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Chapter 1                                                         
Leaving London in a business-class seat was exciting, but as I flipped through the glossy pages of the in-flight magazine, my eyes kept drifting back to our destination: the historic city of Grenoble nestled inside the massive region of Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes. My eyes stopped on a fascinating sidebar about local history. It detailed how, in the 17th century, this exact geographic territory was occupied by a vast, sovereign domain known as the Bellecour Province, which was one of the largest provinces of France during that time. Shrugging it off as some old piece of history, I slipped the magazine back.
I sighed, leaning against the headrest. “Mum, why are we moving again?”
She answered, “Because I've been promoted, remember? We've talked about this a hundred times! I've been promoted as the General Manager of the new office of our company, which opened a year ago in Grenoble. And your Dad has come here to open another shop of his massive bakery chain. I’m sure you’ll feel comfortable here after a few days.”
The flight attendant handed us a tray of warm, buttery croissants and smoked salmon that smelled entirely too posh for an airplane. It was delicious.
As we landed at the Lyon airport, we quickly took our luggage and waited outside the airport for a taxi, or if I could call it a taxi after it came. We were quite in a hurry. I was awestruck seeing an antique blue Bugatti standing to pick us up, along with a chauffeur. As the car rolled with us inside, I started noticing every single detail of this antique automobile. My eyes remained outside the car, because I was interested in observing the quintessential French landscape.
At first the city surrounded us. There were buildings and busy roads and lots of cafés where people sat outside talking really fast in French. But, I could understand most of what they were saying. It was a little like London. It was quieter and more relaxed. Nobody seemed to be in a hurry even though everything was moving fine.
The city started to disappear. The buildings got smaller. Then they got farther apart and the roads were not as crowded. The noise went away. It got really quiet. We drove through streets with little houses that had roofs that sloped. We saw bakeries that looked too good to be true.
Then we got to the outskirts of the city. It opened up. There were green fields on both sides of the road that went on forever. Trees lined the roads, and farmhouses dotted the distance. The air looked cleaner. It felt lighter. The road curved a bit as we kept driving. That is when I really saw them.
The mountains were really something. They were tall and still. Their tops were covered in mist. They did not look scary or overwhelming – just quiet and steady. It was like they had always been there watching everything.
I did not say a word. For once I did not even want to say anything. Because at some point, between leaving London and getting to this place, which was almost eight hundred kilometres away it started to feel like this was really happening.
We were not just travelling anymore. The mountains and the fields and the houses they all made me feel like we had finally arrived. We were really here.
The car stopped in front of our magnificent house. And oh my God! It wasn’t a house. It was a mountainous resort.
I had imagined something more… normal. Maybe a decent-sized city house, nothing too dramatic. But after seeing this, my jaw dropped. It wasn’t just a house; it looked like a grand Alpine resort cut straight out of an architecture magazine.
It stood slightly apart from the neighbouring buildings, tall and elegant, with two full floors and wide glass windows that reflected the evening light. The exterior was a mix of smooth white walls and warm wooden panels, giving it that fancy Alpine look I had only seen in pictures before. Small balconies stretched out from the upper floors, lined with simple railings and potted plants that made the place feel lived in, not just designed.
And yet, something about it didn’t quite match the rest of the street.
The surrounding houses were smaller, closer together, more ordinary. This one felt… planned. Like it belonged somewhere quieter, somewhere away from the city—but had been placed here anyway.
The car came to a smooth stop right in front of the entrance.
For a moment, I didn’t move.
“This is ours?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.
My Dad smiled. “Yes. It has been given by your mom’s company.”
As we stepped in, my eyes were ready for a feast, and that did happen! As I stepped into the living room, I felt as if I had entered into a new world, all cut-off from the cold weather outside. The living room was warm, with wooden flooring, and a huge A-shaped window through which we could see the entire city, with the mountains shining in the daylight. And, there was a fireplace, an actual fireplace. It was absolutely brilliant! So that’s what was making the place warmer.
The dining room was nothing less. It had a huge dining table – great for dining with friends and colleagues. The hallway had those palace vibes, with arched doorways.
Beside the wooden staircase, I found something strange – a lift. I asked, “Why do we need a lift in this house? I mean, we can just use the stairs.”
“Honestly, Winston, do you ever stop asking questions?” Mum chuckled, “I’m sure I had seen this as a feature! Now, huuuh! I’m tired. Your Dad and I are going to explore our rooms. You can walk around the house, or maybe rest in your bedroom. How’s that?”
I agreed. My room was on the first floor. I climbed up the stairs, and passed by the common area which came before my room. My room had a different feeling as compared to the rest of the house. The walls were all light pink in colour, and the floor was white tiled. It had a huge window, through which I could see the entire city and the French Alps. I saw the weather forecast on my iPad, which said that it was going to snow today, in the evening. 
Dad shouted, “I think you should catch up on the syllabus for your new school. I’m sure it’s quite different, no pressure. Tomorrow’s your first day.”
He was right.
So, I got to work on my desk. It was 3PM. In my previous school, whenever the teacher left while complimenting me, my friends would anger me by pointing out my flaws in chess. I worked for three hours straight.
After that, Dad called, “It’s time for a snack!”
I ran down hearing that name. There was some chamomile tea, a tray of French pastries, and some savouries which my Dad had made. The pastries melted in my mouth. The smell of the tea was soothing and relieved me of all my mental stress. 
Mum said, “So, did you prepare that presentation you were supposed to make based on Electricity and its Effects? I had seen in your school notice-board online.”
“Oh no, I must do it now. Thanks for reminding. Also... thank you for this new life in Grenoble. You too Dad. Tomorrow, I’ll spend some more time with both of you.”
I went upstairs. I took out my laptop, and arranged a slide-by-slide presentation. It was taking me ages!
As I finished my project, I packed my bag for the first day of school tomorrow, and then went to bed. By the time I had closed my laptop, the clock read 10 PM. I lay down, but I couldn’t sleep. I was constantly looking outside of my bedroom through the window, admiring the picturesque view of the city, all draped under a cozy blanket of snowfall. Outside, the falling flakes had cut off all the city noise, leaving the house completely silent. But gradually, I fell asleep.
Suddenly, I woke up to a faint, metallic clicking sound from the hallway. A moment later, I heard something, a voice... a song... no, a lullaby. It was as if the person was in tears. The voice was sweet as a nightingale, but I could feel the pain of the person singing it. For a moment, I was blank. Where could this sound possibly be coming from? But I was too sleepy to even get up, so I closed my eyes and let the warmth of the four-poster bed pull me back into a deep sleep. Or, it was that mysteriously sweet voice which had made me sleepy.

Chapter 2
It was 7AM. I woke upon hearing the alarm clock. I turned it off harshly, as I couldn’t sleep properly in this new place. I was still thinking – what could have been that sound yesterday night?
I went inside the bathroom to brush my teeth and take a shower. Once I stepped out, I opened my wardrobe to choose my attire for today. I put it on.
I stepped down into the dining room.
“Good Morning, Winston!” said Mum, who was already awake, along with my Dad. He had made me waffles along with a smoothie. I had breakfast happily. After that, I took my school bag and stepped out of the house.
Even at this time, there were quite some people on the streets, and as I reached the main road, it was full of people who were buying groceries, and also school students, like me.
I reached school. As I entered class, everyone looked at me for a few seconds, as if trying to read a lot about me by just a look on my face. I felt a bit awkward.
I sat next to a boy. He said, “Bonjour! Je m’appelle Antoine. Et toi?” Thank God I knew French. I even had a C1 certificate. Everyone in my class knew English.
I replied, “Bonjour! Je m’appelle Winston.”
He smiled. “You’re the new student, right?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Just moved here.”
“From where?”
“From London.”
His eyes widened slightly. “That’s cool. You’ll like it here. The school’s not too bad.”
I smiled. “That’s… good to know.”
Before we could continue, a teacher walked into the classroom. Everyone quickly settled down.
“Good morning, class,” she said. “We have a new student joining us today.”
All eyes were on me again.
“Would you like to introduce yourself?” she asked.
I stood up, trying to stay calm. “Hi, I’m Winston. I just moved to Grenoble from London. Nice to meet you all.”
A few students smiled. Some nodded. One or two were still just staring.
“Thank you, Winston. Please take your seat.”
I sat down again.
Antoine leaned slightly towards me and whispered, “That went well.”
I exhaled quietly. “I hope so.”
Classes began soon after.
Our first class was French literature. The teacher walked in with a calm but strict expression, the kind that made the whole class go quiet without her even saying anything. She started explaining something about a poem, switching between French and English in a way that felt fast but controlled. Antoine leaned towards me slightly and whispered, “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to her. She’s strict, but she’s good.” 
The next class was science.
That felt more familiar. The teacher was more relaxed, asking questions randomly and expecting quick answers. At one point, he asked me first to show my presentation, I froze—thinking about the presentation I had just made last night.
Then I went to display it.
“Fantastic!,” he said after seeing it, and moved on.
That felt… reassuring.
I shared the pen drive of my presentation with him.
