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Short story: One night in Paris

It was on a warm summer evening in France and the year was 1876, brass and strings instruments echoed throughout the large hall as pairs danced in sync to the waltz. Some young and some old, yet everyone was having an equally good time. Dressed in beautiful yet expensive outfits made from silk and satin that reflected the colors from the lighting their faces were hidden as everyone wore a mask. It would peak anyone's curiosity to know who they're dancing with and the people they shared a table with, but it would ruin the whole point of a masquerade ball. They danced in a beautiful golden hall with a glass chandelier above them and oil paintings that decorated the walls. 

Everyone enjoyed themselves with luxurious food such as various rich in flavor salads, fruit in a crystal-clear glass bowls. Freshly baked baguettes cut into smaller pieces which were still warm when you touched it. To accompany the fresh baguettes were cut pieces of the finest, top-quality Camembert and Brie de Meaux cheese. Fresh vegetables like Spanish tomatoes and lettuce lay beside them. When it came to meat, there were large plates of freshly baked turkey's enhanced with rich seasoning that made anyone's mouth water accompanied with lobsters and hunted down boars. Cabernet red white and Veuve Clucquot champagne gave everyone a dose of a good time, everyone apart from a single young lady.

Céline sat alone holding a half empty glass in hand not being interested to dance. Despite being the daughter of the royal host her efforts to engage in socializing and dancing were low. Preferring to keep her distance she enjoyed the music while slowly falling away into her world. Her peace was broken when she noticed a musketeer entering the hall wearing a masquerade mask. He wore a near black leather uniform with red boots and a hat with an eagle's feather just like Céline's family guard. The mysterious man walked up to the lonely lady and upon closer inspection she noticed that his mask had a few scratches on it, nearly exposing his left eye.

"Bonsoir madame. What is a lonely lady like you sitting here all alone, should you not be enjoying yourself and engaging with the attendees?" 

He asked her in an alluring manner. Céline only tilted her head in confusion in response to the man's ignorance.

"Monsieur I am Céline from the Alarie family; you should know you serve me"
The musketeer froze for a second giving a clear indication of his mistake and slight panic. His short silence and loss of breath only rose more suspicions to Céline. She knew that at any given time she could call the guards to take him away, yet this gave her an excellent opportunity to make the evening more interesting. To keep his composure, he let out a small chuckle before bowing his head down trying to hide his anxiety and slight embarrassment.

"I sincerely apologize madame, your mask has misguided me"

Céline didn't want to be fooled by his unnatural musketeer behavior and decided to interrogate him. Standing up she extended her hand out as an invitation to the dance floor to which he accepted. While the musicians were preparing for their next Waltz piece the mysterious musketeer guided Céline near the balcony entrance. As the music began with a cello introduction the dancing had commenced and Céline kept close eye contact with the man. Noticing their position, she took the lead and swayed them away from the balcony slightly agitating him.

"I'm surprised you didn't recognize me monsieur, did you not attend the afternoon security meeting?" She asked the first question.

"I had to tend to my ill brother which caused my lack of attendance" he replied flirtatiously hoping that she'll believe his lies. 

Céline tried to think of how to unmask the mysterious attendee, yet the melodies of violins drowned out her inner voice. All the questions she had in mind had drowned away with the music and concentration on the dance floor, not wanting to make a mistake and embarrass herself. No matter how hard she tried to gather questions her surroundings of numerous voices mixed with the spins during the dance made it difficult to concentrate. The man spun Céline around pulled her fragile body closer to him.

"You should smile more mademoiselle; such a frown doesn't suit a beautiful lady like yourself" he teased her with a small smirk.

Céline's cheeks heated and flushed red at the sudden remark the musketeer made. He knew that staying within the castle was a risky move especially that he was dancing with Miss Alerie. There was a chance that surrounding aristocrats would raise their concerns over his presence and possibly report it to one of the royal guards. Even though he put himself in such a situation he couldn't deny that the feeling of being rich felt satisfying and fancy, yet nothing lasts forever and his depart was soon to come.

