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	This is a fiction work. The characters, events, and places described are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real people, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

	 

	
Damian Blacklock is not looking for redemption. Only justice. Or maybe revenge.

	Since his sister’s death, he has been haunted by a crime that went unpunished. And he is determined to collect his debt in kind, by kidnapping his enemy’s sister and making her pay for her family’s sins. But everything changes when he makes an unforgivable mistake: he takes the wrong woman.

	Haydée Duvergier has always dreamed of a perfect love; tender, pure, free of shadows and scars. The kind of love she read about in fairy tales as a child, with a prince who would cherish her gently. Her world shatters when she is locked away in a strange house by a man who accuses her of something she does not understand… and yet, she cannot help but tremble in his presence.

	What began as vengeance becomes a storm of emotions, distrust, pride, tenderness, and an attraction as fierce as it is unexpected. Trapped together, amid accusations and secrets, two opposing souls brush against each other unwillingly… until they discover that love can bloom even in the darkest of places.

	A story of passion, redemption, and second chances, where a heart can be stolen by mistake… and never want to be set free.

	 

	Some loves are born from error, grow in fury, and flourish in danger. An unexpected romance that defies the past, fear, and hatred.
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Chapter 1

	 

	London, June 1794

	 

	The evening light filtered softly through the lace curtains, bathing the room in warm tones that seemed to caress the golden hair of Haydée Duvergier, swept up into a lovely, elegant coiffure that highlighted the delicate features of her face.

	Seated before the ivory mirror, her eyes bright with anticipation, she allowed her older sisters to ready her as though she were a rare jewel about to be displayed.

	Madeleine, patient and gentle, adjusted the sky-blue ribbon that cinched the waist of her dress, while Constance, less serene, fussed over a few loose curls that had escaped the updo, giving the young woman a feminine and delicate air.

	“You look beautiful,” murmured Madeleine, stepping back to take in the full effect. “Like a nymph in midsummer.”

	“No, like a storybook princess,” Constance corrected with a sweet smile. “Although if we keep this pace, we shall arrive at the ball just as the candles burn out.”

	Haydée let out a light, melodic laugh, as though joy ran in her blood.

	She loved that room. It was spacious and full of light. Madeleine had always given it up for her ever since she first came to London for the season four years ago.

	She, her father, her brothers, and Constance’s now-husband had arrived like so many other French refugees in 1789, fleeing the destruction the Revolution had brought upon the nobility of their homeland. Antonine Duvergier, Marquis of Marteuil, a prominent aristocrat close to the royal family, had been forced to escape for his life, and for theirs.

	It had been nothing short of a miracle that Richard, Madeleine’s husband and an English nobleman, had been there to help them flee the horrors they left behind. Though their lives had changed drastically, fate had treated them kindly. Her brother-in-law, a man of influence, had helped Haydée’s father preserve his status and comfortable lifestyle in this new country.

	That included the opportunity to present Constance and Haydée to London society. Constance had married Michael Pirard, a Frenchman and family friend, the year after they arrived. As for Haydée, she was about to begin her fourth season, still holding onto the hope of finding the man she had been dreaming of her entire life.

	Though the Duvergier family’s permanent residence was in Leicester, where Richard owned lands that Haydée’s father managed, they would come together in London for the summer and the end of each year to share family time and attend social events.

	And so here she was, in that familiar room, being prepared by her elder sisters to make a dazzling entrance into yet another social season.

	There was no denying that young Haydée was very beautiful. Not merely for her features or the natural grace of her movements, but for the light that seemed to surround her, even in the simplest moments. There was something radiant about her, almost indefinable, as if the joy dwelling in her soul seeped into every gesture, every smile, every word spoken in that clear, musical voice.

	Her eyes were large, a pure and deep shade of blue, like the sky on a cloudless summer day. They took in the world with curiosity and tenderness, able to sparkle with mischief or well up with sincere tears when emotion overtook her.

	Her skin was velvety white, set off by cheeks that always held a natural blush. Her lips, naturally crimson, were perfectly shaped to offer a gentle smile or whisper soft words that always seemed to enchant whoever was listening.

	She was tall and slender, and moved with a spontaneous elegance worthy of a proud aristocrat. Her presence filled any space, not with grandeur, but with magnetism. Hers was not a cold or distant beauty, but a living one: radiant, full of laughter and unguarded gestures.

	“Stand up, let me see how the dress fits,” said Madeleine.

	The young woman rose, allowing her sisters to admire her new gown.

	The dress was sky blue, made of fine French silk muslin, a light, ethereal fabric that floated with every movement and caressed the skin like a feather. The fabric hugged her waist with a natural grace, no stiffness, as though it had been made just for her. The empire waist, gathered just beneath the bust with a slightly deeper blue satin ribbon, accentuated the slenderness of her figure and added length to her legs. The neckline, wide and oval, revealed the soft curve of her shoulders and the flawless whiteness of her skin, while the delicate short sleeves, slightly puffed, lent her an air of innocent sweetness.

	The skirt fell in soft waves to brush the floor, flowing with every step. Small silver-embroidered floral patterns adorned the hem. There were no excesses, no ruffles, no jewels, no unnecessary embellishments. It was a gown designed to highlight who she was: young, radiant, effortlessly charming. A garment that drew attention not by ostentation, but by its purity and harmony.

	“You will be the most beautiful girl at the ball, as always,” said Constance, unapologetically.

	“Your dance card will fill up in no time,” added Madeleine.

	Haydée sighed softly before speaking.

	“This time I shall find him,” she said with quiet certainty, accepting the perfume bottle Constance offered her. “I feel it. I know he is near. My true love.”

	Madeleine raised a skeptical eyebrow, though fondly.

	“Did you not say the same thing last year? And the season before that?”

	“I did. But this time is different. I feel it in my chest,” Haydée replied, placing her hand over her heart. “As if something has awakened.”

	“Oh, sister,” sighed Constance, sitting on the edge of the green brocade-covered bed. “You are such a dreamer…”

	“Of course I am. How could I not be, when my sisters set the example by marrying men they love deeply? I will do the same.”

	Michael, Constance’s husband, and Richard, Madeleine’s, were not only honorable men, but also passionate and devoted husbands.

