Just one decision, just one single attitude. 

	Let the example of achievement given by the characters in this true story inspire hearts, uplifting souls, persuading the reader that inside them there is a treasure for which Christ came down to the earth and works unceasingly to make its light shine.

	We hope that the fragrance of love and the strength of forgiveness involve every corner of our lives.

	 

	 

	Lucius

	 


 

	 

	Introduction

	 

	 

	Sofia was sitting in the car, watching the boy enter the subway station, disappearing into the crowd of people. She started to ramble on, her gaze lost. Certainly she would never see him again. What was she doing with her life? She barely knew him, and they had nothing in common, nothing at all. What was this impulse that made her act without thinking?

	With her thoughts far away, she was frightened when she heard a knock on the window. She opened it slowly and stared at the traffic police officer. 

	- Do you know that you can't park here?

	- No? 

	- It's not allowed to park here. - And he pointed to the huge sign up ahead.

	- I was dropping off a person who was about to board, I'll move the car. 

	- This is not a place for boarding and disembarking. It's over there - pointing to the appropriate area for that.

	Sofia began to get nervous. Her life was a complete mess these days. Everything went wrong. Everything! It seemed as if God had decided to punish her all at once for all her sins.

	- Documents, yours and the vehicle's. - The police officer was impassive.

	She took all the documents and handed them to the man. He looked at hers - all in order. Then he took a deep look at the car's documents.

	- Yeah... I'll have to tow you 

	- But, why?

	-Expired license. I'll give the penalties and take the vehicle away.

	- But, officer, is there any other way? This car isn't even mine

	I mean, it belongs to my ex-husband.

	- I'm sorry, but the car has irregularities and it can't be used like this.

	- And what is going to happen?

	- You can take the car back when you pay the penalties and regularize everything. It will be kept at the Detran until everything is settled.

	Sofia tried to argue, without success. She picked up all her things and took the subway and 6 buses to her home. Sitting there watching the images passing by the bus window, she felt completely lost, confused, fragile, scared, and without a clue as what to do with her life. She was being charged. She knew that at 26 years old she should have everything more organized, to know what direction she should give to her life, but she felt at the bottom of the heap and without strength to get back on his feet. A big emptiness dominated her soul, her heart. Everything she had learned was not enough to assure her the desired happiness.

	- And now? - she thought. -Where is the way to happiness?

	She thought about her former husband and the broken marriage. She remembered the car, which belonged to the couple, and felt a tightness in her chest. Her ex will go like a beast. She hated him for having separated. Miserable! Then she thought on her lover and threatened to blame him for her current problems, but she knew it wasn't Mario's fault. Although he had insisted on going out with her. He had to be honest, it wasn't his fault. She was the one to blame for everything.

	She was walking slowly to her home, with no motivation, no desire for anything. Fixing her mistakes seemed to her an impossible accomplishment, like climbing Mount Everest. She entered the house, threw the key on the table and collapsed on the sofa, crying non-stop. 

	The phone rang.

	-Hey, Mario.

	- How are you?

	- I'm fine. And you?

	The lover started to talk about his frustrations, his problems with his wife, and at the end of the conversation asked:

	- If you want, we can be together. I'll leave everything and be with you.

	For a second, Sofia thought that this could be the answer to her problems. But then she remembered having recently seen her lover in the car with the whole family: his wife and two children. It would not be fair to separate them. She had already destroyed her marriage; how could she do the same to his? Then, with strength coming from somewhere she didn't know, she answered:

	- I suggest you think better, Mario, calm down and think things over. All of this will pass, and in the future you'll be glad you kept your marriage.

	- Yes, you are funny, Sofia. Despite all, you still believe in marriage. 

	- Yes, I do. The worst part is that I really believe in it.

	They talked for a little longer, then she hung up and went to the kitchen, where her mother was preparing lunch. She was forced to move back in with her parents after the separation, which had been an even more disturbing experience. Her parents were very supportive, but moving back with her family after having her own life was embarrasing.

	- What's up, daughter?

	Sofia sat down and stared at her mother working:

	- Any news about a job?

	- No, nothing. Everything is going wrong, mom. 

	- Calm down, things will work out. You'll see. Trust in God, turn to Him, and everything will work out.

	- I'm not so sure anymore.