"You're not one of my musketeers, if you were then you'd bow down when you approached me. Who are you? If you comply, then maybe I'll let you go with no issues"

The words that escaped her mouth served as a sufficient threat but, Céline didn't want to tell as she didn't want to be cold like her father. As the music was slowly coming to an end the violinists poured their souls in playing the climax which only build a tighter atmosphere between Céline and the musketeer. Gulping slightly that all her attention was on him and waiting for the answer he knew there was no way around it and flirts were futile. As the tension rose between them so did the music as the Cello's melody had sharpened from the climax of the song.

"There he is! Seize the thief"

"Merde, they're clever. Pardon mademoiselle but I'll have to end this Waltz here, pleasure dancing with you darling"

Without letting her speak he kissed her gently on the cheek and quickly snatched her petite crown off her head before parting their hands as she watched him run through the crowd of confused aristocrats pushing some attendees. Everyone's attention watched him open balcony not knowing what his next move was. A small breeze greeted the hall that gave a few people shivers. Curtains swayed like waves in the ocean by the violent movements of the embroidered fabric.

He sat on the concrete wall and looked down to see how high he was. To his luck the fall wouldn't be too difficult, and the grass would hopefully serve as a soft landing, at least that’s what he thought. Taking off his hat he waved it at the concerned public within the hall. A few guards presented their swords to intimidate the thief while more qualified took out their muskets. Attendees moved out of the way with some ladies held on tightly to their significant other for safety.

"Au revoir everyone! Hope you all have an amazing night" 

He blew a kiss to his audience and with that he jumped down into the dark night, Céline ran to the balcony holding both sides of her dress before looking down for any sign of life, yet none was heard. A small rush of anxiety ran through her in fears that he may have not survived the fall. Some guards ran up to the balcony in hopes of spotting the thief, yet the outside was so dark you couldn't see any sign of life. An order from the head of the squad deployed some to go down and thoroughly investigate the ground perimeter to find him. A pair of musketeers offered to escort Céline out of the ballroom for her safety of any unwanted guests within the ballroom. She agreed and they carefully walked her down the halls of the castle.

They walked on rich yet soft fiber carpets with a beautiful dark magenta color. The windows were clean without a stain on the inside nor outside, so polished you could see your reflection clear as day. White as snow candles on soft birch tables lay ignited with their hypnotizing red flames. On some corners sat large white painted vases holding small exotic palm trees with fresh, looked after soil. Paintings of the Alarie family in golden frames hung showing her grandfather and other members of the family were hung on pale pink wallpapers.

Upon reaching her room Céline thanked her guards before closing her dark oak door. Exhaling she was greeted with the comfort of her room. A large bed with silver white bedding, a mint wool blanket on top she got from her grandmother. White painted oak furniture with candles and few sentimental gifts such a music box, porcelain ballerina and a small vase with a Mexican passionflower from her uncle that travelled all the corners of the world. A grand black piano in the corner which she always loves play waited to be touched by Céline. Taking off her heel shoes she decided to lay in bed for a short rest and having a think what to do.

"Nothing feels more comfortable than laying in your bed"

She said softly as she embraced the softness of the polyester bedding mixed with the wool blanket. The mattress was so soft she always gave in to being sunk in by the comfort. Running her head to the right she looked at the clock which read 10pm, too early for a night owl like her. Deciding to wait till all the aristocrats leave she decided to rest and change into a casual dark blue dress than the tight-fitting pale rose she was currently wearing. She could still hear faint strings coming from the hall below, faint inaudible voices were heard showing that the commotion had stopped, and the party had resumed.

To kill some time Céline decided to play on her piano and practice in hopes of someday beating her father's skill. Taking out her piano book and sitting down on the leather chair she opened the page with Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata and began playing the music with her petite fingers. The once quiet room was filled with famous Beethoven's pieces played flawlessly by Céline. Time no longer existed for her as she was so immersed in playing, she didn't bother looking over her shoulder to check the time.