	Madeleine had married at just nineteen, after a story marked by prejudice and scandal, but also by the strength of her character. Constance had followed soon after, overcoming her own fears and learning to trust. Both had loved, and been loved in return. Haydée wanted the same. Nothing less.

	“I refuse to settle,” she added firmly, as Madeleine fastened a pair of pearl earrings on her. “I will know. I will feel it. I will look into his eyes and know that he is the one. That he was born for me.”

	“That only happens in novels,” Madeleine murmured, though without sharpness.

	“And your story with Richard? Did you not know it too, from the first moment you saw him?”

	“It was different,” Madeleine admitted with a small smile, remembering how she had loved that man from the very first glance. “You know my story with Richard is quite unusual.”

	“And I will have a love story that is just as unique,” Haydée insisted, standing tall.

	The two sisters exchanged a quick glance, the kind only siblings understand. It was impossible not to dote on her. That blend of sweetness and joy made her irresistible. But it was also impossible not to worry.

	“Just remember,” Constance said as she stood, “if you keep turning everyone down for not stirring your soul, you might end up lonelier than you wish. You are already twenty-two, and you know well that girls usually marry earlier.”

	“At nineteen, like you both, or younger. I know,” Haydée replied with a soft laugh, though without irony. “But I do not want to marry just to check a box. I do not want a name or a contract. I want a destiny.”

	“And if that destiny takes its time,” Madeleine said seriously, “will you be willing to wait? To risk that it may never come?”

	Haydée looked at herself in the mirror. The reflection staring back at her was not a child’s. It was a woman who knew what she wanted. A woman whose determination had been forged over the years, yet whose hope remained untouched.

	“It will come,” she said at last. “I know it, and I will wait.”

	The silence that followed was not uncomfortable. It was a reverent pause, as if the words just spoken were a prayer.

	At that moment, there was a gentle knock on the door. A maid stepped in.

	“Excuse me, my lady. The gentlemen are ready. The carriage is waiting.”

	“Thank you, Jane,” said Madeleine.

	The maid quietly closed the door, and the three of them looked at one another once more. Madeleine straightened a fold in Haydée’s gown, and Constance tucked a stray lock of hair behind her sister’s ear.

	“Come on, little sister,” Madeleine said, offering her arm. “Tonight just might be the night you have been waiting for.”

	Haydée nodded, taking a deep breath. Her heart beat with a mixture of excitement and nerves. Every ball was a promise. Every night, a possibility. And even if reason whispered caution, her soul shouted that love was out there, waiting for the perfect moment to cross her path.

	The three of them descended the grand marble staircase, wrapped in the scent of night-blooming flowers drifting in from the garden. At the bottom, Madeleine and Constance’s husbands, along with the young women’s father, waited with feigned impatience, long accustomed to the endless preparations of women.

	But Haydée did not see them. Her mind was already far ahead, in a ballroom lit by a thousand candles, among twirling couples, murmuring fans, searching eyes, and words whispered just above a breath.

	There, perhaps, this time, her story would begin.
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	“You are not a bad lad, so think carefully about what you are going to do.”

	The voice of old Donovan, his most loyal servant, came from the doorway of the library in the old manor house they had rented from a retired merchant for the season in London.

	Damien Blacklock had been seated behind the massive oak desk for more than five hours, his mind consumed by the same thought that had haunted his days and nights for far too long: revenge.

	At that hour, when the city was beginning to sink into darkness and the sound of carriages blurred beyond the stone walls, Damien remained fixed at the grand desk. His fists rested on the polished surface, his body leaned slightly forward, his gaze locked on the report he had just reread for the third time.

	The documents, covered in firm, legible notes, were signed by a private investigator he paid not for discretion, but for results. They contained names, dates, movements, each one recorded with the cold detachment of someone unaware that such words could reopen wounds that had never healed. The name Lisle appeared underlined, again and again. In that black ink, the entire story was condensed: Thérèse Lisle had spent the last several months in Leicester, taken in by the Duvergiers, her French friends and compatriots. And now, like so many others, she had returned to London for the Season.

	The Season.

	That parade of appearances, of convenience masked as romance, of balls and promises, of social pacts disguised as family business deals. She would be there, dressed in elegance and surrounded by suitors. Innocent. Untouchable. Smiling.

	She, the sister of the scoundrel who had taken Beatrice's life.

	As if she did not carry the shadow of an innocent girl’s death on her shoulders.

	His chest tightened. He closed his eyes for a moment, as if such a simple gesture could contain the storm of images that returned, once again, with merciless force.

	Beatrice, his beautiful, sweet sister. Almost a child. A woodland nymph. A little angel with wide eyes and an even more generous soul.

	Beatrice, who at sixteen had believed the promises of a charming man, a deceitful scoundrel.

	Beatrice, who had run away with him, full of hope, convinced that love would bring her everlasting happiness.

	Beatrice, who, three months after fleeing with that bastard, was found dead, alone, her body hanging from a rough rope in the attic of an inn, nearly four months pregnant.

	Guillaume Lisle.

	The name was poison tangled in his throat. A cretin, a wretch, a despicable, disgraceful man, and every insult in the world would still fall short of capturing the depth of that scoundrel’s cruelty. The man responsible for Beatrice’s death. The murderer.

	One of the many French refugees who had arrived five years ago, fleeing the revolution because of his wealth or ties to the French monarchy. He had come with his only sister and whatever fortune they had managed to save after the revolutionaries seized their estates.

	He had no parents or relatives in England, and no known trade, except seducing well-off young women. Then he would mock them, abandon them.

	That damn bastard had deceived sweet, naïve Beatrice, who had believed his whispered lies of eternal love, told only to lure and exploit her.

	When Damien had firmly opposed that adventurer’s advances, Beatrice had not hesitated to steal their late mother’s jewels, along with her own and whatever coins she had saved, to run away in her foolish romantic dream, believing she would marry that man and that they would live happily ever after.

	All she had gained was abandonment, left penniless and pregnant.

	The authorities had claimed she could not bear the shame and had taken her own life.

	But he knew that was not true. He knew his sister, and he was convinced that she would never have done that.

	He was certain that scoundrel had finished the job, ended her life before vanishing to find his next victim.

	“Nothing will bring her back, no matter what you do, boy,” said Donovan, pulling him out of his thoughts once more.