	The young woman took a long pause, then said aloud, but speaking to herself: 

	- I feel so lost. I feel like giving up on everything, as if the effort was useless and not worth continuing. Why have I made so many wrong choices? What is wrong with me anyway? why does everything go wrong? I just wanted to be happy. That's all.

	Standing next to the young girl, a spirit wrapped in its soft blue light whispered in her ears with great tenderness:

	- Dear Sofia. Many times, when everything seems to be going wrong, it is in fact the intervention of Providence to lead us back to our right way, drawn by ourselves, before our renaissance. Life is an eternal movement whispering God's love for us. It is necessary to know how to listen.

	 

	 

	 


Part One

	“Jesus' words are eternal, because they are the truth. They are not only the safeguard of the heavenly life, they are the pledge of peace, tranquility and stability in the things of earthly life”. 

	Allan Kardec

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	 

	As they looked through the small gap in the ajar door, the three sisters whispered and laughed quietly, making sure that they were not seen. Susi, Hanna and Sofia were watching their parents and their guests, but they were most interested in one of them: the charming Wagner. 

	On the other side, the two families, pleasantly settled in the large living room, after a long conversation, were drinking cocktails in front of the huge crackling fireplace. It was cold outside. The snow had covered trees, lawns, roads and paths in white. It was the harsh winter in Salzburg, Austria, which had become even harsher in 1718. The beautiful city with the Alps in the background bordered the region of Bavaria.

	The fireplace turned the stone walled room with a huge glass window into a warm and cozy place. Sofia, with her shiny black eyes, was watching everything with attention. She was the youngest and the smartest of the three sisters. 

	In the living room, the conversation continued. 

	- Why do they talk so quietly? - asked Susi. - I can't hear anything. 

	- They keep their voices down so we can't hear them - laughed Sofia. 

	- We shouldn't even be here - said Hanna. - I'm going back to my room.

	- I doubt I can stay there for more than two minutes. I'll stay here. I want to know how these marriage negotiations are.

	- It's not a marriage negotiation.

	- And what else can it be?

	- They are talking about the mutual obligations of each family.

	- You say defining values?

	- I'm going to my room. It's not right for a bride-to-be to keep a lookout for her suitor. If they see us, it won't look good for me. I'll stay in my room until they call me. - And Hanna walked out, dead with curiosity, but full of dignity.

	With her sister gone, Susi was more comfortable to watch what was happening in the room. She tried to follow the conversation, but she missed many sentences. The room was big and full of furniture, and the group was far away from them. 

	- I can't hear anything!

	- Neither do I, Sofia. But I won't move from here!

	- Me neither. I want to know everything for when my turn comes.

	- But before you, you know that I'm the one who's getting married.

	- Of course, I know! But I want to start learning. - The young girl, who had just become a teenager, was only 12 years old. She had a great curiosity and liked to learn. Her intelligence put her at an advantage over her sisters. She was always two, three steps ahead of them when it came to reasoning, perception and analysis. She quickly and easily got from her sisters what she wanted, without any effort. She was stubborn when she wanted something.

	The conversation continued in the room.

	- So, my dear duke, do we have an agreement? - asked the father of the young man who was to marry Hanna, after too much talking.

	- Certainly. The two held out their hands and sealed the marriage agreement.

	Izabel, who had remained silent, following the conversation, slowly stood up and informed him:

	- I'll get some wine so we can seal the moment with a toast. Our families will become stronger and more powerful. 

	The duke nodded, and Izabel left and returned with two servants bringing wine and glasses for everyone. They served themselves and toasted, led by the duke:

	-A toast for the marriage of Hadrian and Hanna.

	The groom's father was drinking his wine with satisfaction. He would finally get a noble title, and his son would inherit the lands of a legitimate duke. He knew he had put a real fortune into that marriage settlement, but he was convinced that it was being well invested. He looked suspiciously at Izabel and the duke, as well as his son who was being offered as a consort. He wanted to absorb all the information he could, so that from now on he could make the most advantageous use of his relationship with the noble family.

	Hadrian was very young; he had just turned 18. He wanted to please his parents more than anything else, so he accepted the proposed marriage without hesitation.

	After everyone had toasted, the duke turned to his wife and asked: 

	- Go and call Hanna. We will inform her of the decision and settle arrangements for the upcoming event, which will happen soon.

	He looked at Demosthenes for approval. The rich businessman raised his glass of wine again and took another drink, without exactly answering the duke's silent question.