By the time it was break, I was already a bit more relaxed.
I sat with Antoine and two other students.
“This is Lucas,” Antoine said, pointing to a boy who seemed very focused even while eating. “And this is Clara.”
Clara smiled. “You’re the one from London, right?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Just moved yesterday.”
“That’s a big change,” Lucas said, finally looking up. “But this place is nice. You’ll see.”
“I already think so,” I replied.
We talked about random things—school, teachers, the city. It felt normal. Easy.
For a moment, I almost forgot everything else.
Then, suddenly—
I stopped mid-sentence.
I wasn’t sure why.
For just a second, it felt like I heard something again - a faint sound. It was very soft.
Like a distant metallic vibration.
I looked around.
Everything was normal. Students talking, laughing, eating. Nothing unusual.
“Hey, you okay?” Antoine asked.
“Yeah,” I said quickly. “I just… thought I heard something. I guess I’m just feeling the new student vibes.”
He frowned slightly. “Like what?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “Probably nothing.”
And I meant it.
It had to be nothing.
The rest of the day went by normally after that.
Classes, notes, small conversations—it all blended together. By the time the final bell rang, I felt tired, but not in a bad way.
More like… settled.
Like I was starting to belong.
After school ended, I asked them, “Hey, would you all like to come to my house? Actually, I have no other friends here, so that’s why.”
“Why not? Let’s go!” said Antoine.
We reached my house. They were shocked, “Oh mon Dieu! What is this? You seriously live here? No way, it’s so nice to see!”
I led them inside, unbothered by the audible gasps of sheer shock they were making. I took them to the art room of the house.
Antoine chose to sketch a portrait. Lucas said he’s good at painting vases, so I gave him a plain white vase. And, Clara said she’ll make her own canvas painting.
“Hey, Winston, where is Brian?” asked Clara, half-joking.
I was confused, now who is this person called Brian? So I asked, “Umm… What do you mean?”
“In the kitchen,” replied Antoine and Lucas together, laughing.
Clara exclaimed, “Duh, it’s a French classroom joke!” I chuckled.. 
I also started making good paintings to fill up the hallways.
And, by late evening, we were done! The entire hallway looked like a mini art-gallery, except this one felt homely. They left after some time. “See you tomorrow!” I said.
After they left, the house felt unusually quiet.
The hallway, which a few hours ago was full of laughter, paint, and noise, now looked still again. The paintings we had made were hanging there or resting against the walls, and for a moment, it almost felt like they had always been there.
I walked slowly through the corridor, looking at each one. Antoine’s sketch, Lucas’s vase painting, Clara’s canvas, and mine—all of them made the house feel a bit more alive than before.
I actually liked that feeling.
It made the place feel less new, less empty.
I stayed there for a while, just looking.
Then I went downstairs. Mum and Dad were in the dining area.
“So, how was your first proper day?” Mum asked.
“It was good,” I said. “I made some friends.”
Dad smiled. “That’s nice. Better than I expected on day one.” I sat down and had dinner with them. We talked a little—about school, about the city, about small things. 
It felt normal, like things were settling into place. After dinner, I went back upstairs. The house was quiet again, but not in a bad way. Just… calm.
Chapter 3
As I passed the staircase, I noticed the lift again. 
It was still there, quiet, unchanged. At that instant, a red number flickered above the lift - 1.5. I blinked, after which it vanished.
The display was blank again.
Being too tired to explore, I went back to my room, got ready for bed, and sat near the window for a while. The city outside was glowing softly under the night lights, and the snowfall had started again..
It was a good day.
Really a good day.
Next day, in school, Ms. Celine walked into the class and said, “Tout le monde, today I’m giving you two assignments. Do not complain—this is to improve your creativity and research skills.”
The class went a bit quiet.
She continued, “First, I will divide you into groups. Each group has to write a long story in the form of a diary. You can decorate it however you want. Make it creative, make it yours. And yes, there’s a catch.”
That got everyone’s attention.
“The best diary will be selected by the Principal. The group will be called to the auditorium, and you will have to read your story in front of the whole school. You have one week.”
A few students started whispering.
Then she added, “Second assignment is individual. You will research different precious stones and prepare a booklet. And before you ask—no help from others. I will know if you commit this mistake. This is due on Monday.” I seriously couldn’t understand how she’d know. The room slowly came alive again with reactions.
I looked at Antoine, Clara, and Lucas.
We were in the same group, yes!
We didn’t even need to say anything.
We already knew what we were doing.
After school, we made a plan to go to the library and start our work together.
We went straight after school.
The streets of Grenoble felt different every time I walked through them. Some were narrow and quiet, others slightly busier, each one having its own small character. The cold air made everything feel sharper, more real.
We finally reached the library.
Librairie Arthaud stood quietly, with its old-world charm and warm interior glow. As we stepped inside, the cold disappeared instantly, replaced by the soft smell of paper and books.
We got to work quickly.
Antoine took books on Asia and started noting down stones like sapphire, ruby, diamond, and jade. Lucas chose the Americas, focusing on opal, turquoise, and gold. Clara went toward the Middle East section, looking into lapis lazuli, carnelian, and emerald.
I picked Eastern Europe—amber, garnet, amethyst, and topaz.
The quiet of the library made everything feel focused. Pages turning, soft whispers, and the sound of pens moving across paper filled the space between us.
At one point, I even picked up a Roald Dahl book without thinking, just holding it for a moment before putting it back.
We worked like that for a long time, talking softly in between.
Then Antoine suddenly said, “Hey! What if we make the story funny? Like full of humour?”
Clara immediately shook her head. “No way. We need to win first place. It has to be serious and well-written. We can’t just write total rubbish like that!”
Lucas leaned back slightly. “Can you both be quiet? This is a library. We’ll decide later.”
I didn’t say much. I just listened.
After about two and a half hours, we finally packed up our things and left the library.
Outside, the air felt colder again.
“Hey,” I said after a moment, “why don’t we discuss the story properly tomorrow at my house? It’s Saturday anyway.”
They all agreed almost immediately.
We started walking back home together, talking casually again.
And somehow, as we split paths later that evening, I realised something quietly.
Grenoble didn’t feel new anymore.
It was starting to feel like home.
As it was the first week, my parents were very busy at work, and came home a bit late. 
Next morning, I woke up to the sound of a doorbell. After a few seconds, I remembered everything. “Winston, your friends are here!” shouted Mum.
I hurriedly changed into my attire for the day. “Mum, before you go to our neighbour’s house, remember to put out some snacks on the table. Dad has already left. Okay?” I shouted from upstairs. She didn’t reply.
I went down with a comb in my hand, still combing my hair.
“May I ask what took you so long, Winston?” asked Clara.
I didn’t answer. I guided them to the lift. 
“Winston, you didn’t tell us the reason for this lift in your house,”  pointed Antoine.
“You can ask me anything about my house except this, which I don’t even know. Nevertheless, let’s go inside,” I said. “Mum’s going to take a long time to get here, because I know that she’ll start chatting with our neighbour…what was her name again? Oh yes, Mrs. Dectar. First, let’s go to the terrace to complete our project. The weather’s quite nice today.”
We went inside the lift and went to the terrace.
We stepped out onto the terrace.
The morning air was cool, but not uncomfortable. It had that fresh, clean feeling that made everything seem a little sharper, a little more awake. From here, Grenoble looked calm—rooftops stretching out, with the distant mountains quietly standing in the background like they had always been there.
Clara walked to the railing first. “Okay… this is actually nice,” she said, almost surprised.
Antoine nodded. “Better than sitting inside, honestly.”
Lucas had already placed his notebook on the table we brought up. “Can we start now, or are we just admiring views all day?”
I gave a small smile. “We’ll start. Relax.”
We sat down together, spreading out the books, papers, and notes from yesterday. The table slowly filled up—rough sketches, stone names, and rough ideas for the diary story assignment.
For a moment, nobody spoke.
Then Antoine broke the silence. “So… what’s the story actually about?”
Clara leaned back in her chair. “It should have structure. Not just random ideas thrown together. Antoine, remember not to make it a Science thesis.”
Antoine immediately replied, “Haha! Just because I am obsessed with Science does not mean I’ll turn our story into a research paper!”
Lucas sighed. “Whatever we do, we are not turning this into a comedy book.”
I looked at all of them. “Okay, maybe we decide first what tone we want. Then we build from there.”
That actually quieted things for a second.
Clara tapped her pen lightly. “Fine. But it should still feel like a proper diary. Something that could win.”
Antoine nodded slowly this time. “Alright… but it should still feel alive.”
Lucas didn’t argue for once. He just added, “As long as we don’t waste time.”
I looked down at the blank page in front of me.
It felt heavier than it should have. Not because it was difficult… but because it was the first time we were actually creating something together like this.
I looked at my page.
“Okay,” I said. “Let’s start.”
And for the first time that morning, all of us actually began writing.
We started writing the stone project. For some reason, I kept coming back to the topaz. I couldn't explain why. 
After an hour, Antoine got hungry. “Have you got some hot chocolate in your house? I’m really starving.”