	Damien did not turn around. He did not need to. He would recognize that voice in the middle of a storm, Donovan, his butler, his advisor, and, though he would never admit it aloud, the only true father figure he had known since his father’s death ten years ago, even before that.

	More than a servant, Donovan had been part of the family, having served his father from a young age. After so many years together, the informal address between them was both a habit and a symbol of absolute trust and loyalty.

	“Do you think I do not know that?” Damien replied, voice tight, though he did not raise it. “I know I cannot bring her back, but I can get justice for her. For myself.”

	Donovan walked slowly toward him. His steps were measured, dignified, despite his age. He wore on his face the calm of a man who had seen too many wars, many of them domestic and silent.

	“And what kind of justice is this, that you plan alone, with rage and without law?”

	Damien stood. Tall, imposing, his jaw clenched and his green eyes blazing.

	“Do you believe it was suicide too?” he asked coldly.

	“I do not think I am a judge. And neither are you,” Donovan replied calmly. “Beatrice’s death destroyed you, that I know. I saw her run away with him. I saw her come back in a wooden box. I do not need a report to know something was not right. But I also know that since then, you have not truly lived, Damien. You have only survived. And sometimes I think you hold on to this revenge just to avoid accepting that she is gone.”

	Damien looked away, a flicker of pain in his eyes. He stepped away from the desk and moved toward the window, parting the heavy curtain just slightly. Outside, the fog had begun to wrap around the streets. The air was thick, cold, and biting, just like his thoughts.

	He was an imposing man. Tall, athletic, elegant even in stillness. He dressed with understated precision: dark tones, flawless cuts, not a single unnecessary detail. His black hair, slightly wavy, was swept back with deliberate order, framing a face of sharp lines and a firm jaw. His golden skin stood in striking contrast to the intensity of his green eyes. His gaze was a sentence, and his movements, measured and precise, revealed iron control over every word, every muscle. There was a severe beauty in him, as if life had scraped away all tenderness.

	“I cannot forget what he did to her,” he murmured. “I cannot close my eyes and pretend it did not happen. That bastard goes on with his life as if nothing ever took place. As if the one who died was an animal, not a young woman with dreams and hopes, with her whole life ahead of her, a woman who gave him only love and care.

	That wretch still lives freely, enjoying his family, his sister. That girl can do all the things Beatrice never will: she walks through London ballrooms like a lady, smiling and fluttering her fan with a touch of flirtation. She laughs with the same kind of voice. She presents herself as if clean blood ran through her veins. As if they were innocent!”

	“That young woman is not to blame for her brother’s crimes. She was not the one who deceived Beatrice. She is just a girl, maybe the same age as your sister. What will you do?” Donovan asked softly. “Will you ruin another young woman just to punish a man who got away? Will you make another woman pay for a guilt that is not hers? Do you not think that, by doing so, you are becoming just like that vile man?”

	“I have not been able to find that wretch. God knows where he is or whom he is deceiving now. But that does not mean I will sit idle. Thérèse Lisle is his blood. What will that bastard feel when he sees his sister disgraced and violated like so many other women, but this time not by him, but by someone seeking justice?

	I want him to suffer firsthand what I have suffered these past four years. The pain of his sister’s disgrace. Only then will there be justice for Beatrice.”

	“But that is not who you are. You are not a bad young man. I have known you since the day you were born. I changed your diapers. There is deep pain in your soul, but there is no evil. I refuse to believe that you would punish an innocent girl for the sins of her wicked brother.”

	“She means nothing to me. He is all I care about. I want him to suffer. I want him to live the pain I am living. To see his sister disgraced and abandoned. An eye for an eye. A tooth for a tooth.”

	Damien stepped away from the window and walked toward the nearest armchair. Silence fell once again, broken only by the ragged breathing of a man battling with himself.

	Donovan remained standing, solid as a marble statue.

	“Listen to me,” he said gravely. “If you do this... if you go through with this plan, you will not only harm someone who does not deserve to suffer. You will destroy yourself as well. You may not see it now, but one day you will wake with her voice in your memory, with her eyes fixed on you. And you will realize that you have become the very kind of man you hate.”

	Damien lifted his eyes. His green, intense gaze was clouded by a shadow that did not belong to the present, but to the past.

	“And what else is left for me, Donovan?” he asked, in a tone more weary than angry. “Forgive him? Befriend him? Pretend nothing ever happened? Allow my sister’s death to go unpunished? Wait for fate to strike him? Trust in divine justice?”

	“Perhaps it is none of those things. Perhaps it is simply a matter of reason, of not involving an innocent young woman in a revenge that has nothing to do with her,” the butler replied gently. “Perhaps what I am asking is that you live with integrity, so that you can remember Beatrice in peace, without this hatred that eats away at your soul and poisons you more each day.”

	The words struck deep. Damien stood up. He returned to the desk, took the report, and folded it with restrained hands.

	“Thérèse is in London,” he said, without looking at the man beside him. “That is all I needed to know.”

	“What are you going to do?”

	“I do not know yet,” he lied, unwilling to reveal his plans to the butler. “But if I must look her in the eyes, I will. And if the same rot runs through her blood as his, I will know that too.”

	“And if it does not...” Donovan paused. “Are you prepared to destroy someone who is innocent? Or will you be able to leave her out of this entirely?”

	Damien did not respond, but his jaw clenched hard.

	Donovan, knowing no further answers would come, gave a slight bow.

	“Young man, for the last time, I ask you to think this through. There are actions that, instead of delivering justice, become excessive revenge that ends up corrupting the soul. I care about you, just as I cared for Beatrice, and I would never want to see you destroyed or your heart turned black. Think about it once more. Do not make an innocent girl a victim, because then the coin may turn against you, and the only one who will end up wounded will be you. Good night, son,” the butler said in farewell.

	“Rest well, Donovan,” were the only words the young man returned, without looking at the older man. He could not promise him something he knew perfectly well he would not keep.

	When the butler left the library, Damien remained alone with his pain, his thoughts, and his memories.

	His sister’s figure appeared in his mind like a ghost he could not banish. The blue dress she had worn the last time he saw her. Her sweet laughter. The letter she left behind, full of dreams that would never come true. And that final image, cruel and irreversible, that he would never forget: her cold body, her pale face, the marks on her neck, the barely rounded belly. His little Beatrice, dead in such a horrible way.