	Everything happened quickly in the room, and in a matter of seconds Izabel opened the door, bumping into her two youngest daughters. 

	- Listening behind the door again? Go to your room. Both of you.

	- But mom... - Sofia tried to argue.

	- Not a single more word. Now to the bedroom. Let's go. -taking them both by the arm and carrying them down the corridor. 

	-And don't go out until I give you permission, is that clear? That's it, and do it. Two young girls can't be listening to grown-up talk.

	She closed the door and went to look for Hanna. She was ready, dressed beautifully. Her face glowed with joy.

	- Did everything go well?

	- Yes, my dear.

	- Then are we safe?

	Fixing the young girl's hair, the mother clarified: 

	- I wouldn't exactly say that. We still have many debts. But it will help a lot.

	- Am I going to live here with you?

	- Hanna, they are waiting in the living room. We'll talk about all the details together. Come on, my dear, let's not keep your in-laws waiting. 

	The young girl tidied up the lace on her dress, lined up her corset, and asked her mother: 

	- Do I look pretty? 

	- Yes, very beautiful. Now let's go. 

	They arrived at the living room, and Hanna was introduced to her future husband. The two of them settled down side by side, and the conversation continued animatedly, with good wine and fruit. Later, a delicious dinner was served, concluding the evening's engagement. When everyone said goodbye, Hanna looked at her parents and spoke outraged:

	- Will I have to live with them? Am I to leave here then? I don't know if I liked these people. 

	Without paying attention to his daughter, the duke advised:

	- Keep yourself guarded until your wedding. Your mother will help you finish preparing your trousseau. Stay at home, be modest and obedient. In a month you'll start a new life.

	- But father... I thought I could give some opinion, decide on something! After all, it is my marriage.

	- Hanna obey. That will be the golden rule for your happiness.

	Hanna was crying loudly, which caught the attention of her two younger sisters, who were behind the door again. 

	- We decided what was best for all, Hanna.

	-And don't I have the right to decide?

	- Marriage is a business, my child. And there are many interests at stake. Your will is the least important at this time. You are a child, you don't know anything about life, you don't know what is best for you. All the details have been negotiated and everything is decided.

	- But why will the wedding be there too, in their house? Why can't it be here in our house? 

	- This was our first intention, but Emanuelle had her own demands.

	- So, she is the one in charge of my wedding?

	- She has the money, Hanna.

	- But you are Duke!

	Heinz took a long pause, which seemed never-ending. You could hear the wind whistling outside the huge iron windows. Finally, he turned to his eldest daughter and said: 

	- Enough of this business. Enough! I've said too much; I've explained too much. The decisions have been made. And the sooner you learn to obey and adapt, the better you can succeed in your new life. You must learn to deal wisely with reality, Hanna. A smart woman knows how to keep quiet and act when the time is right. You are a well-prepared girl, you will know how to captivate your husband, and your father-in-law and mother-in-law. Then you will have everything you desire.

	He stared at her as if he wanted everything that passed through his mind to be transferred wordlessly to the girl's mind, who was crying out loud.

	- I don't want it that way! I don't want to!

	The duke got extremely angry. Izabel anticipated what might happen and quickly approached her daughter.

	- Hanna everything will be alright, daughter. That's the way things are. But you will see that in the end things will work out, everything will fall into place. It's going to work out.

	But the young girl kept crying. Sofia and Susi watched through the tiny doorway and held their breath to avoid being discovered.

	The duke approached his daughter and ordered her:

	- For the last time, shut up and obey, Hanna. Everything is settled.

	- You said I would be happy! That you wanted me to be happy, but you were lying! - She raised her voice even higher, challenging her father, who, without thinking, slapped her across the face so hard that the young girl fell to the floor. Such was the violence of the slap. That when she raised her face, a trickle of blood ran down the corner of her mouth.

	Izabel kneeled down and lifted the young girl, insisting.

	- Come on, Hanna. And helping her daughter to get up, she led her across the room.

	The girl said nothing more. Now she stared at her father with hatred and anger but remained silent.