“Absolutely! And while you said that, I just thought that it is getting cold. I guess we should complete the rest of our assignments downstairs.” All of them agreed.
Carrying our backpacks, we got into the lift. Suddenly, I half-tripped on Clara’s feet, that’s when I controlled myself from falling.
“Désolé, Winston,” said Clara.
But my fingers jammed against the console, accidentally slamming into the buttons for both the first floor and the terrace at the exact same time. That’s when the lift started to shake heavily, and all of us fell down on the floor of it.
“Oh no! What’s happening?” asked Lucas.
“Why are you asking me that!” Antoine shouted.
All of us screamed. A cold dread washed over us as the digital monitor flickered, locking onto a floor that shouldn't exist – 1.5. Now what is this floor called 1.5? I’ve been seeing this dreadful number every day, yet I didn’t look into it in more detail! Ugh!
“Maybe the lift is broken. Should we check?” I said, in a frightened tone. Just at that moment, all of us started feeling dizzy, and in a few seconds, everything went completely black. 

Chapter 4
When my eyes opened, it took me a few seconds to understand where I was.
Everything felt too quiet.
A golden chandelier hung right above me, its light soft but strangely perfect, like it wasn’t coming from anywhere real. For a moment, I just stared at it, not moving.
Then I slowly sat up.
The bed beneath me was too comfortable, almost unreal. The room around me looked expensive—elegant furniture, tall curtains, polished wooden floor. Everything felt like it belonged in a palace, not somewhere I had ever seen before.
I stood up quickly.
“Wake up! Everyone! What is this? Where are we?” I said, louder than I intended.
Clara was the first to move. She blinked a few times, then sat up slowly, looking around.
“Oh wow…” she said softly. “This room… it’s beautiful.”
She got off the bed and walked a few steps, still half-dazed. “Look at that window… and the garden outside…”
Her voice trailed off as she looked outside again.
Lucas was already sitting up properly, his expression tense. “This is not normal,” he said immediately. “We were in a lift. How did we end up here?”
Antoine rubbed his forehead and stood up slowly. “Okay… okay. Everyone just calm down first.”
But even he looked confused now.
I turned around slowly, trying to find something familiar—anything that made sense. But there was nothing. The door, the walls, the silence… everything felt too clean, too still.
No noise outside.
No movement.
Not even the usual sounds of a house.
That’s when I noticed it.
The door didn’t have a handle.
Just a smooth surface.
Clara noticed it too. Her excitement faded slightly. “Okay… that’s… not normal.”
Lucas stepped forward and tried pressing the wall near the door. Nothing happened.
“It’s locked,” he said, more to himself than to us.
Antoine looked at all of us. “We need to think. Not panic.”
But none of us answered immediately.
Because deep down, we all knew the same thing.
This wasn’t just a different room.
It didn’t feel like a room we were supposed to be in at all.
The door slowly opened. For a moment, I felt almost foolish for not having checked it earlier.
“Bonjour, tout le monde. Monsieur le duc a demandé que vous veniez, s’il vous plaît,” said a maid as she stepped inside, wearing a black dress with a white trim, with a full skirt at knee length.
Clara said, “What are you all waiting for? Let’s go!”
The rest of us were nervous.
We accompanied the maid. We passed through long corridors, with portraits which looked older than my eighty-five-year-old grandma. 
We passed a bridge to the other side of the château, where the view was just stunning. I thought the castle was standing on a huge river. The sound of the river was melody to my ears. I could see a beautiful village starting from the end of the castle boundaries. It was early winter in this time.
We spotted so many soldiers, guarding each room, as if it was their destiny.
I have visited many castles and manors in England before, but none of them looked this majestic. Its historic wallpapers, all the furniture, timepieces, the attire of the people around us, all of them looked, um… phenomenal.
Antoine, who had a notebook in his backpack, had already taken it out, and was writing notes. Lucas looked like he had forgotten he was carrying a backpack. 
At last, we reached a huge door, after which the maid stopped. She was having a long conversation with the guards, until they moved out of our way. Then, she warned us, “S'il vous plaît, soyez aussi formel que possible.”
For a few seconds, we looked at each other in confusion. Then, the huge mirror-worked doors opened.













Chapter 5
We entered into a mid-sized room (for a château), which was “dressed” in blue. The blue wallpapers with golden panels caught my eyes at first. The room was quite open, and by that, I mean it had a lot of natural light from the huge white windows it had. The antique furniture of this room looked minimalistic yet charming.
But, what I saw last were the six people who had their eyes on us.
My eyes stopped on the man seated at the far end.
For a second, I just stared.
His coat was… unreal. Dark, heavy, and covered in gold embroidery that actually caught the light when he moved, like it had been stitched just to show power. It wasn’t loose or casual—it fit perfectly, structured, like every part of it had been planned.
There was lace at his cuffs and collar, but not in a soft way—it felt deliberate, almost sharp. And the shoes—slightly raised heels, polished, precise.
His hair fell to his shoulders, styled too perfectly to be natural.
He didn’t need to do anything. Just sitting there like that… the whole room already felt like it belonged to him.
And then I noticed the woman beside him.
Her gown was just as rich, but completely different. Lighter, but somehow even more detailed. The fabric looked heavy—silk or something thicker—and it fell in perfect folds, with a long train trailing behind her.
The bodice was so structured it didn’t even look comfortable, with a sharply pointed front covered in embroidery and tiny details I couldn’t even make out from where I stood.
Lace framed her neckline and sleeves, softer than the man’s, but just as precise.
And her hair—styled high, held in place with lace and ribbons—looked like it took hours to arrange.
She didn’t look intimidating in the same way as him… but there was something about the way she watched everything that made me feel just as aware of myself.
There were three more officials sitting around them, all of them with the same kind of attire, but of course, no comparison to the man and the lady. I guessed that one of them must be a senior official.
Before leaving, the maid whispered, “Ils sont le duc et la duchesse de Bellecour.”
Thank God I had seen some historic movies. So, I placed my right foot forward, bowed in front, being as formal as possible, keeping my eyes lowered, saying, “Sire… Madame....” after getting up. My other friends were exactly copying me.
And now, the duke started speaking. Oh my heart, it was beating at the speed of light. He said calmly, “Mademoiselle et messieurs, you may speak to me, or with anyone in my family, and my officials in English.” I guess he understood my different accent while speaking.
He carefully looked at our clothing. I know how it must have been for him, to see people dressing out of the blue. He asked, “Who are you all?”
“Your Highness,” Antoine stammered (I discovered that our group was not so formal), “we are Lucas, Clara, Winston, and me, Antoine. We have come from the city of Grenoble.”
The duke raised an eyebrow. Better should’ve been more formal, I think.
It came to my mind now that we’ve time travelled to…. I guess 17th century France.
The officials started whispering among themselves. It was scaring us, as we knew the court politics of that time from our school.
“And how can you prove your point, monsieur?” He asked. If his calmness was scaring us to death, then what would his wrath scare us to? 
I slowly raised my wrist to show my smart watch. At first, they assumed it to be just a decorated blue bracelet. But then, when I showed them the time, they were stunned. The duke gasped for a second.
The duchess’s eyes widened and the officials started whispering among themselves even more.
“How can this timepiece show us time, being so small in size, and without arms?” asked the duchess, shocked.
Then, I played the melody Swan Lake from my watch’s music feature. I wasn’t ready for their reactions after that.
The senior official said, “Great heavens! What is this piece of mastery, or sorcery?”
But, after a few seconds, the duke calmed down. 
“Well, monsieur,” he started, “this…. timepiece which you have showed me, I personally think this is more than sufficient for proof. May I know your opinion, Madame Isabelle?”
Even still, I was feeling a bit nervous, especially after the senior official’s description of my wristwatch as sorcery. I knew very well about the witch hunts in Medieval Europe, but I wasn’t quite sure about this era.
Seeing me scared, the duchess imperturbably said, “Monsieur le duc, according to my opinion, I think these children are telling the truth, because I’ve never seen such greatness in science in my life. I think we should let them stay in our palace as our beloved guests until a path is found.”
She lifted a finger, and two maids came up to us. She asked them to guide us to our living quarters.
While leaving, I saw that the duke made a face as if he did not quite like the duchess’s decision.
We passed through grand hallways, with a lot of people around us, right outside a complex which seemed like it was going to be our living quarters. Some guards were standing outside. It felt really fancy.
One of the maids opened the wooden panelled door with a golden key in her hand, left it hanging, and went inside. We accompanied her inside.
For a few seconds, we did not say anything. That’s because we were left speechless. Right after the maids left, Clara shouted, “Mon Dieu, this looks so… magnificent!” 
Lucas added, “Oh! There are four bedrooms – one for each.”
Antoine just remained silent. He was still processing all of these in.
The room beyond was breathtaking.
It wasn’t just one chamber—it unfolded like a small private world. The first space was a sitting room arranged with perfect balance, as if symmetry itself had been carefully planned. Two elegant armchairs faced each other near a fireplace carved from pale stone, already lit with a gentle, steady fire that gave the whole room a warm golden tone. Between them sat a low table made of dark polished wood, reflecting the firelight like still water.