	No. He could not forgive.

	Guillaume Lisle was going to pay. And he did not care who he had to destroy along the way.

	If he thought about it carefully, it was the perfect revenge: he would return to him exactly what had been stolen from him, a dishonored sister.

	He would not kill her, because he was no criminal, but he would show no mercy, no compassion. That bastard would learn what it meant to suffer the pain of disgrace and the sorrow of a sister.

	Like an eager child, he retreated to his bedroom thinking about the next day, the day his revenge against Guillaume Lisle would officially begin.

	 

	


Chapter 2

	 

	The ballroom shimmered beneath the light of the chandeliers. Laughter floated through the air, conversations buzzed in soft tones, and silk gowns rustled with every graceful movement. The third ball of the season was hosted at the home of Lord Percival Harrowgate, Earl of Elverton, one of society’s most distinguished gentlemen. His wife, Lady Lavinia, had poured all her effort into the evening, which promised to be one of the most successful of the year.

	Haydée glowed with her usual brilliance. The golden gown she had chosen for the occasion not only enhanced the warm tone of her skin and the gentle curve of her shoulders, but seemed to make her shine from within. She walked with the grace of someone who knew everyone was watching, and even more, that they enjoyed doing so.

	Her dance card had filled up before she could even reach the far end of the room, where the orchestra was tuning for the first waltz. Frederick Ashcombe had been the first to write his name, with a barely hidden air of confidence. Thomas Whitmore had stumbled twice before nervously approaching her with a trembling pencil, and Sir Edgar Balfour, ever composed, had simply bowed and offered his company for the mazurka with a subtle, almost imperceptible nod of the head.

	“You will have to start numbering them,” Clarisse said with a mischievous giggle as she examined the overflowing card. “Or carry a second one, like some of those French debutantes did in your homeland.”

	“And then what? A third card for those who only want to talk?” Haydée replied, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

	“Or one for those who want far more than that,” Louisa chimed in with a sly, almost defiant smile.

	“Oh, please,” Eliza cut in with her usual practical tone. “Let us not give her any ideas. It is already more than enough that she keeps them all in suspense.”

	Haydée did not flinch. She was used to those kinds of comments, some affectionate, others admiring, a few laced with bitterness. She had learned to navigate that sea of opinions like a steady boat, never letting the waves steer her off course.

	Haydée and five of her friends were gathered in the west wing of the ballroom, where the young ladies rested between dances and gentlemen wandered in with clumsy excuses to fetch lemonade just to pass near them.

	Josephine Beckett, dressed in ivory and adorned with jewels that attested to her recent and advantageous marriage, fanned herself leisurely while watching Haydée’s steady stream of suitors with a mix of amusement and mild concern.

	“Darling,” she said at last, in that condescending tone she used even when she meant no harm, “I do not deny you are at the height of your charm, but you cannot postpone everything forever.”

	“Postpone what?” Haydée asked, still smiling.

	“Choosing. Marrying. You have excellent suitors. If you keep waiting for that... what do you call it? ‘Moment of certainty,’ you run the risk of ending up alone.”

	Louisa let out a not-so-subtle laugh.

	“The problem is, she is convinced there will be a magical moment when everything makes sense.”

	“And there will be,” Haydée said firmly. “Do you not believe in that? In a single moment, a glance, and you just know it is him.”

	“That happens in novels, not ballrooms,” Millicent replied, crossing her arms. “Here, everything is far more... practical.”

	“Exactly,” Eliza agreed. “No one is saying you must marry Lord Henri tomorrow, but you could at least consider Lord Frederick Ashcombe seriously. He is the son of an earl, the perfect age, and he does have a lovely smile.”

	Haydée sighed, not with frustration, but with the calm certainty of someone untouched by the rush everyone else seemed to feel about her future. She knew her idea of love, as a promise that must be felt deep within, not chosen by convenience or logic, was not shared by most. But she also knew she could never betray that vision without betraying herself.

	“I do not doubt he is a good match, but... I do not know,” she said, as if searching for a flaw to justify her refusal. “Though he is charming and from a respectable family, he is far too shallow. He only talks about himself and his fortune. I feel it would be a marriage without soul or depth. That man is like a golden mirror, beautiful on the outside, but hollow within.”

	The other young women had to admit that Haydée’s judgment was fair.

	“And what about Thomas Whitmore?” Louisa suggested. “He is not nobility, but he is the son of a wealthy textile merchant, newly arrived to high society. One of those who have more money than they can count and would not hesitate to buy his wife anything she desires.”

	Once again, Haydée raised her eyebrows.

	“I will admit he is a good young man. But he is very young, only twenty-three. He feels inexperienced and gets far too nervous when he talks to me. If I accepted him, it would feel like marrying one of Julian’s schoolmates at Eton.”

	The five young women burst into laughter at Haydée’s remark.

	“You are being dramatic. Your brother Julian is only twelve.”

	“Even at twelve, I feel my brother is far more mature than Thomas Whitmore. I want to marry a man, not a boy. I would wager anything that he does not even know what love truly is.”

	“You are just too picky,” added Millicent. “Nothing pleases you. Come now, what flaw do you find in Sir Edgar Balfour? He has been courting you since last season as well.”

	Haydée shrugged her shoulders with a gesture of indifference.

	“He is an attractive man, a Scottish baronet with property in the Highlands. But he is very serious, reserved, and traditional. He courts me with propriety, but without passion or joy. I feel that life with him would be like being locked away in a gray castle. Sometimes I believe he is looking for an ornament for his estate, a decorative figure to display, but not a companion or a woman to whom he would give his heart.”

	“So I suppose Lord Henri d’Artois is not even worth mentioning,” said Clarisse, pretending disinterest, though she was clearly eager to know her friend’s opinion.

	“He is a good friend of my father… almost his age… He is much older. I feel like he is looking for a mother for his children more than a life partner. I understand it must be difficult to be a widower at that age, but I think he could find a woman a bit older than me. I have known him all my life, I think of him as an uncle, not as a suitor. I believe the age difference would work against me.”