What felt like 20 minutes to Céline was actually 3 hours and by the time she stopped playing the voices of the attendees and the music was long gone. It gave her a perfect opportunity to go out into the garden for her usual midnight walks to enjoy the fresh air and peace of mind. She quietly walked out of the room, carefully to not alert any guards within the castle as she knew that a guard or two would accompany and protect her. The color of the dress served as a good disguise to help her blend with the dark night and successfully entered the gardens.

Enjoying the warm night mixed with the sound of singing crickets gave her the perfect peace she wanted. Walking with her eyes closed her comfort was cut short by a sound of a troubled man. Thinking it was a guard or her loyal gardener she quietly rushed to aid the person. Upon turning a corner into the interior of the carved bush maze she was met with the last person she expected, it was the thief, still wearing the mask. He sat on the grass floor clutching his side in pain, a small string of dried blood ran down his mouth.

"You've been here the whole time?"

The thief darted his head at Céline, she could feel the anxiety in his eyes as she cautiously approached him. He grabbed his leather pouch with the mysterious item he had stolen in it as well as Céline's crown that he held close in his free hand. The man tried to stand up and attempted to grab something from his pocket but failed and collided with the ground, he knew that he hasn't recovered from the impact.

"That is right mademoiselle, I underestimated my fall and just injured my side a little bit"

"I wouldn't say "a little bit", your clothes give off that you were bleeding. I can call someone to tend to your-"

"No need m'lady, this is only but a small scratch, I'll walk it off"

Céline could see through his lies and couldn’t help but admire his confidence towards her. She couldn't help but try to at least get back her crown back yet a part of her knew that he was armed with a potential lethal weapon. If there was one thing, she was curious about and wanted an answer to was what is his name. It would be rude and put him at a risk of being a wanted criminal by the royal guard however she was willing to at least try.

Whilst she was occupied with her own thoughts and plans the thief tried to crawl away and make another attempt in trying to run away from her. Noticing his sly moves she walked in front of him and knelt to properly face him. It was up close and the fact she wasn't wearing a masquerade mask that he could admire her beauty and soft expression, to him she had the face of a porcelain doll. Not wanting to get entangled in her eyes he looked to his lower right to make sure the pouch on his waist was still strapped properly yet Céline noticed the meaning behind his actions and gently grabbed his wrist to shift his attention towards her.

"I'm not here to hurt you, nor tell my fellow guards about your presence on my property, I only seek answers so do not be afraid"

"What is it that you seek from me?"

"I seek to know your identity and your purpose, why and what did you steal"

The thief didn't know how to react, he couldn't trust the princess as the possibility of her lying was high and to reveal himself would put not only him but others at risk. His thoughts of potentially putting the secret thief guild to exposure and his family was the last thing he wanted, not only ruin his reputation but become an exile, a title he's too familiar with. While a lot of thoughts ran through his head and the situation, he found himself in didn't look too bright he knew that he wouldn't make it far. Yet there was one, last resort he could do to get away, a harmful and hostile method.

In a sigh of defeat the thief decided to unmask himself to sooth Céline's curiosity. Taking off the musketeer hat and setting it beside on the grass it exposed his raven dark hair, dark and cold as night yet it shined from the moonlight. He slowly proceeded to take of the black and white mask to reveal his soft emerald eyes. A small scratch lay on his forehead with a small string of dried blood running down to his forehead to his lower cheek, clearly a sign from the failed landing he had endured.

One feature that stood out to Céline was a scar that ran under his right eye, a reminder from a confrontation he once had to face. It didn't look fresh and appeared to accompany the man for a very long time. He didn't look too old from her, a young handsome man with such a dangerous and rebellious life it seemed almost unsuitable for him. Refraining from asking about the distinctive scar feature she knew it that it was a great invasion of privacy and not her place to know. 