Heavy curtains framed tall windows that opened onto a view so beautiful it almost didn’t feel real—trimmed gardens stretching out in structured patterns, trees shaped with care, and distant palace wings glowing under the soft sky. It felt like looking out into something alive but perfectly ordered.
The carpet beneath our feet was thick and richly woven, muting every sound we made, adding to the sense that this place wasn’t meant to be rushed through—it was meant to be experienced.
Beyond the sitting area, the space opened into sleeping quarters. Each bed was large and elegantly framed, dressed in crisp white linen that looked freshly prepared, as though someone had expected us long before we ever arrived. The drapery around them could be drawn for privacy, giving each space a sense of calm dignity. Small tables stood nearby with simple candle holders and fine porcelain basins, everything arranged with quiet precision.
But what struck me most wasn’t just the luxury—it was the feeling.
It felt like Versailles.
Not loud or overwhelming, but effortlessly grand. Every detail—from the symmetry of the furniture to the way light moved through the room—made it feel like we had stepped into a world built entirely around elegance.
For a moment, none of us spoke.
It wasn’t fear this time.
It was disbelief.
It was like we had walked into a painting that had somehow decided to become real.
But, I just stared outside the window, admiring the beautiful view of the gardens, which I had made up my mind visiting sometime during my visit, or I think that it was wrong to call this a simple visit. 
At that moment, something struck my head.
“Hey everyone! We….”
Antoine interrupted, “….forgot the reason why we’re here, and how did we even arrive here?”




Chapter 6
This was getting serious. Clara said, “Well, the last I remember is that we had fainted inside Winston’s lift while coming down to the ground floor, and then we woke up here.”
Lucas asked me, “Winston, do you know anything about that lift?”
I answered, “Not at all! I use it every day, but this never happened with me. Oh wait! I guess I know! Clara, when you had tripped me, my fingers accidentally pressed something, maybe the buttons of both floors. And then, the floor which we saw as 1.5 led us here. Since 1.5 is exactly halfway between 1 and 2, I guess that’s where it got its name from.”
“Actually…”, came a voice from behind. We looked back.
“…you all didn’t land up here inside the château, but actually inside the garden glasshouse. I pay a regular visit to that place, so I found you all lying there unconscious, and by looking at your attire, I was certain that you did not belong to our domain, or possibly in any domain at all.”
A teenage girl, but younger than us, was telling all of this. She was wearing a purple gown; all decorated with white lace and flowers, and her flowing hair was decorated with a variety of roses. She had a happy face and looked charming.
“I am Mademoiselle Juliette of Bellecour,” she said, “And you all?”
At first, we went silent, because it was too much to take in at once.
“You said,” began Lucas, “you found us inside a glasshouse, which I guess is a place containing all the beautiful flowers and plants of the château? May we know where is it?”
Juliette (I’ll call her Juliette from here, as she’s a natural human) pointed her finger towards the right window. We saw that the glasshouse was located behind the rows of the garden lilies.
Clara, pacing around the room, said, “Just asking, why did you bring us here inside the château if you didn’t know who we were? Didn’t you find it risky?”
Juliette paused for a moment, as if trying to choose her words carefully.
“It was,” she began, “But I wished to know the truth about why you all were lying unconscious inside our estate. Also, I was feeling sure that all of you aren’t intruders, but surely not from here.”
“You were lucky that I was painting by the river just beside the glasshouse, inside the château grounds. If the guards had seen you before, the matter could have been escalated rather rapidly. After finding you all, I instructed the guards to treat you as our guests, and to leave you all in one of our château chambers.”
“So, you believe in us,” said Antoine.
“Yes, for the most part, monsieur Antoine,” said Juliette.
“Does that mean we’re safe?” I asked.
“Not quite,” began Juliette, “You all have to remember that we’re inside a château, with a number of family members, other nobility, and workers. It is likely that there are still quite a few people who haven’t believed you all, or have thought that you’re intruders.”
“But, thank you so much, mademoiselle Juliette, for helping us out,” said Lucas.
Juliette didn’t say anything. She stared at us for a few moments. Her gaze was calm, observant, but not unkind.
“Oh! Before I forget, all of you are cordially invited to a meeting in the grand salon today at roughly four in the evening. There, we would be discussing what we should do next, and maybe you can explain how you got here. Also, it’s located on the first floor near the staircase.”
After saying this, Juliette left. While leaving, she commented, “Good watch on your hand, monsieur Winston!” 
I understood at that moment that she was a free spirit, who liked being herself. Her way of conversing and attitude felt homely.
Clara said, “What are you all waiting for? Let’s get dressed. I’m sure there’s going to be a lot of officials. So, we need to look our best!”
“Clara and her love for fashion, ugh! Never mind. Let’s check the wardrobe if it has some clothes which would actually suit over here,” added Lucas.
Antoine opened the wardrobe, and took out four sets of clothes for the four of us.
I said, “Hey people! Let’s just make it quick. Mon Dieu! I can’t seem to get how to wear these things. I think I really need help, or at least I have to try.”
When I finally managed to wear everything properly, I stared at myself for a few seconds.
The outfit actually looked… good.
The dark coat had golden embroidery near the sleeves, and the white shirt beneath it had so much lace that I was genuinely scared to touch it too much. The shoes were uncomfortable, the collar felt strange around my neck, and I still had no idea how noblemen of this era survived wearing so many layers.
Lucas looked absolutely miserable.
“I cannot breathe inside this thing,” he complained, trying to adjust his coat for the fifth time. “Who wears such hard-to-wear clothes?”
Clara, meanwhile, looked like she had been born inside the château itself.
“Oh, this is beautiful!” she said happily, spinning once in her gown. “Look at the sleeves! And the fabric, it’s so soft!”
Antoine was too busy observing every tiny detail.
“These designs are hand-embroidered,” he said, sounding fascinated. “Do you even realise how expensive these clothes must be?”
“Antoine,” Lucas sighed, “this is not the moment for a fashion scene.”
I looked at all of us again and almost laughed.
A few hours ago, we had been standing inside a modern lift. And now we looked like people straight out of a history book.
After some time, we were looking our “best”….almost.
Then, we stepped out of our suite. We walked through huge corridors, admiring each room we walked past.
Chapter 7
At that instant, Antoine asked, “Hey, does any of you remember where the grand salon is?”
“Umm…. I think it was the second floor,” said Clara.
“Wait, wasn’t it, Mon Dieu, what was it?” I began, “I guess we better believe Clara.
We walked past the grand staircase. For a few moments, we were just admiring the beauty of this part of the château. Adorned with silver railings, the staircase had a Baroque charm, with flowers engraved on each step, and beautiful paintings of the ancestors of the royal family on the wall.
Then, we stepped into the room adjacent to the staircase.
But, when the door opened, I asked, “Hey Clara, why would the duke invite us for tea inside an art gallery?”
It was true. The room in which we had entered had an entire collection of marvelous paintings, each of them so different from the other. We were even scared to ask someone, being embarrassed.
Antoine asked, “Clara, are you sure that the grand salon is in this floor?”
Clara didn’t even say a word after that.
We continued searching for the grand salon. For a moment, it felt like we were lost inside a huge labyrinth, except this one was majestic.
Suddenly, a maid came to us, seeing that we were confused. “Puis-je vous aider ?”
“Oui, s’il vous plait!” we said.
We told her that we were looking for the grand salon. She took us one floor down, and told us to go into the room adjacent to the staircase. Now we remembered! 
We entered through the huge doors, and before even taking a glimpse of the entire space, we saw that everyone was already present there – Juliette, Madame Isabelle, and Monsieur Fontaine, senior officials, and a military officer. I looked at the huge grandfather clock inside the room. It was 4:05PM.
We quietly entered the salon and sat down on our designated seats, as shown by the maid. It was an exquisite room with an intimate feeling – all those tiny chandeliers over each table, the huge mirror on the wall right beside me, and a bookshelf with a lot of books to read, but I thought of not taking anything for now.
“Monsieur le duc, can I sit beside Winston and his friends?” asked Juliette.
The duke, though doubtful at first, agreed after thinking for a few moments. Juliette came and sat right beside us. All the officials were staring at us – some were curious, some suspicious, and some right in the middle.
“Let tea be served,” ordered Madame Isabelle.




Chapter 8
Everyone was served tea. The silver teapots and the porcelain cups were shining in the late afternoon light. Many bite-sized dishes were served, with freshly baked pastries.
Antoine was eagerly looking at the fruit basket. I didn’t know that he loved fruits so much.
Clara started having her tea. When I sipped the tea, it was as if my mind was reborn. The black tea tasted malty and robust, with a surprisingly smooth finish. Lucas whispered into my ear, “The château looks like a movie set, isn’t it?  It’s just so quiet! Except, this one is much more....divine.” I nodded slightly.