	The two younger sisters ran into the bedroom and got under the covers. The fireplace in the bedroom was lit, and Sofia watched the fire crackling in the infinite silence of the room. So that was what marriage was? Just a business deal, settled by the families, without the least participation of who would live the union? It was like a death sentence. She hated it all and hated what her father had done to Hanna. She was scared. She knew that it would be no different with her.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	 

	The weeks passed quickly, and the wedding day came. Susi and Sofia were beautifully dressed. Izabel insisted that her daughter get ready in the house where she would live after the ceremony, but she did not want to. She wanted to leave her old home dressed as a bride. At least this wish her parents would have to grant her, since, in her eyes and her feelings, they were sending her into suffering. 

	In those weeks she had met Hadrian a few times. The two of them talked, and it seemed they had some things in common, if only youth and inexperience. Hanna felt slightly comforted.

	While she was being dressed by the maids, Sofia, who her sister like a bee around the flowers, said to console her:

	- At least he's a good person, Hanna. And if he wasn't?

	Everything would be much worse.

	- But his mother, I hated her. And in the end, it was she who

	decided that we should live in that house.

	- I think it's normal, Hanna. Women always end up living where their husband lives.

	Hanna took a deep breath, trying to swallow the annoyance and anguish that her mother-in-law was causing her. She was also afraid of the changes, of the new life. Sofia approached her sister and said, trying to cheer her up:

	- You are the most beautiful bride I have ever seen! - And she hugged her emotionally.

	- Sofia, darling!

	- It's true. You look stunning. You'll overshadow everyone and everything. No one will shine brighter than you today. So shine, my sister! Shine bright. And try to be happy.

	The wedding ceremony and party were splendid, with all of Salzburg's high society present. As soon as the union of the consorts was made official, Hadrian's family received the titles of nobility they coveted, and their land was recognized as a county. A unique coat of arms was developed by the duke and given to the new nobles, who would even participate in the decisions that were discussed only in private by the nobles of the Austrian kingdom.

	And the duke's safes were strengthened by a fair amount of money. 

	After the festivities, Hanna stayed in her new home, and her personal belongings were sent to the new house, along with her trousseau and her dog, which she would not let go. Her mother-in-law frowned; she didn't like animals. But Hanna loved to tease her by carrying the little dog everywhere, including during meals. As a hobby, for pleasure and with a deep desire for revenge, the new wife started to go through every detail she could find that annoyed or irritated her mother-in-law, and started to tease her as much as she could, without anyone noticing. She really enjoyed annoying and causing discomfort and pain to the woman she decided to hate as soon as she stepped into that house.

	Living together with Hadrian was less unpleasant, and the couple slowly settled into their new reality. 

	For several days the subject in the mansion was Hanna's big wedding party. The duke was satisfied with the benefits of the marriage, and the family atmosphere slowly became less tense. Laughter was easier in the family, even for Hanna, who often visited them in company of her husband. However, Sofia, with a sensitive character prone to resentment, could not forget the slap that she had seen her father give her sister on the face. He had always been a severe and distant man, very severe. He had adopted a rigid education, with a view to an aristocratic life and mainly focused on preparing the girls to be good wives, capable of attracting good marriages.

	Duke of Bauer, a man who did not act without thinking and who did not make any decision without weighing the profits he would get from any of them, when he realized that he would have only female daughters - his wife, after the birth of Sofia, could no longer get pregnant, although she constantly tried to give her husband a son, a real heir - decided to make good use of them, making them an investment for profit. In this way Hanna had been his first action to cash in on the dividends of the investment made over seventeen years.

	The duke's habits were wasteful. He spent a fortune on women and gambling. He had lost an enormous amount of money from his family and soon appropriated the goods that his wife had also given him through inheritance. Sofia was aware of all this, despite her young age. She didn't know about everything her father did, but she could see it between the lines of her mother's disapproving glances, in the subtle arguments, in the jokes and in the insults hidden between jealousy and sarcasm. 

	With her intelligence sharp and prematurely detected, her father felt that she could bring him even more profit, and forced her, more than the others, to studies, hard reading, music and art. He would prepare an even more profitable marriage for her than Hanna's.

	And although the young woman knew who her father really was, violence was not the image she had of that man. She had been frightened to see him like that. Her mother had experienced it a few times and had chosen silence and manipulation to survive.

	But the aggressive act that Sofia had witnessed would change her perception about her father forever. He had become a real danger in the house, and she became afraid to get too close to him. And if he was already far away, now he became a real stranger. Sofia missed his affection. Deeply missed. In fact, she resented it the most. She looked for affection in an attentive, tender look from her mother and father. But both were too concerned on their own problems.