	“You do not have to say that,” objected Josephine, the only one among them who was married. “I just got married and my husband is nineteen years older than I am. So far, I feel content. He is a good man, sweet, he takes care of me, spoils me, and I get along well with his little daughters. These months of marriage have been generous to me. So do not close yourself off to that possibility.”

	“I understand you,” said Haydée. “However, when you describe your husband, it sounds like you are talking about your father, loving, kind, protective, and all the other qualities you mentioned. I am looking for something more than that. I am looking for love, true love. Just like my sisters found. They love their husbands deeply and are loved just as deeply in return. I want a story like that. And I will not settle for less. I will not marry until I find the man whom, the moment I see him, I know he is the one.”

	“And how will you know that?” asked Louisa, raising a brow.

	“I just will. I will look at him and... I will know. It will be magical, I will feel a shiver in my soul and I will know,” Haydée repeated, still smiling.

	“I think you are excessively romantic and naïve,” said Louisa with a practical tone. “That sounds lovely in the romance novels you like so much, but real life is something else. We come here season after season, hoping some gentleman will take notice of us. We get married, have children, and do everything expected of a woman after marriage. That is life, not the romantic fantasies you have.”

	“I do not agree with you,” Haydée replied. “My sisters found love. And I will find it too.”

	“I hope you do not have to wait until you are full of gray hairs and covered in wrinkles,” said Millicent. “Besides, all that sentimental nonsense does not always have anything to do with marriage. The other day, I heard Mother say something to my aunt.”

	The young woman leaned forward, adopting a conspiratorial pose, as if she were about to share something meant only for her friends. The others leaned in slightly to hear the whispered comment.

	“Mother said that one does not need to be in love to enjoy oneself in bed with a man.”

	Clarisse and Louisa gasped, their mouths falling open, while Eliza, Josephine, and Haydée let out small laughs.

	“What are you saying? That is not proper conversation for unmarried young ladies,” Josephine scolded her. “Although, to be fair… what your mother said is true,” she added in a low voice, which sparked another round of shocked gasps and nervous laughter.

	“How can you say something like that?” asked Eliza, clearly intrigued.

	“From personal experience,” Josephine replied, covering her face slightly with her fan. “You all know I am not in love with my husband, not in the romantic way Haydée describes. But, as I said, I get along with him and… he does make me feel good in bed.”

	“That is enough. I do not need to hear such things,” Louisa said, a bit indignant.

	“Do not get upset. Sometimes it is better to enter marriage knowing certain things,” Josephine insisted.

	“Anyway,” Haydée continued, “I believe love is something more than simply having a good time in bed with a man. It is much more than that. A spiritual union, a connection between souls, a feeling of unconditional surrender. Wanting the other person’s happiness above your own.”

	For a moment, no one replied. In the center of the ballroom, the music of the first waltz was beginning to rise, its soft, enveloping notes drifting through the air. Gentlemen began approaching to claim their turns, and Haydée, with the grace of one who was used to being desired, said goodbye to her friends and allowed Lord Ashcombe to guide her onto the floor.

	“You are the envy of the entire room. You are the most beautiful woman here tonight,” he whispered as he placed his hand at her waist.

	“Thank you,” she replied, smiling.

	“I am pleased to be the first to have the honor of dancing with you tonight,” he added smugly. “I hope that means something.”

	“It means you are the first among many,” she replied, making it clear that granting him a dance did not make him more special than the rest.

	He laughed, delighted. She laughed as well. She enjoyed the attention, the gallantry, the subtle art of flirting that promised nothing but kept hope alive. She knew her power, and she wielded it with elegance.

	Back in her corner with her friends, fanning herself slowly to cool the blush on her cheeks, she heard Millicent speaking in a low voice to Louisa.

	“She says she is waiting for a sign. A look. Can you imagine? As if we were living in a fairy tale.”

	“She is going to keep waiting until her youth fades away,” Louisa replied. “Sometimes I think she enjoys the process more than the ending.”

	“Maybe she does not want to play the same game we do,” Clarisse chimed in, without looking at them. “Maybe she is inventing a different one.”

	Haydée pretended not to hear. She knew that her refusal to choose, for now, made others uneasy, stirred up speculation, even criticism. But she also knew that deep down, far, far down, some of them admired her for it. Because not everyone had the courage to wait for something more, something real, while others chose to settle for what was convenient or expected of them.

	The music changed, and the next gentleman stepped forward to invite her. She smiled, rose gracefully, and once again glided to the center of the ballroom, golden and radiant, as if fate itself had yet to decide what her story would be.

	And she, in silence, kept waiting for the moment when her eyes would meet his, and then, she would know.
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	From one end of the grand ballroom, Constance and Madeleine watched the scene with smiles that were part sweet, part resigned. It was the third ball of the season, and just like the two before it, Haydée glowed with that unmistakable light of hers that needed neither jewels nor embellishments to draw every gaze. It was enough for her to enter the room for heads to turn, for her to take a step and the music seemed to adjust its rhythm to match hers.

	“Look at her smile,” said Constance, lifting her chin slightly so as not to lose sight of her in the crowd. “That is our Haydée. Always where everyone can see her.”

	“And everyone does,” added Madeleine, unable to hide the pride that lit her eyes. “If the whole room had to bow before a queen, it would not be Lady Pembroke or the Countess of Elverton… it would be her.”

	Both sisters were dressed with the refined elegance they had favored since marrying. Madeleine, always with a more enigmatic air, wore a midnight blue velvet gown, its square neckline revealing her delicate shoulders. The deep blue flattered the porcelain tone of her skin, brought out the silvery hue in her eyes, and contrasted beautifully with her dark hair, styled in a braided bun held in place by two small mother-of-pearl combs.

	Beside her, Constance preferred lighter tones: she wore sage green, with a subtle gold-threaded embroidery along the high waistline and sheer sleeves that draped softly over her arms. Her blonde hair was braided to one side, and her pearl earrings matched the brooch that held her hairstyle together.

	“You know what worries me?” said Constance after a moment of silence, her gaze still fixed on Haydée. “That once again, she does not seem interested in anyone. Her dance card is full, but not a single glance that speaks of something more.”

	“It is her way of keeping them at arm’s length,” replied Madeleine, though not with full conviction. “She knows she does not want to end up with someone just for the sake of the season. That is not her style.”