After some time, Monsieur Fontaine asked, “Monsieur Winston, could you explain how exactly you arrived within our estate grounds?”
Then, heads turned towards me. I hesitantly said, “Monsieur le duc, we were actually doing our school assignments on the balcony of our house. When it started getting cold, we thought of coming to the ground floor. When we stepped inside the lift, I had accidentally tripped on Clara’s leg and my fingers pressed the two buttons on the lift, and we suddenly fainted, and woke up inside one of the rooms of the château.”
For a few moments, nobody said anything. The officials were looking as if almost none of them believed what I said, except for the senior official I had seen before.
Amidst all of this, the maids were always refilling everyone’s cup of tea. 
“Monsieur le duc, if you allow me, can I ask Monsieur Winston what does a ‘lift’ mean?” said the senior official.
“Certainly, Monsieur le Chancelier,” replied the duke.
I said, “A ‘lift’ is actually a kind of a closed space which can take you to different floors in a building by just pressing a button.”
“If only we could find the ‘lift’ you are talking about,” added the duchess.
Another official, who looked strong physically, calmly said, “Monsieur le duc, this mechanism sounds undoubtedly impossible. Even with advancements in our systems, we would not achieve anything like this. Is this safe for Bellecour?”
This time, Clara boldly said, “Monsieur, Europe, including France had technological advancements in the 1880s, where the electrical lift was invented.”
Suddenly, a maid came and offered my friends and I some freshly baked bread. It smelt wonderful. But, I noticed some blue stains in the middle, so I signalled my friends by nodding my head sideways to not eat it.
The room suddenly grew quieter after Clara’s statement. A few officials exchanged glances among themselves, while one of the maids nearly stopped while pouring tea into Monsieur Fontaine’s cup.
“The… 1880s?” repeated one of the nobles softly, sounding both confused and fascinated.
Juliette looked at Clara carefully. “Mademoiselle Clara,” she began, “you speak of those years as if you have witnessed them yourself.”
Clara immediately realised what she had accidentally revealed. “Well… because for us, those years are history,” she answered hesitantly.
This time, even the military officer sitting beside the Chancellor leaned slightly forward.
“So you truly claim to have arrived from centuries ahead of us?” he asked calmly.
Nobody from our group answered immediately.
Amidst the silence, the maids continued serving tea and bread to everyone around the salon. The atmosphere was still elegant, but it no longer felt comforting.
Juliette quietly glanced towards our side of the table. I think she noticed that none of us had touched the bread.
“Monsieur Winston,” asked Monsieur le Chancelier, “if your world possesses such extraordinary inventions, then what else exists there?”
I honestly did not know where to begin.
“Well…,” I started nervously, “in our world, there are machines which can fly through the skies carrying hundreds of people at once.”
A few officials looked visibly startled.
“There are also vehicles which move without horses,” added Lucas, now sounding slightly more confident. “And they can travel across entire cities in a short amount of time.”
“Impossible,” muttered one of the nobles under his breath.
Antoine, meanwhile, looked as if he had finally found the perfect moment to speak.
“And there are devices,” he explained eagerly, “through which people can instantly hear music played from faraway places, without musicians even being present in the room.”
One of the elderly officials almost lowered his teacup in shock.
“Good heavens…” he whispered.
The military officer, however, did not look fascinated anymore.
He looked concerned.
Some few more questions were asked by different people.
After that, we didn’t say anything else.









Chapter 9
The tea party, which I can’t call a party entirely, ended an hour after that.
We were mentally exhausted from all that questioning. “Oh Lucas, I get it now why they say to always take the stairs instead of the lift,” said Antoine.
I suddenly remembered something else.
“Everyone, we completely forgot about our parents. They must be so worried for us.”
Clara was devastated. “Mon Dieu! I wish we could find our way home.”
We then arrived at our suite.
“I have an idea!” exclaimed Lucas.
“Why don’t we visit the place where we had first appeared in this era, from where Juliette had found us?”
We all said together, “Brilliant! That’s a smart idea!”
Lucas added, “But, we should go there tomorrow, as it’s getting dark now, and I don’t have a great feeling about going out at this time.”
“Oh, and Winston, that stuff on the bread, I think it was Mûre, a type of blackberry jam highly popular among the people during this time, as I read in a History book,” said Antoine.
I got relieved. “Phew! Now, I’m feeling bored. Let’s play something. At least it will make us forget that we don’t have our parents nearby.”
“Awesome! I really felt like playing. How about chess? I’m sure I’ve seen two chessboards in our suite. One is in my room, and the other?” said Antoine.
“In my room, Antoine,” said Lucas.
Both of them took out the silver-made chessboards, and we formed two groups – I played with Antoine, and Lucas played with Clara.
After some time, “Look who’s won! J’ai gagné,” I exclaimed after winning the game.
“How is it that you always win, Winston? I was actually tired after wearing that heavy and tight attire to the tea party. Okay, let me just see Clara and Lucas play,” said Antoine, in an upset tone.
Clara had captured Lucas’s Queen. But, Lucas didn’t seem devastated. He calmly moved his Rook forward.
I was feeling tired for quite some time now. So, I went to the balcony adjacent to the living room. The cold winter breeze was blowing all around the château. The château had been wondrously illuminated with antique lanterns. As I sat on the armchair, I was observing the beautiful stars in the sky, something which I never saw in London. I closed my eyes for a few minutes to enjoy this breathtaking moment.
After some time, I felt someone was on the balcony with me. I opened my eyes instantly.
“Don’t need to be scared, Winston, if you allow me to call you that, it’s just me, Juliette,” said Juliette, who was standing right in front of me. 
“Of course, mademoiselle Juliette,” I began.
“No need, Winston, of calling me by my title. I’m just exhausted of this royal life. I’m bounded by rigid rules, which, though I know, but always find it challenging to follow. I had just come here to check on you all, whether anyone needs something. And, why are there tears in your eyes.” said Juliette.
It was actually true. I had tears in my eyes after thinking about my parents in Grenoble.
“I’m so sorry about that, mademoi…. sorry, Juliette,” I said.
“Oh please! Don’t be sorry like that. Tears are natural, not something to feel ashamed of. Now tell me, why are you crying?”said Juliette, in a calm manner.
“Actually, I was just thinking about my parents from the city we’ve come from. I’m missing my mum’s evening stories and my dad’s pastries so much,” I replied.
“I understand your feelings, Winston. If my elder sister were here, she would offer you a plate full of pastries and invite a storyteller who knows the best of stories of our bloodline to your suite. But, I know the truth that the one and only can never be replaced. I can feel your pain, as my own mother, feu Madame Delphine, had once visited the Mansa Lake in this city, but never came back, along with the guards who had escorted her. It has been a year and a half now. That day was one of the darkest days of my and Belleour’s life. Even after thinking about it, my heart sinks in sorrow. My dad had tried his best to find mother for months. But after repeated failures, my dad made my unmarried aunt the duchess of this domain. He never married anyone after that, as he truly loved mother. My aunt has given me all the love and care that a mother gives, so I informally call her ‘Mother’ now, though on some occasions, I miss my actual mother,” said Juliette, in a sad tone.
I was only separated from my parents, but she had already lost one of them. I felt deeply sorry for her loss.
I didn’t say anything for some time. She had been through a lot more than me. Losing a mother is never easy. 
“Nevertheless, could you please tell me more about your birthplace?” asked Juliette.
I answered, “I was born in London in England. I had spent more than a decade in that city. It is a historical place, lot of people, with a lot of good things. After that, the week before the last, my family and I had arrived in the city of Grenoble in France due to my mum’s new job posting and my dad’s wish to open a new bakery chain. The new city had a completely different vibe – quiet streets, a good way of life, and a vibrant culture.”
Juliette didn’t reply. She started humming some notes, and slowly, it started sounding like a lullaby – the same lullaby which I had heard that night in my room at Grenoble. I couldn’t believe how close two very different centuries actually are... just separated by a lift door. Her voice, though graceful, had a deep sense of sorrow hidden underneath; maybe it was the loss of her mother. I was just moved by that enchanting yet calm voice of hers.
After finishing, she exclaimed “Oh, I almost forgot! I have given each of your friends some cookies which I had made on my own in the royal kitchen. I rarely get a chance to cook myself, but that’s beside the point! Let’s have them now. I also have some grape juice with me,” said Juliette.
She brought a basket in which she had all of those, and she sat in front of me, and kept all of those treats on the table on the bamboo bowl she had got – at least not sparkling silver tableware again. We relished this simple yet homely food, as I told her all about my parents.
It had been more than an hour, after which Juliette said, “It’s getting late, I think. We’ll meet tomorrow, with all of your friends. Bonne nuit!”
She left the suite. I also went to my suite bedroom, and along with my friends, I went to sleep in our separate bed chambers.












Chapter 10
When I opened my eyes, the first thing I checked was my watch, which I had adjusted according to the time in this era. It was seven in the morning.
I found out that Antoine had already woken up. He was sitting at the table, drawing something while looking outside the window.