	Sofia became close to her sisters. The three of them were only a few years apart in age and had practically grown up together. The bonds of friendship between them grew closer as they got older. They supported each other and were each other's joy. They grew up together and were friends, real friends.

	Even though Hana's marriage was expected, it affected all three of them. Sofia became even more close to Susi, looking for protection and warmth.

	After six months, the routine had completely reestablished itself. Hanna visited her parents even more less and was amused with her new life. She had new problems that took up her attention.

	Determined to make his investments profitable, the duke decided to go on a long business trip. The duchess wanted to accompany him, aware that her husband could lose much more than he could gain in this business adventure. She did not trust him.

	Two days before the trip, Sofia was awakened late at night by screams coming from her parents' bedroom. She was frightened in bed and tried to understand what was happening, but she couldn't hear well. She got up and went to Susi's bed, but she didn't find her there, and this frightened Sofia. She put on her robe and walked slowly down the long corridor leading to her parents' bedroom. She stopped halfway when she heard the discussions coming from the guests' room. The night was cold, and Sofia adjusted her robe, covering her neck. The cold air made her shiver. She walked silently to one of the rooms assigned to receive the family visitors, where she heard Susi crying softly and her mother screaming out of control: 

	- Do you think I'm an idiot? Answer me! - she insisted, faced with the duke's indifferent silence. And with anguish in her voice, she insisted: - Why do you want to take Susi on your trip and leave me here? I wish to accompany you; I've already said so. But you don't let me. And now you come to me this morning to inform me that you pretend to take your daughter with you, without the least purpose? It is not possible that you take me for a fool, an idiot or a dumb! Now I find you here, with your daughter, in the guest room! This is disgusting!

	- Why are you such an irritating woman? You like to challenge me. You must learn to respect me!

	- No, sir. You don't know anything about respect. 

	He threatened to attack the woman, but Susi rushed over and stood between them.

	- Please don't! - cried the 15-year-old in tears.

	The duke, who smelled like alcohol, restrained himself, turned toward the door, and spoke roughly:

	- Well, stay with your little girl. I'll go alone.

	- He stopped near the door, then turned and asked: Are you satisfied? 

	Izabel, hugging her daughter, looked at her husband and, trying to control her emotions, answered:

	- I appreciate your good sense.

	Sofia noticed the movement and rushed back to her room. The corridor seemed enormous to her, without end; it felt like a monster wanting to swallow her up. After what seemed like an eternity, she went into the bedroom and threw herself on the bed, crawling under the covers. She felt terrified. She didn't understand exactly what had happened in that room, and many questions came to her mind. Why was her sister there and not in her bed? They had gone to bed together. What did it all mean? Why did the father want to take Susi away and why did this seem absurd to her mother? She didn't really understand, but she felt that there was something nasty about it. And she knew that her father was responsible. She listened as he stomped stiffly down the hall, through the bedroom door. He was silent and held his breath. The bedroom door opened, her father entered, and she could smell the liquor. Her young mind couldn't understand exactly, but the undying spirit that inhabited her body understood perfectly what was happening. The duke, who had been her partner in previous incarnations, was still the despicable man he had always been. The slap that the young woman had witnessed brought back to her the slaps she had felt on her own face.

	The father sat on Sofia's bed, who kept pretending to be deeply asleep, trying to be convincing. The father stroked her face and murmured:

	- I hope that at least you, Sofia, will reward me. 

	He heard his wife approaching, and quickly got up and left the room. Izabel passed by with her daughter, opened the bedroom door and whispered to Susi:

	- Do you want to sleep in my room?

	- Yes, I do.

	- I think it's better. Come on. - She stretched her eyes and saw Sofia sleeping. - “On second thought, my dear, I'll sleep here with the two of you. 

	The mother settled her daughter down and then lay down beside her, taking care to lock the bedroom door first. 

	Disgruntled, irritated by the situation and at the same time feeling concern for her daughters, she thought that this trip was a good thing. That he goes alone, but that he goes far away from the girls. 

	 

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	Imperceptible to human eyes, Sofia's spirit protector stood at the side of her bed. She, awake, remained silent the whole time. Her heart beats fast, and her perception, sharpened by fear and curiosity, captured every detail, every sigh, every moan. He noticed when his mother's breathing calmed down and became quieter and quieter, until Izabel finally fell asleep.