	“I know…” Constance lowered her eyes, thoughtful. “And I do not blame her. Since she was a child, she promised herself she would only marry for love, and Father has always supported that. But sometimes I think she is waiting for more than reality can offer.”

	“The perfect spark. That moment when she sees him and just knows,” murmured Madeleine, repeating words she had heard many times from her younger sister’s lips.

	“Yes,” Constance nodded, with a smile tinged by a hint of sadness. “As if love were an apparition, a magical spark that solves everything from the very beginning.”

	Madeleine crossed her arms gently over her chest.

	“I dreamed of that too, you know? When I met Richard, I thought he was the most wonderful man. It felt like a dream that he noticed me. After the wedding, I realized he did not actually love me… or at least not in the way I had hoped… so I left. He found me, and I did not want to give him another chance, but in the end, love was stronger.”

	Constance smiled.

	“I remember it well.”

	“And look at me now,” Madeleine laughed. “It was a long journey. Full of pride, mistakes, insecurities. It was not an apparition. It was a construction.”

	“It was the same with Michael,” whispered Constance. “I was afraid to love him, to let my heart feel. But fate played a hand that let me release what my soul had been holding… and he fell in love with me… it was not easy to admit our feelings, but now we are together and happy.”

	Both of them fell quiet for a moment. From where they stood, they could see Haydée twirling in the arms of young Thomas Whitmore. Her smile was radiant, enchanting; his, nervous and nearly trembling. When they parted with the final bow, he looked as if he no longer remembered which direction to walk. Haydée, on the other hand, glided toward her next partner with confident ease.

	“Still, our sister keeps waiting for that miraculous moment,” murmured Madeleine. “That moment when she looks at him and knows he is the one. The perfect man. The one who will love her from the very first instant. The one who will fill her with joy the moment her eyes fall on him.”

	“She is stubborn,” Constance conceded with a sigh. “She always has been. When she was a child, she would refuse to go to sleep unless we told her a story that ended the way she wanted. She changed the endings. She made the wolf kind, the witch weep, and the princess find more than just a prince.”

	“And now she is looking for the same thing in real life,” added Madeleine, with a mixture of tenderness and concern. “She wants a story that is unique, unmistakable, a promise made from the first glance.”

	“What if, by waiting for that magical sign, she misses the man who could truly love her? What if the beginning is not perfect, the way she imagines?” Constance asked, turning to her sister.

	“That is what scares me,” Madeleine confessed. “That in her pursuit of perfection, she loses the chance to build something real.”

	“Because love is built,” said Constance gently. “Day by day. In quiet conversations, in forgiveness, in the tenderness of gestures no one else sees.”

	“Not in the fireworks of a first meeting.”

	“I hope she finds it,” whispered Madeleine. “I hope she recognizes it, even if it does not come wrapped in magic.”

	“And that she does not turn it away for lacking sparkle.”

	While the ballroom lights danced on the rims of champagne glasses, the two sisters remained side by side, silently wishing that Haydée, someday, would find a love as true as the one they had each been lucky enough to build.
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	Madeleine and Constance were not the only ones who could not take their eyes off the young woman who captivated everyone with her presence.

	No one noticed the tall man, dressed modestly but carrying himself with unmistakable distinction, as he moved among the guests with the ease of someone well acquainted with the corners of high society, even if he did not belong to it.

	Damian stayed close to the columns, cloaked in the shadows of the drapes, like an outsider untouched by the revelry of the night. He had managed to get in more easily than expected; the servants, busy with their duties, did not glance at his face, and the hosts assumed that any gentleman dressed accordingly must be on the guest list. One confident look and a slight nod had been enough to cross the threshold without being stopped.

	He was not there to enjoy the atmosphere or mingle with the guests. He had come for one reason only. And the moment he saw her, he knew.

	There she was.

	Thérèse Lisle.

	Two days earlier, he had gone to the address the detective had provided in his report about the woman. She was staying with Lord Richard Arbuckle, Marquess of Clarendon, husband to one of Monsieur Duvergier’s daughters, the Frenchman who had taken her in over the past few months. Damian had waited patiently outside the house and seen her leave accompanied by an elegant young lady. He had followed them at a prudent distance and heard the blonde speaking flawless French. There was no doubt it was Thérèse. The description matched perfectly.

	From that conversation, he had learned they would be attending this ball tonight, and he decided it was the perfect moment to observe her more closely without her knowing.

	He had come solely to watch her, like a hunter tracking his prey.

	She was in the center of the dance floor, twirling gracefully in the arms of some young gentleman who looked at her as if he were holding a queen, or a princess. Damian watched her with a mix of disbelief and resentment. She was more beautiful than he had imagined. More than any woman had a right to be. More than she deserved.

	Her hair, a light, silky blonde, was swept into a high bun, with a few strands escaping naturally to frame her face. Her blue eyes, large and expressive, were the kind that were not only looked at, but felt: they could laugh, soften, and provoke.

	Her height and delicate figure seemed tailored to fit some deeper ideal: that of innate grace, of femininity that did not need to be exaggerated. She moved with a lightness one did not learn in dance halls, but was born with, bestowed upon those gifted with natural elegance.

	Her face, lovely and gentle, held a serene harmony that disarmed at first glance. Hers was the kind of beauty that did not intimidate, but invited you in. Her delicate features were always lit by a warm, radiant smile.

	The golden dress only enhanced the beauty of the young woman who would never go unnoticed anywhere.

	Damian shook his head, trying to dispel those thoughts. For a moment, the sight of her had stolen his breath. Not just for her obvious beauty, but for something he could not name, a quality that wrapped around you, a dangerous joy, almost wild, that seemed to emanate from her like a perfume.

	The women followed her with eyes full of disdain; the men with barely disguised desire. She was like a star, he thought angrily. One that knew she shone and was not afraid to do so.

	He watched her laugh, lean toward a suitor, and whisper something that made the young man blush to the ears. Another stared at her like he was dreaming with his eyes open. She toyed with them. All of them. It was obvious. Her fan opened and closed with the precision of a trick. Every smile was measured. Every step, rehearsed. Every gesture, calculated to leave behind a trail of fascination.

	Cynical. Vain. Seductive.

	Just like her brother.