I saw what he was drawing. “Bon matin, Antoine, the roses you’re drawing look wonderful.”
“Merci, Winston. I actually love art, and I am actually a member of the school art club,” Antoine replied.
After that, he shouted, “What’s up, Lucas and Clara? I really think you all need to break that sleep of yours!”
After some time, Lucas and Clara came out, all ready for the day.
“A maid had left us a tray of breakfast on the table. We better eat, and then, follow your idea, Lucas,” said Antoine.
We had a nice bowl of hot and fresh soup, some baked breads, and some fruits to fuel ourselves.
After finishing my cup of tea, I said, “I think we should ask someone before leaving, as leaving without permission can be… unsafe for us.”
Clara scratched the door, as knocking on the door to call someone was seen badly. For a second, I thought that she knew the most about French nobility. 
A gentleman came into our room, ready for our words.
We told him that we wanted to go to the glasshouse. He replied, “Mademoiselle et messieurs, Je dois demander la permission madame la duchesse. Je reviendrai tout de suite après.”
After some time, the duchess arrived in her morning gown. Unlike the formal attire she had worn during the tea gathering, this one was simpler, though equally elegant. The deep emerald fabric flowed gracefully as she entered the room. Even without announcing her arrival loudly, the atmosphere instantly became more formal.
We all stood up at once.
“Please, all of you may sit,” said Madame la Duchesse calmly.
Her voice carried authority, but not harshness. She sat on one of the armchairs near the window, while a maid quietly poured tea into her porcelain cup.
“I was informed,” she began, “that all of you wish to visit the glasshouse.”
“Yes, Madame la Duchesse,” replied Lucas politely. “We thought that perhaps we might discover something about how we arrived here.”
For a few moments, the duchess remained silent. It almost felt as though she was carefully observing each one of us before replying.
“The glasshouse is within the château grounds,” she finally said, “but you all must understand that certain areas of Bellecour are currently under strict supervision. These are uncertain times for our domain.”
The room became quieter after those words.
“Nevertheless,” she continued, “I understand your curiosity. To awaken inside a place unknown to you must certainly be distressing.”
I was surprised that she understood our feelings so well.
“You may visit the glasshouse,” said the duchess, “but only within the permitted garden paths. A few guards shall remain nearby, only for precaution.”
Antoine immediately nodded enthusiastically. Clara, however, looked slightly nervous after hearing about the guards.
“And one more thing,” added the duchess softly, before lifting her teacup, “I would advise all of you not to wander elsewhere within the estate grounds without informing someone beforehand. Bellecour is vast, and not every part of it is meant for guests.”
After saying that, she calmly sipped her tea while the morning sunlight entered through the tall château windows, and she left the room.

Clara told everyone, “I think I should take a basket of goodies, which we can enjoy on the château gardens. Just give me a minute.”
“Clara, we are going there for something important, not for a picnic, viens!” shouted Antoine.
Thirty minutes after, two guards knocked on our door. We opened the door, and they said, “Allez madame et messieurs, on y va!”
This was getting exciting, and tense, possibly. We were taken through quintessentially grand archways, crossing multiple rooms, which I couldn’t possibly remember even when I had left the last room a minute ago.
After a long walk, we finally reached the glasshouse, along with its attached garden – the place where Juliette had found us.
The place looked lovely. There were so many marble fountains, each with a different statue below it, trees and bushes adorned with perhaps the most vibrant bunch of flowers, and a vivid variety of animals – rabbits, swans, and some rare birds. For a second, we all were gasping after witnessing this garden, something which I had only seen in mythical tales.
One of the guards said, “Monsieur le Duc aime les fleurs. Beaucoup de fleurs dans ce jardin sont rares à trouver. Madame la Duchesse adore l’architecture. Elle a fait construire toutes les fontaines dans ce jardin.”
Wow! What an amazing thing to hear. We spread up.
Lucas was looking around the lakes, if something familiar was dropped. Antoine looked as if he was finding something among the small ‘forest’-like conical trees within the estate.
I was checking everywhere else, just outside the glasshouse. I had asked Clara to check inside the glasshouse, as she said she was responsible enough for that.
Big mistake! I saw Clara staring at a plant. “Hey Clara, what do you think you are doing with that plant?”
She replied, “Talking to it to make it grow! Are you kidding me? Seriously? You don’t trust me one bit. I was just thinking if I have such a spiky plant at my house in Grenoble.”
I also went inside the glasshouse to search it carefully. Suddenly, my eyes caught something unusual beside the fragrant jasmine plant – my phone.
I planned not to shout on this one, because if the noble family finds this phone, I don’t know what they’ll think of this.
I whispered into Clara’s ear to call the others. We thought of keeping my phone in silent mode, and switched off, to save the battery, which oh god, could be drained without charging.
After exploring so much, it was already twelve in the afternoon. We all were getting hungry. Thank God Clara had got her picnic basket.
We sat by the river, which was at the tip of the garden. We laughed, gigled, and also discussed about our next plans. While enjoying my baguette, I saw a small canvas standing on an art stand, if that’s what it’s called, with a beautiful, almost picture-perfect scenery of the entire river landscape drawn.
I went to see the beautiful painting captured on that canvas. “Oh la la, la peinture est magnifique!”
“Merci beaucoup, monsieur Winston,” came a deep voice from behind.
I turned back instantly, to find a teenager, a bit older than me, with beautifully decorated plated hair, and a beautiful aristocratic peach silk gown, in front of me.
Her entire self evoked with a touch of wisdom on the face.
She said to me, “Monsieur, you really think that I paint well, don’t you? I’ve always tried to improve my artwork, but the colours are always messy. By the way, I heard my sister Juliette had met you yesterday night. Bon! I’m feeling a bit bored right now, and my friends have yet not arrived to our domain for a playdate. Now, why don’t I take you all, the guests of the château for a boat ride along the river? Don’t worry, there will be some members of our staff to help us.”
So she was the sister of Juliette. I also got a slight idea that she was slightly contrasted from her sister. 
Just then, the others arrived after hearing her voice.
“Mon Dieu! Winston, you had disappeared for two minutes and suddenly became friends with a mysterious… painter?” exclaimed Clara dramatically.
The young lady laughed softly after hearing that. Unlike Juliette’s more spontaneous smile, hers seemed calmer and quieter.
Antoine looked at the canvas with widened eyes. “Mademoiselle, this painting is honestly wonderful. The reflection of the river almost looks real.”
“You are too generous, monsieur,” she replied politely. “I am Mademoiselle Vivienne de Bellecour.”
So that was her name.
Lucas greeted her formally, while Clara curtsied slightly, though not perfectly. Thankfully, nobody seemed to notice.
“Mademoiselle Vivienne has just invited us for a boat ride,” I informed them.
“A boat ride?” Antoine immediately exclaimed. “Now this is becoming much better than staying inside the suite all day.”
Vivienne smiled faintly. “The river behind Bellecour stretches far beyond the gardens. From there, one can see the villages, the forests, and perhaps even understand this domain slightly better.”
For a moment, I noticed something unusual in her tone when she said those words. It was almost as though Bellecour carried responsibilities much heavier than its beauty.
Four members of the château staff soon arrived near the wooden pier beside the river. A long ivory-coloured boat was waiting quietly on the water, gently swaying with the current.
“Shall we?” asked Vivienne calmly.
“Yes, mademoiselle Vivienne,” we replied.
Then, we started sailing. The boat had a classic vibe to it, with golden borders, a wooden floor, and so many places to rest, and even an indoor room – we were spoilt! 
Clara casually asked, “Mademoiselle Vivienne, this domain of your family is quite nice. Just asking, has it always been this quiet and peaceful over here?”
“Mostly, yes, Clara,” replied Vivienne (I’m also calling her by her name here).
After that, the sailing continued. We were all enjoying the warmth of the sun. There was so much greenery throughout the village. There were so many cute bakeries, and shops, and streets.
The people were greeting us, and all of them looked happy, with smiles on their faces, and real smiles, to be very precise.
As the boat continued along the river, I noticed that the cheerful atmosphere of the nearby villages had slowly started fading. Some shops near the riverside were shut, and in a few places, I could see villagers gathered together, whispering anxiously among themselves.
Even the members of the staff on our boat no longer looked relaxed.
Vivienne too had become quieter than before. She was looking towards the distant hills repeatedly, almost as if she was expecting something unpleasant.
Suddenly, a strange whistling sound echoed across the sky.
At first, I thought it was some kind of large bird. But then Antoine stood up instantly.
“Mademoiselle Vivienne… what is that?” he asked nervously while pointing towards the sky.
Far above us, something dark and burning was descending rapidly.
For the first time since meeting her, Vivienne looked genuinely frightened.
“Quickly! Turn left immediately!” she shouted towards the navigators.
The atmosphere aboard the boat changed within seconds. Nobody spoke. Even Clara had gone silent.
The burning object crashed into the river only a short distance away from us.
A thunderous explosion erupted across the water.
The entire boat shook violently as massive waves struck against its sides. One of the staff members nearly lost balance.