	The young woman called softly: 

	- Susi.

	Without any answer, she insisted once again:

	- Susi, are you awake? She got up in bed to try to see her sister, who didn't answer, although she was also awake. She felt too frightened and devastated to answer. She just wanted to forget the whole thing.

	- Susi - Sofia called again, and her sister remained silent.

	The young girl lay down, under the spiritual influence of her protector, and thought that it would be better if she tried to sleep. 

	She settled down on the bed and closed her eyes, but it was impossible to calm her thoughts. Her heart didn't want to be silent, she wanted answers.

	The protector sat down beside the girl and, stretching his hands over her body, prayed and moved, sending soft and loving energies, which gradually enveloped Sofia in a soft torpor. As soon as her body fell asleep, he called out to her.

	- Sofia, my little girl.

	As if she were inside a dense curtain of clouds, she could barely see her protector by her side.

	- I hear you, but I can't see you properly. Who are you? What do you want?

	- We are friends, Sofia. Very good friends. I want you to know that you are never alone, do you understand me? Even in the most difficult problems, in the most painful situations, you will never be alone. I am always with you, Sofia. You can call me, and I will answer you and help you. 

	- But I never see you...

	- Listen to the inner voice that will come when you need help, guide and protection. I am your friend, a helper of God to protect you. You can always count with my love, my affection, Sofia. There will be stones in your way, thorns in many flowers. But the perfume of these flowers will be greater, and the strength that you will acquire by removing the stones will prepare you to cross even bigger mountains in the fight between good and evil.

	- What fight is that?

	- The struggle between the good things we wish to do and the bad things we still do, even if we don't want to. Do you understand?

	- Kind of.

	He hugged her with great tenderness, kissed her forehead, and talked with sweetness:

	- Look well, Sofia. There will be the perfume of flowers everywhere, but you must know how to smell it. 

	Sofia loved flowers and smiled as she remembered the delicious perfume that enveloped her in spring when she played in the garden. “There will always be the scent of flowers,” she repeated mentally, imagining the flower garden she had always loved. She smiled more brightly and relaxed completely.

	The next morning Sofia woke up lighter. She still felt huge curiosity to know the details of what had happened, but a feeling of lightness also enveloped her. As soon as she awoke, she looked at the next bed, which was empty. She got up and, wearing a robe, was about to leave the room, but she thought it was better to change and went back. As if by instinct, she closed the door and got dressed. She was just finishing when her mother called: 

	- Sofia, come and have breakfast. Your father is leaving in a few hours and we're all going to have breakfast together.

	She opened the door and asked, surprised:

	- But isn't he leaving in two days?

	- He decided to anticipate. I'm glad you're already dressed. - The mother felt an enormous relief for not having to give further explanations and just added: - Let's go.

	As they went down the huge staircase, Sofia noticed the movement of servants coming and going with bags and her father's belongings. In the large dining hall, they had breakfast. The father was restless, anxious and distant. It was a meal of very few words.

	At the end, the duke, looking still doubtful in his movements and attitudes, said goodbye to his wife and daughters without any signs of affection. He looked at the three and only said: 

	- You have my travel route. If you need to communicate with me, you know what to do. I will double your fortune. Our fortune. And I'll be back as soon as possible.

	Izabel nodded slightly and said: 

	- I know you will do that, sir. I trust in your business skills. We do need to strengthen our fortune. 

	- Yes, we do. But we have two more daughters to... 

	- I count with your social skills to prepare Susi's wedding - his wife interfered. 

	He smiled and just said: 

	- Susi is still a girl, but we'll think about it.

	He went straight to the carriage that awaited him. The servants lined up next to the vehicle, in farewell to the duke. 

	The three of them watched the duke disappear into the estate road surrounded by tall trees, which led to the main road. It was springtime. Sofia felt the anxiety in the atmosphere. She felt that something very strange was actually happening but did not know exactly what it was. Then she felt the perfume of flowers, looked into the garden and invited her sister:

	- Are we going to play in the garden, Susi? It's a beautiful day. 

	- I'm not in a good mood today, Sofia.

	- Come on, it's a beautiful day. 

	Sofia pulled her sister by the arm, but Susi withdrew her arm and said, harshly:

	- Didn't you hear? I don't want to! - And she ran up the stairs.