"There you go mademoiselle. This is the thief that disrupted your night, the one that stole your precious crown"

The tone in which he spoke gave an impression of mockery yet there was a sign of defeat in it. His tone turned to calm to reveal the nature of his voice being reserved and low. In Céline's eyes the face reminded her of someone, a familiar face yet she couldn't remind herself of when or where she had seen it. There was slight tension within the pair and the atmosphere was uncertain, the only thing that broke the silence was the small sound of the howling breeze, brushing the fallen leaves away. The thief used his blood-stained hand to brush some strands of his hair behind him before meeting her eyes again, still gripping the crown in his other hand. She studied his features again until she realized who she was kneeling in front of.

"Oh my, Monsieur Philippe?"

Céline covered her mouth, her eyes in shock. She couldn't believe that it had been her old friend that whole time, a once reserved gentlemen to taking on a dangerous road of thievery. The man leaned his head to the side with his eyebrow raised before looking down and slightly chuckling whilst shaking his head. Céline grew confused by the sudden chuckle not knowing why he was laughing at such a serious situation. Upon finishing his chuckle, he looked at Celine disbelief.

"Non mademoiselle, that is my brother you're speaking of. I am Thélio, his younger brother in exile. I suspect he never told you of me. If so, I am not surprised by how I was always casted away from the Blanchet family"

He finally confessed, making Céline too stunned to speak. Never in a million years would she have guessed that her old friend had a brother, the news almost devastated her for such a secret to be kept away. Knowing well that her family has good relations to the Blanchet family it was so weird it almost didn't make any sense for such a proud family to outcast their son. She could see in his mysterious eyes that Thélio was upset about his exile as he looked down at his leather boots then at the crown, reminding him of what he could've been. Thélio knew that he said too much, showing his face and confessing he is a Blanchet, and he didn't want the truth to be spread, be it within the Alarie family or to the world of aristocrats of France.

He slowly managed to stand up, leaving an imprint on the grass where he sat. Standing up straight he looked in all directions to make sure no guards or Musketeers were around to spot the two. Céline stood up and brushed some loose grass from her dress. Théo felt a drop on his face and smelt the scent of upcoming rain. The wind slowly picked up howling more aggressively than before, waving Céline’s hair like violent waves. As she looked up and felt the small raindrops hitting her soft skin it felt almost refreshing despite them being cold. Her distraction from looking up gave Théo an opportunity to reach to his back pocket for a small dagger and grip in tightly. He grew incredibly hesitant and the heavier it started to rain the more tension and fear it gave Théo as he never took anyone's life nor thought about it.

A distant shout of a man's voice averted Céline's gaze to look behind her giving him a perfect opportunity to strike. With one last heavy breath he took a violent step forward and while he wanted to stab her in the stomach, he accidentally tripped from the slippery grass, stabbing Céline in the chest. She let out a small gasp before looking at the dagger embedded in her chest and falling on her side. Her dress quickly changed its dark blue color, dying it to a dark magenta as the blue dress mixed with the crimson color that pour down her dress. Laying on her side on the wet grass she had a blurry side view of her dark surroundings. Théo gained his balance and starred at what he had done in shock and disbelief, killing her wasn't his intention nor was it to harm her in any way.

"I'm so sorry mademoiselle, bonne nuit"

Those were the last words she'd hear before quickly succumbing to her wounds. A single tear ran down her cheek before closing her eyes forever, embracing the darkness and uncertainty as to where her soul will go. Right before her consciousness slipped away, she heard loud splashing of small puddles as two people ran up to her.