“Droite! Droite!” shouted the navigator desperately.
The boat made a sudden turn towards a narrower river path surrounded by steep stone cliffs and dense trees.
Vivienne held onto the wooden railing tightly. “This route is rarely used,” she said in a low voice. “We should be safe here… at least, I hope so.”
As we entered deeper into the unfamiliar passage, I noticed something strange in the distance.
Far above the cliffs, partially hidden behind layers of mist and overgrown trees, stood what looked like an old stone tower.
Our boat stopped in front of it.
Clara exclaimed, “Wow! I can’t believe that there’s a tower in such a place! It’s so…. historic.”
Vivienne nodded in slight anger.
“Clara, bite your tongue!” Lucas exclaimed.



Chapter 11
“I think we should go inside for some time, as I’m not sure if we’re completely safe from the people who were trying to end our lives,” Vivienne told all of us.
We went inside the tower.
There was water everywhere. I was about to slip. 
We went to the first floor of the tower, where we saw that several lanterns were lit all around the space. 
There were paintings of people whom, at least I didn’t know.
“Such a mysterious place! I need to tell all of this to father and aunt,” said Vivienne.
We decided to rest at the drawing room, I suppose, of the first floor.
As we were discussing about what we should do next, I saw something shining, a glitter pen. Wait! This is our school-branded pen. What is this doing here?
I thought, “I was told that we were found in front of the glasshouse. Then, what is this doing over here?”
I went to the room adjacent to the drawing room to think about everything we’ve been doing here, to find a clue, when suddenly my eyes captured the writings on the table on which I had rested my hand.
It read, “Let lives of people who have come to this place, my place, be over, and helped by the masked men behind me.”
At that instance, I sensed someone behind me.
I looked at the top mirror of the room, to notice that masked man was standing behind me, holding a sword, preparing to finish me anytime.
I didn’t shout, but I jumped forward. He threw the sword towards me, but he barely missed me. Four others were coming from behind. I ran towards the drawing room, shouting my way, “Run! There are murderers here!”
“Who dares to attack us? We need to know who they are!” exclaimed Vivienne.
I said, hurriedly, “Mademoiselle, there’s….. there’s no time right now for all of this! We need to run!”
No time was wasted. Everyone saw them coming behind me, and shouted, and ran to save their lives.
We ran down the stairs as if breaking a leg by accidentally falling down was much better than dying in their hands. We exited the tower within a minute and hopped on the boat. They had almost caught one of us, when we started sailing the boat. Phew!
It was evening already. While we were sailing back, I noticed that Vivienne was awfully quiet. Clara exclaimed, “What was all of that! I thought this château along with its grounds was safe! I’ve never seen anything like this.”
“Calm down, Clara. There’s nothing to shout about this! We’ll surely find a way out of this,” assured Lucas.
As we reached the palace, there were much more guards than we had seen in the morning. There were fire torches lit everywhere, many lights, and strict security.
Everyone’s face had a sense of fear and alarm.
As we entered the palace, we were met by the duke, accompanied by Juliette.
“Mademoi…. just leave these titles! Vivienne, where were you all this time?” asked the duke, in a half-angry, half-worried manner.
Vivienne replied, “Actually, I was bored, so I had decided to go on a boat ride, with my friends, where….”
“Could you please explain why did you take our guests, who are new here, for boating? We’ve just got a message that a group of two domains from the next country, with Valdoria leading them, is planning to attack us in one and a half weeks. We’ve to prepare for it. We’ve rarely been attacked in all these years, but suddenly, such an attack! Please go inside the château immediately! You too, mademoiselle and messieurs. And please don’t go out without our permission, as that can be extremely dangerous, especially with you all coming from a ‘different era’.”
We thought of not telling everything we experienced to him at this moment.






Chapter 12
We quietly returned to our suite. For the first time since arriving at Bellecour, none of us felt amazed by the luxurious corridors, the sparkling chandeliers, or the paintings hanging along the walls.
The château no longer felt warm.
As we walked through the hallways, I noticed guards standing almost everywhere. Some servants were rushing past us while whispering nervously among themselves. Through the large windows beside the corridor, I could see fire torches being lit across the château grounds.
Nobody spoke much until we entered the suite.
The room was completely silent.
A maid had already arranged dinner for us on the long dining table – warm soup, roasted vegetables, bread, pastries, and tea. On any other evening, Clara would probably have rushed towards the desserts first.
But now, even she remained quiet.
Lucas closed the suite doors carefully before saying in a low voice, “We need to discuss what happened in that tower.”
Antoine sat down immediately. “That place was not abandoned. Someone is clearly using it.”
“And that writing on the table…” I whispered nervously. “What if they actually wanted to kill us?”
I took out the glitter pen slowly from my pocket and placed it on the table.
Everyone stared at it.
The silver logo of our school was still visible on its side.
For a few seconds, nobody said anything.
Lucas finally broke the silence. “This changes everything.”
“But how did it even reach there?” asked Clara. “We were found near the glasshouse, not some strange tower beside a hidden river route.”
“That’s exactly what’s bothering me,” I replied. “What if we had actually arrived somewhere near that tower first?”
Antoine looked thoughtful for some time before speaking.
“The river currents,” he said quietly. “If we somehow fell near the cliffs beside the tower, maybe the water carried us towards the château gardens.”
The entire room fell silent again.
Even though the explanation sounded impossible, it somehow felt terrifyingly believable.
Just then, the sound of horses galloping echoed from outside the château.
Lucas immediately walked towards the balcony doors and looked outside.
“There are more people arriving,” he murmured.
I joined him near the balcony.
The peaceful Bellecour we had seen just yesterday had completely changed. Guards carrying lanterns were moving rapidly across the grounds. Several carts filled with supplies were entering through the gates, while messengers on horseback continued arriving one after another.
Far away, somewhere beyond the château walls, I could hear the ringing of bells through the cold night air.
We sat quietly for almost an hour, thinking what to do.
Clara, for the first time looked deeply frightened. She said, “How good it would’ve been if we were in Grenoble, in our modern times! Oh Dieu! I really miss my mum!”
“Don’t worry, Clara. Until we all friends are together, there’s nothing to worry about,” assured Lucas.
“Everyone, I’m just thinking that I’ve read many times in stories and in real history books that during such hard times, someone from the rivals is inside the château. And that reminds me, what could’ve those masked men doing in that tower? Are they connected to this trouble?” said Antoine.
After listening to everything the others said, something struck me, so I said in a soft tone, “If we were to arrive in that spooky tower the first time we had arrived here, then Juliette either didn’t tell us or didn’t know the entire truth.”
“Woah! That’s a harsh statement, Winston. I know your concern, but we can’t simply frame it like that. Juliette really doesn’t seem to be a liar!” said Clara, sharply.
“Who said that Juliette’s a liar? It is possible for her to not know the entire truth. Nevertheless, let’s go to bed now. I think that after a day full of troubles like this, we shouldn’t stay up late.”
So, we went to our separate chambers to fall asleep. I didn’t know about the others, but I couldn’t sleep for quite some time. After repeatedly moving around the bed, lying, I was imagining my mum singing me that lullaby she used to sing to me when I used to tease her at night and not sleep.
I was asleep that time, when suddenly, I heard faint scratching noise. Was it the door? If it was, then I should thank myself for having left the door open while sleeping for ventilation.
I went slowly and quietly. Who could be here at this time of the night? The scratching sound became louder. I don’t know why, but I thought of not disturbing the others.
As I opened the door, I was shocked. There was a girl in a purple cloak, with a candle in hand.
“Who are you? And, what are you doing over here at this time?”
As the girl removed her cloak, I was surprised to see who it was.
“Juliette?”
In a frightened tone, she said in a low voice, “Could you please let me enter? I request you.”
I asked her to come inside, and closed the door.
“Sorry for disturbing you all at this time,” Juliette began. “But, I had no other choice. Fifteen minutes ago, I was woken up by a faint sound of metal outside my chamber. I called the guards, but no one came. As you know during such times, I got scared. I slightly opened the door, but I saw no guard outside by chamber doors. But, I saw one of their swords, and some bloodstain on the floor. I also began hearing footsteps. Oh Mon Dieu!”
I asked, “Then? What happened?”
“Then, I thought of leaving my chamber, as it seemed unsafe staying there any longer. But, I couldn’t just go like this. I put on my cloak I had on the table, and then went out with a candle, and your suite was nearest to my chamber than my parents’, so I had to come here. So sorry, again!”
“Bloodstain” was the last word for me to bear alone. Everything was sounding like a murder mystery movie.
I stood up to call the others.
“No need, Winston. I’m okay. If you want, you can go to your chamber,” said Juliette.
I didn’t reply. This matter was urgent. I called everyone.
After I explained everything to them, they were gasping like they had seen a ghost.
“What? Mademoiselle Juliette, did you see anything else? Please try to remember,” asked Clara, in a surprised tone.
“Let me think. Oh yes, I just remembered! When I was at the end of the corridor, I think that I saw someone entering my room, with another person. Also, I think Winston didn’t tell you, but please, no need to call me by my title.”