	- What happened, mother?

	- What do you mean?

	- With Susi.

	- Nothing, woman’s business! She's not feeling good today. 

	- But why? Is it something about dad's trip?

	- No, of course not! Woman's business, Sofia. You'll soon understand. Go and play for a while. Your teachers will be here soon. 

	Without arguing, the girl let the perfume pack her and ran to the garden. She didn't want to know about problems, or about her studies. She wanted to have fun. And although she missed her sister, she decided to pick flowers by herself.

	Susi, from her room, watched her younger sister in the middle of the garden. She felt an intense anguish come over her and, rushing to bed, cried painfully. The images of what had happened the night before would not leave her mind, and she surrendered to the intense pain she felt.

	Days, weeks and months passed by, and the duke's return date was approaching, and with it the anxiety between mother and daughters grew. The duke had been away for almost a year, and Izabel and the girls lived in relative calm. Relative, because the lenders knocked on the door of the mansion every other week. They wanted the duke to pay off gambling and other debts. Izabel begged them for patience and made them wait. They knew about their eldest daughter's wedding and wanted the money the duke owed them. The mother explained that he was traveling precisely to obtain profits that would be able to honor all the debts. And she kept them waiting. 

	One of them, in the carriage, bidding farewell to the three of them, said, pointing to Susi: 

	- Tell your husband that the older girl is of interest to me. I have a son who could benefit from such an undertaking.

	-I will, sir. I will.

	He left, and Susi looked at her mother, disapprovingly.

	- Mother.

	- Your father will be back soon. Who knows, perhaps it's better you get married soon. Susi?

	- But with that one?

	- He has a lot of money, honey.

	The conversation of the two started to turn around the issue of marriage, and Sofia felt an enormous emotional distancing from her sister, who avoided spending much time with her younger sister. They wanted at all costs to hide from her the facts of the night before their father's departure.

	On the planned day for the duke's arrival, a messenger brought a letter, which Isabel read with attention:

	I still don't have what I came for. I must take more time. Prepare Sofia for the wedding. We will need it.

	Izabel froze. Business was not going as well as expected. She felt an immense hatred for the duke and his wasteful way of living. And what did he mean by preparing Sofia for marriage? Susi is the one who should get married.

	Almost a year later, the duke returned from his trip. It was the end of winter, but the cold was intense. He was received by his servants and his wife and daughters without any enthusiasm. He brought some gifts and delivered them after dinner. When their daughters went to bed, Izabel and her husband sat down in front of the huge fireplace in the living room to talk. She updated him on the constant visits from the lenders and updated him on the most recent facts. He would soon be a grandfather.

	- So those two didn't waste any time. And when does the baby come?

	- It is planned for the end of spring.

	- An heir will be welcome. A man, I hope! - And he looked at his wife with contempt.

	- I want to inform you that we must get Sofia married.

	- But why her? She is still so young!

	- I want to make the engagement official and then send her to the Jesuit College.

	- But why?

	- I want her to have an excellent education. This will raise her worth.

	Izabel was silent, she thought for a while and, taking courage, said:

	- But it's Susi's turn!

	- Yes, I knows. But I have a rare opportunity here, with Sofia.

	His wife listened to him with attention and the duke continued:

	- I met a Jewish family during my trip and they are coming to our lands. They are very rich.

	- But Jews do not mix.

	- Those are different. They are Jews who have become protestants. They need to earn the respect of our community and are willing to negotiate. One of the sons is preparing to become a shepherd, so we talked about the possibility of joining the families.

	- I imagine that the dowry will be considerable.

	- You have no idea how much. They need us, Izabel. But they are strict about studies. 

	- Why didn't you think of Susi? - his wife insisted, even though she was afraid of the answer.

	- Because she doesn't live up to their expectations. Sofia is more intelligent, more capable. She will delight them all with her vivacity, cleverness and skills. They love music, and she sings and plays very well. I know she will charm them all.

	- But she is still young for an engagement...

	- At fourteen years old?

	- She's still thirteen. 

	- But she'll be fourteen in two months. It's high time.

	- Susi is older, she should get married.

	- She will, Izabel. When the time is right.