"Mademoiselle! Quickly, get one of the guards"

We're the last muffled words she heard before slipping away forever. She never got to know what he stole or why he was exiled, she never got say goodbye to her dearest father. Both knew it was never meant to be, just a coincidental meeting of two different world.
Critical Component

For this story I kept to tragic romance genre of story writing and wanted to try telling a story in a specific period. I thought that setting it in France would be fitting for a masquerade and the romantic feeling of France as well their interesting history of musketeer’s that would add to mystery. While I wanted to reveal more about the character Théo to me it would spoil the “mystery” identity and potentially ruining him, so I decided to tell only a few things about his past. Since it was the first time writing a piece from an earlier period, I wanted to capture the essence of France with a touch of tragic romance. Whilst writing it I had to concentrate on the realism of our world and not add any fantasy components while it would be more creative but that wasn’t my aim.
After the scene in the ballroom I had a big obstacle over where their next encounter would be, my first idea was him climbing to her room but that’d be too unnatural and not make sense considering the building is a castle and the different levels it has so having their final encounter in the garden would be more suiting as long as I’d describe the surrounding instead of being repetitive with the interior of Céline’s room. Due to the word count being 4000 words max I had a big plan how to expand this story but had to shorted it down drastically because such quick pacing and shift of placing might confuse the readers, this unfortunately made me struggle to hit 4000 as I unfortunately stumbled on writers block a few times and didn’t want to rush it.
Research
To be historically accurate I had to do some research of instruments used during waltz’ so I decided to listen to a few classical pieces which also served as a great inspiration for setting the scene and the feeling. To be sure of the instruments I researched to know exactly what instruments were used when composing waltz’s back in the 19th century.
A key thing to give the aristocratic feeling was the food included in the ballroom. Adding plain turkey and boar would be too basic I expanded it to seafood by adding the Lobsters. In my opinion the addition of the boar being hunted would show more of the royalty on Céline’s side instead of making it bland. From the feedback from my colleagues that I was advised to tell more what was on the buffet and the materials on the dresses I went out to research the materials that were used to create such dresses and the food. Adding some types of French cheeses and wine would be fitting to show off the fanciness and class to present the attendees as rich by including old yet expensive wine and champagne.
Whilst setting the scene in Céline’s room I wrote as many things in her room to give the reader an experience as if they were there. To do that I decided to tell what exactly the sentimental gifts were instead of leaving it at that. The only thing I researched on this part was what exotic plant I could put that is foreign in France and add that it was from her uncle, a small detail about the Alarie family rather than just Alarie and a small mention of her father that was never present in the story. To me this small detail would be interesting regarding the family that Céline has an uncle that travels around the world, better than saying that all the family just lives in France and doesn’t go beyond the borders.
One of the most important details that I had to include was to include a bit of the French language. I studied French back in high school so using this skill came in very handy yet a few phrases I had to check to make sure they are accurate such as “bonne nuit” which means goodnight. While I did want to add more French the language has such long words for such short sentences it would probably confuse the reader so sticking to the basics was a lot better and easier for me. I feel as though I added more French it might’ve stereotyped how the French always speak and potentially offend a French reader, especially by how Théo was flirtatious that further emphasizes my point. Upon writing it I realized that when I wrote a piece that included German language in the dialogue German was a lot easier to write unlike French.
Improvement

If I were to re-write this piece, I would add a bit more of the old language into the dialogue to make them suit more the period of the setting. Another thing I would add is that if I had an unlimited word count, I’d expand more on the world building in hopes of getting the “place” feeling a little bit more. Maybe describe more of the castle itself, I know I described the halls in the best of my ability, but I feel as though something about it is missing, such as adding a maid cleaning the floor, dusting surfaces, or watering the plants, maybe it’d give more life rather than just showing the inanimate objects. Reading the story back and proofreading it I could’ve added more of the guards and musketeer’s, not just them escorting Céline and being deployed to finding the thief, I could’ve added some dialogue to make them feel more “alive”. Leaving them just escorting her and bursting to the ballroom felt too basic and cliché looking back at it.
Bibliography
https://www.peanut-app.io/blog/french-baby-boy-names 

https://takelessons.com/live/french/useful-french-phrases-travelers-z04 

https://www.parisinsidersguide.com/10-top-cheeses-of-france.html 

https://www.wine-searcher.com/regions-france?tab_F=mostexpensive 

https://homegardenfirst.com/20-magnificent-mexican-flowers-flowers-native-to-mexico/ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0rs9EoyUWuw&t=6322s (Waltz music)