	Damian felt the rage rise from his chest to his throat. That kind of person always knew how to charm, how to fake grace and decency while plotting their deceptions. And now there she was, embodying that same arrogance, that unbearable confidence of those who believed the world was meant to fall at their feet.

	“She plays with all of them,” he muttered under his breath, “just like her brother played with Beatrice.”

	He crossed his arms, leaning slightly against the edge of a column, and watched her silently, as if committing each of her movements to memory. He could not afford to forget. This woman was no charming debutante, no innocent girl. She was the sister of the man who had destroyed his life, his honor, and something even more intimate. That laugh of hers, that scandalous joy… all of it was going to disappear. He knew it. He was going to make it disappear.

	But then something threw him off.

	Why was she alone? Where was the brother? Why had she been left solely in the care of the Duvergiers?

	Should he not be in London, watching over her, protecting her, accompanying her to at least the social balls?

	Maybe he was too busy seducing another naïve young woman. Maybe, right at that moment, he was laughing with some unsuspecting girl in some dark corner, whispering promises of eternal love while mapping out the path of his next betrayal.

	Damian felt his fingers curl into a fist.

	Disgust burned under his skin.

	He forced himself to remember why he was there.

	A smile crept across his lips, not a kind one, but a twisted, malicious, satisfied smile.

	One last moment was all he needed. One final glance at the young woman now twirling through laughter in the arms of a new suitor. That woman, marvelous, because she truly was, and that irritated him more than anything else, was going to pay.

	The plan was in motion.

	The first step had been to see her. To recognize her. And he had done just that.

	Now, the game began.

	With a subtle shift, he pushed away from the column, squared his shoulders, and walked toward the exit. He passed a cluster of guests, none of whom gave him a second look. He stepped into the vestibule without haste.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3

	 

	The night was just as perfect for a new ball as the evenings that had come before during Haydée’s season.

	The Fairmonts’ estate, grand in architecture and surrounded by expansive gardens, gleamed beneath the glow of dozens of lanterns and carefully placed torches. The air was filled with laughter, sweet scents, and the promise of unforgettable moments.

	“What if we play hide-and-seek in the maze?” Eliza proposed, her brown curls bouncing as her eyes sparkled with mischief.

	The yew hedge maze was one of the house’s main attractions, a source of pride for its owners. Eliza Fairmont was just as proud of it as her parents, and it struck her as the perfect idea to invite her friends to a quick game before the evening officially began.

	“Hide-and-seek?” Louisa repeated, her eyes wide. “Eliza, that is for children!”

	“But this version comes with a twist,” Eliza replied with a mischievous smile. “The ladies will hide among the hedges, and after counting to ten, the gentlemen will set off to find us. Whoever finds a lady first earns the privilege of the first dance of the night. That is what makes it so much fun.”

	A murmur of excitement rippled through the group. The young ladies, including Haydée, exchanged nervous and amused glances. The young men, for their part, looked delighted.

	“We will get in trouble if the elders find out,” warned Clarisse, one of the more proper among them. “You know how your mother is, Eliza.”

	“It will only be a few minutes. We will have a bit of fun. No one will notice,” Eliza insisted.

	At last, and not without a flutter of apprehension in her chest, Haydée nodded along with the others. There was something irresistibly thrilling about the idea, something that tasted like rebellion.

	The group of nine, five young women and four young men, slipped quietly out into the garden. The ladies gathered just at the entrance to the maze, where Eliza would give the signal to begin.

	“When you hear ‘go,’ we will run and hide,” Eliza whispered to the girls, a conspiratorial giggle in her voice. “And you,” she added, turning toward the young men, “only chase us after ten seconds. No cheating.”

	The girls lined up at the edge of the path, lifting their skirts slightly in their hands, ready to dart off like startled deer. The torches lit the maze paths, casting long, flickering shadows across the tall hedges that formed narrow, winding corridors.

	“Go!” Eliza shouted.

	And as if caught in a spell of childhood wonder, they all dashed off, laughter bubbling from their throats, hearts racing.

	Haydée plunged into the maze without looking back. She ran lightly, her heartbeat pounding with the thrill of the game, the beauty of the night, the fleeting sense of freedom. Her cream-colored gown, embroidered with gold thread, billowed around her like a glowing cloud. Her hair, gathered in a low bun with loose curls, shimmered beneath the trembling light of the torches.

	She turned left, then right, and paused at a fork in the path. For a second she hesitated, then chose the narrower trail, where the shadows were thicker and the laughter of the others faded into distant echoes.

	She was about to stop and catch her breath when she stumbled into something.

	Startled, she took a step back, her eyes snapping upward.

	Before her, emerging from the shadows, stood a man. Not one of the ones she had seen at the start of the game. Not Thomas, nor Edmund, nor Frederick, nor Nathaniel.

	Someone else.

	And she had never seen a man like him.

	Tall, with hair black as night, sharp features, and intense green eyes that seemed to read her every thought. He was dressed in black as well, impeccably, with a quiet elegance. He carried the bearing of a nobleman and the mystery of a stranger. Everything about him felt like something from a novel: the way he looked at her, the shadow falling across his face, the faint glimmer of irony on his lips.

	Haydée felt the world come to a stop.

	Her first thought was as clear as it was absurd: “At last, I have found him.”

	Her heart leapt inside her chest, not from fear or surprise, but from something deeper, something unexplainable. A foolish yet undeniable certainty: he was the one she had dreamed of her entire life. That remarkable man she had been waiting for, without ever knowing what he would look like.

	“Looks like you found me,” she said with a shy smile that betrayed the fluttering in her chest. “Which means… you have earned the first dance.”

	The man said nothing. He only looked at her.

	His gaze was steady, piercing, as if trying to decipher her.

	Haydée felt her cheeks flush, but she did not look away.

	“Although… now that I think of it, I do not recall having seen you before…” she added, biting her lower lip nervously. “Have we been introduced? Perhaps at another gathering? Are you a friend of the Fairmonts?”

	Still, he said nothing.

	“That is strange,” she continued, trying to keep her tone light. “You seem so familiar, but at the same time, I am sure that… well, that I do not know your name.”

	No response to that either. Just that enigmatic, barely-there smile, and those eyes locked on hers.