	An icy silence filled the room. The fireplace was lit, but the cold that filled Izabel's soul was much colder than the icy wind howling through the window. Her husband was unrepentant, and she wasn't sure what to do. She swallowed hard and suggestion:

	- She has admirers and even suitors. She's sixteen now. It's time for you to choose a husband for her.

	The duke filled his glass with liquor, drank every drop slowly, and then, setting the glass back down on the table, he spoke slowly:

	- Don't worry, she'll get married before Sofia. But I can't miss the opportunity to make the engagement official. We'll leave everything negotiated, who knows, maybe I'll even get a down payment. And then we will choose Susi's husband. 

	He stood up, and Izabel gave him a hard look and said:

	- So that's it. When?

	- Soon, my dear. Soon. - And grabbing his wife, he said in her ears - Today I want you. Let's go upstairs. 

	Without excitement, but aware of her duties, she put aside the matter that most worried her and accompanied the duke.

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	 

	The days went by, and Izabel tried in every way to disscourage the duke to negotiate with Sofia, making Susi's marriage her priority. He, on the other hand, followed his plans without moving a single millimeter from his intentions.

	The news of the Uchfla family's arrival spread quickly throughout Salzburg. As soon as they were installed, with all the promptness and support of the duke, the negotiations between the two families increased.

	Izabel did not ignore her daughters, always paying attention to her husband's depraved behavior, to prevent him from making any advances on the girls. She entertained him with her female qualities as much as she could, to distract his attention from her daughters. But her husband's hunger for power and his compulsiveness were surprisingly great. As he felt a thousand eyes of his wife upon him, he gave vent to his worst instincts in the brothels of the region and took for himself more than a dozen lovers. His resources, already undermined by uncontrolled expenses, were running out and more pressure was being put on him by the need to obtain new financial benefits.

	So, once he had settled in, the Uchfla family was invited to a lunch at the duke's mansion, to seal the deal. While the guests were welcomed into the large drawing room of the house, Sofia and Susi snooped behind the door. They didn't know exactly what was going on, and as Susi was the eldest, they believed the meeting was about her and the young Jewish-Christian. 

	But the room was huge, and they were not allowed to follow what was going on, but only to get broken information. At a certain point, the girls noticed the highlight of the meeting: the duke and Daniel, the Uchfla family patriarch, were sealing the agreement.

	- It's a pleasure to have you in our city, and it will be an honor to welcome you to our family - said the duke with pomp and shameless hypocrisy. And turning to his wife, he said: 

	- Go and call the girls. Let's introduce them. 

	On hearing their father's order, Sofia and Susi ran to the bedroom and stayed there. Their hearts were beating fast. Sitting on Susi's bed, they both stared at the door, waiting for their mother to arrive. Countless thoughts went through the girls' minds. Sofia felt the pain of losing the company of her older sister, who had become her best friend and confident. She was about to cry, when her mother appeared in front of her.

	- Sofia, are you dressed as I asked?

	The nearly fourteen-year-old girl nodded her head in agreement.

	- Let me see how you look. - Her mother lifted the young girl up and examined her dress, her hair, and checked her fingernails, which were always dirty from her gardening activities, which the girl loved.

	- It is in order, but your hair could be better.

	- And Susi?

	Izabel knew what the girls wanted, but she didn't want to have to explain herself. She went on to fix Sofia's hair better.

	- There, that's better. Come on, Sofia, come with me. The mother held out her arm, but the girl remained motionless, stiffened.

	- Come, Sofia, don't worry, I know what's best for you.

	Sofia couldn't believe she was being given into a marriage agreement, and remained static, irritating Izabel, who pulled her tightly.

	- I'm telling you to come with me.

	- But... and... Susi? - Sofia finally managed to stammer out.

	- She will get married before you, as it should be. But today it is your future that is being dealed. Come, they are waiting for us.

	Sofia followed her mother in silence. As she entered, she looked at the guests, and her desire was to run away. She entered the room, but as she stared at her father's face, a thought came into her mind, muffled and small at first, but gradually growing: perhaps it would be better for her to leave for a new situation. Maybe it would be better for her to leave for a new situation. Maybe that family could welcome her and be even better for her than her home, her father...

	This thought, inspired by her spiritual protector who was accompanying her in this decisive moment, settled in her brain, and she gave up running away and let herself be led by the adults.

	- This is my daughter Sofia. - The duke introduced her to everyone.

	She greeted the strangers, and as she touched their hands, she felt a different

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