	Haydée did not know whether to feel more nervous or more captivated. No silence had ever felt so overwhelming. No look had ever made her feel so exposed. Her fingers fidgeted with her fan as she waited for a response that did not come.

	Suddenly, Eliza’s voice reached her, low and urgent from somewhere beyond the hedges.

	“Girls, we need to go back! My mother noticed! We are going to get scolded!”

	Haydée turned at the sound of her friend’s voice, breaking free from the spell that had wrapped around her for a few seconds in the presence of that man who seemed pulled from one of her daydreams. Eliza’s voice came from just a few steps away and marked the end of the game.

	“It seems we have to go back,” Haydée said, turning again toward where the gentleman had been, but he was gone. He was no longer there.

	He had vanished as if the earth had swallowed him whole. She had not even heard him walk away. Where had he gone? How had he disappeared so quickly?

	Suddenly, Eliza arrived, breathless, her hair tousled and eyes sparkling.

	“Come on! They are getting angry. They say we cannot run around like children, and Mother is furious.”

	The young ladies hurried to exit the maze and return to the ballroom before Eliza’s mother became any more upset. Once inside, they joined the other young guests who had returned a bit before them. Some chuckled mischievously at their little escapade, while others looked somewhat disappointed at having been caught.

	“Too bad! I did not manage to find any of the girls, but I still want to claim my dance,” said Thomas.

	“That does not count. You did not find anyone,” Louisa replied.

	“They did not give us enough time,” Thomas complained.

	“Well, I found Clarisse, so I claim my dance right now,” said Edmund.

	“Certainly not,” Clarisse cut in. “None of us were found, and on top of that, we got scolded, just like I warned you. My first dance is already reserved for someone else.”

	“For whom, if we may ask?”

	“I am not telling. It is private,” said the young lady with a hint of irritation.

	“It will not be private for long, because we will all see you dance and find out,” Louisa replied.

	Clarisse blushed as the others laughed.

	Soon, the conversation shifted to other topics, leaving behind the small mischief they had gotten up to only minutes before.

	Still, Haydée’s mind lingered on that inexplicable encounter.

	“Eliza, besides us, was anyone else playing?” she finally whispered to her friend. “I mean, in the maze, during the hide-and-seek.”

	“Someone else? No, obviously it was just us.”

	Haydée felt a little foolish for asking, since she had clearly seen everyone who had joined the game, and that gentleman had definitely not been among them. Which meant it had been a complete coincidence to run into him there.

	No wonder he had not replied to anything she had said.

	A deep wave of embarrassment washed over her. She had been so enchanted by how incredibly handsome he was, those luminous eyes, that intense gaze, that powerful and mysterious presence, that she had not stopped to think about anything else.

	What must he be thinking of her now? A lady should never speak to a gentleman, especially if they had not yet been formally introduced. How humiliating! She told herself she would have to apologize and explain everything as soon as they were introduced. She only hoped he would not share that brief conversation with anyone and that he would understand she had mistaken him for one of the young men playing the game.

	She could not help scanning the ballroom, trying to spot him. He was nowhere to be seen. If he was attending the party that night, he had to be one of the Fairmonts’ guests, so she would surely see him again.

	Or was he not a guest? Had he sneaked into the house under the pretense of the party? That was rare, although she had heard of uninvited people slipping in just to enjoy the banquet.

	But he was so handsome and so well-dressed that she doubted he needed to sneak into a party to eat. A gentleman like that would be welcomed in any respectable household.

	Had she imagined him?

	No. She had seen him. She had felt him.

	Suddenly, the first waltz began to play. Thomas approached her with a smile. Just after the game, while she had still been lost in thought, he had managed to put his name first on her dance card.

	She danced with Thomas, who, as always, began a polite and pleasant conversation. But she could not focus on his words. Her thoughts kept returning to that mysterious man she had met in the hedges of Eliza’s garden. Her whole body still seemed wrapped in the shadow of that moment, in the shiver that had run through her when she met his gaze, in those new and stirring sensations she did not know how to name.

	After the dance ended, she returned to her group of friends, and they began chatting about this and that, but Haydée’s mind simply could not let go of what had happened. Once again, she let her eyes wander around the room, trying to find that man, but with no success. Who was he? Where was he now?

	“Eliza, do you know all of your parents’ guests?” Haydée could not stop herself from asking after a while.

	“Yes, why do you ask?”

	“It is just that… when we were in the garden… in the hedges… I thought I saw a man… but I cannot seem to find him anywhere now,” said the young woman, once again sweeping the ballroom with her eyes.

	“In the hedges? That is strange. All the guests came straight in here. Only we stepped outside for a moment, and that is why Mother noticed and made us come back in,” Eliza replied. “What did he look like?”

	“Tall, broad-shouldered, black hair, green eyes, very elegant black suit,” Haydée described.

	“Handsome?” Eliza asked, grinning.

	Haydée could not help but smile in return and lower her gaze with a hint of embarrassment.

	“Yes, honestly, he was.”

	“No! I cannot believe it!” said Eliza, raising her voice slightly.

	“Shh, be quiet. I do not know what you are imagining,” Haydée scolded her. “I just thought I saw him in the hedges, and I found it strange not to see him again here in the ballroom… maybe he was an intruder… someone who slipped in uninvited.”

	“I do not know, I do not recognize anyone with that description who would be a friend of my parents. Actually, I think all the guests are here, and if you say he is not one of them… then maybe he really was an intruder,” Eliza replied.

	“Well, it does not matter, it is just curiosity.”

	“And here I was getting excited, thinking the elusive Haydée had finally found someone who caught her interest.”

	“Shh, the others will hear you. It is nothing like that. Listen, the second dance is about to begin and I must go,” said Haydée, relieved to escape a conversation that was starting to go in the wrong direction.

	After the second dance came the third. The music played on, and she went from one partner to another. Edwin asked her for a country dance, Jeremy invited her to a waltz, and even one of Eliza’s cousins requested a mazurka. With each dance, Haydée offered a smile, a polite gesture, a clever word. But it was all mechanical, distant, almost absent.

	The memory of the encounter in the maze grew more vivid with every passing minute. She could recall with precision the way he had looked at her, that gaze that undressed her without malice, as if he had known her forever. And the silence… that dense silence he had
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