Lucas assured, “Don’t worry, Juliette. You’re safe here, and,”
Antoine interrupted, “No, Lucas. We’re not completely safe here.”
I said, “Antoine’s right. I think we need to tell Juliette that today, we were chased by some masked men in the old tower near to this château.”
“Vivienne has told me that, Winston. I’ve thought of saying this to father and ‘mother’. Actually, as per the history book I had read in the library today, that tower was empty since more than a century. All of them attacking you, and then, such incidents. This can’t be a coincidence!” said Juliette.
Suddenly, footsteps echoed outside the suite.
Everyone fell silent instantly.
The footsteps stopped right outside the door.
Nobody moved.
I could hear Clara’s uneven breathing beside me.
Then—
A faint scratching sound came from the other side of the door.
Not loud, but slow and careful.
Almost as if the person outside did not want anyone else in the corridor to hear it.
Lucas quietly stood up and looked towards the door.
Antoine whispered, “Don’t open it.”
But still, he opened it. We saw that a maid, all scared, with tears in her eyes, was standing outside the door. For a few minutes, she tried to described what was frightening her, in French.
That basically meant that today, in the royal kitchens, while she was preparing the meals for the duke and the duchess, she overheard a conversation between two serving maids. She do not know their names, but they were secretly plotting to assassinate the Duke by poisoning his meal. Fortunately, they had asked her to prepare his dish today; thus, she did not add the purple liquid they had instructed her to incorporate—claiming it was a sweetener. After observing that the Duke remained safe and sound following the meal, they made plans to hire men to assassinate him this very night. They spoke of strange poisons and weapons. They had drafted a note intended for these men, but she furtively stole it while they were away for a few moments. However, she fears they may have realized that she is already aware of the entire affair—ever since the incident with the meal; it is therefore possible that they are now plotting to target her as well
She handed Lucas the note and walked away.
Juliette took the note to her hands, with writings in French and English.
In French: “Maintenez le couloir ouest dégagé avant que la maisonnée ne se retire pour la nuit.
Dans la galerie supérieure, aucun domestique ne doit demeurer après la seconde cloche.
L'huile de lavande doit être déposée discrètement près de la chambre de la duchesse.
Les visiteurs tardifs entrant par l'aile est ne doivent pas être interrogés.
Durant les rondes de minuit, le grand escalier doit rester sans garde.
Sous l'horloge de la chapelle, les lanternes doivent être éteintes avant minuit.
Retenez chaque musicien dans ses quartiers jusqu'au début des prières matinales.
Chaque rideau donnant sur les appartements royaux doit rester tiré ce soir.
Toutes les bougies restantes du couloir nord doivent être remplacées immédiatement.
Deux plateaux d'argent doivent être portés aux chambres supérieures avant minuit.
Un seul domestique est autorisé à demeurer près de l'aile royale après la dernière cloche.
Deux lanternes doivent être laissées allumées près du passage est ce soir.”
In English: “Keep the western corridor clear before the household retires for the night.
In the upper gallery, no servant is to remain after the second bell.
Lavender oil should be delivered quietly beside the duchess’s chamber.
Late visitors entering through the eastern wing are not to be questioned.
During the midnight rounds, the grand staircase must stay unguarded.
Under the chapel clock, the lanterns are to be extinguished before twelve.
Keep every musician within their quarters till morning prayers begin.
Every curtain facing the royal chambers must remain drawn tonight.
All remaining candles in the northern corridor should be replaced immediately.
Two silver trays are to be brought to the upper chambers before midnight.
1 servant alone may remain near the royal wing after the final bell.
2 lanterns are to be left burning beside the eastern passage tonight.”
Juliette was scared!
“Winston, Clara, Antoine, and Lucas, I don’t know what this note means, but……… we need to save father and mother.”
She started breathing heavily, as if she would sprint now!
After looking for some time at the note, I said, “Juliette, I think I know what this note means.”
Antoine said, “Me too, but, I’ll let you say that.”
I said, “I have some knowledge of hidden notes during historical times. Here, if we connect the first alphabets of the English writing, we get, ‘K-I-L-L-D-U-K-E-A-T-1-2’. Kill Duke at 12. Oh my! What’s the time now! Clara, check, fast!”
Everyone was still processing my words. Clara hurriedly said, “It’s… it’s five minutes to midnight.”
Juliette ran out of the door, without even wearing her cloak.
“Juliette!” shouted Clara.
We ran behind her. It was not safe for her to run around during such times, especially with murderers around.
There were multiple guards around us, guarding the corridors, as if wanting to ask us what happened.
All the clocks in all the hallways were ticking to twelve at the same time.
We were running as fast as we could, corridor after corridor, not even knowing which corridor we were crossing. We just followed Juliette.
We were getting tired as the château was so huge. We still panted across the hallways behind Juliette.
As we approached the main building, I was slightly mentally assured that we were near the royal chambers of the duke and the duchess.
Juliette suddenly slipped because of something spilled on the floor. She couldn’t get up on her own. In that tense yet fast moment, she shouted, “Father’s chamber the front-most room in the next hallway. Please, save him.” She was half-crying.
I was nearer to the chamber than my friends.
“There’s just one minute left!” shouted Clara, seeing the clock inside this hallway.
I was running like a maniac now, and just as I reached the chamber, I witnessed that the guards were lying down unconscious. I hurriedly entered through the already opened doorway. I saw that two men in royal blue eye-masks were about to approach the duke within seconds. It was a tense and fast moment.
At that time, Antoine had also come inside.
After seeing us, the masked men began to drift their daggers near the duke and the duchess. I grabbed a flower vase which was on the side table, and threw it on one of the men. He fell down, experiencing the sharp pain.
The duke and the duchess woke up at once, shocked and terrified in horror!
Then there was the sound of guards coming through the hallway from the other side.
Antoine went to stop the other man, but he had caught him. But, he bravely kicked him with his feet, because of which the man’s dagger dropped.
Having no choice, he quickly grabbed some heavy silver ornaments from the side table, and threw them at us. Two of them hit me and Antoine on the head. 
Using that brief moment, the two masked men pushed us away and ran out.
“Attrapez-les, gardes!” shouted the duke.
Suffering in pain, I heard one of the guards shouting, “Oh, ils ont sauté par la fenêtre du château! Pierre, va les rattraper!”
Clara came in and exclaimed, “Winston, and Antoine, what just happened over here? Oh Mon Dieu!”
Neither I nor Antoine could answer, as we were feeling dizzy, hurt, and were almost fainting.
“Quiet, Clara, there’s no time for this! There’s no time for asking all of this. Look, I got Juliette here if she was needed,” said Lucas, firmly.
“Why… why did you have to go through all of this, Winston? I thought that calling the guards was enough!” said Juliette.
I replied in a very soft tone, “I…. I couldn’t have waited longer for the guards…. I couldn’t have watched yet another one…. of your…. life-givers perish.”
Then, I closed my eyes, being unable to open them.
There was a tense moment inside the château.
From last what I could hear, the duke shouted, “Pourquoi aucun d'entre vous n'est-il venu plus vite, et plus tôt? Why couldn’t any of you come faster?”
The duchess said in an astonishing way, “These…… these children risked themselves to save us, and we were secretly suspicious on them? Que quelqu'un vienne ici sur-le-champ! Appelez le médecin royal et conduisez nos nobles invités en toute sécurité vers les hauts appartements du château.
“Don’t worry! Your friends will be okay,” the duchess assured.
Then, my eyes blacked out.



Chapter 13
I opened my eyes because of the strong sunlight coming in through a window next to me.
“Oh, sorry for opening the window,” said Clara, who was sitting on an armchair just beside me.
I found myself lying on a huge bed, and in a new, more luxurious suite.
“No need to worry, Winston. This is our new apartment given to us by the duchess,” Clara told me, seeing my surprised face.
Antoine was still sleeping, with Lucas watching him.
“Winston, you do not know how scared we were last night. The royal doctor was called, who treated you both.
Oh! I remember that he said that you should rest a lot to reset yourself. It’s just seven in the morning now. You can sleep a bit more.”
I also felt the same. Although I wasn’t feeling dizzy, mostly, yet I felt that some huge scars had formed on my forehead. I chose to sleep as per Clara’s advice.
I was sleeping peacefully, but I felt someone touching my forehead. I opened my eyes at once. “Who is it….. Juliette?”
“Shhh! You need to rest, Winston. I was just seeing the scars and injury marks on your forehead. By the way, I need to thank you and Antoine for saving them yesterday night. Else, I would’ve possibly lost them as well, just as mum. Anyways, I’m not going to disturb you anymore. I think I should leave,” said Juliette.
I held her hand to stop her.
“Oh, sorry for that! Actually, I really feel like I’m not being helpful by just sleeping like this. I should be helping my friends in such times. The only problem I have is if you say ‘sorry’ one more time. It was my duty to protect the people who had offered us a roof to stay in this unknown era.”
Juliette didn’t answer immediately.
The morning light had fully entered the room now — pale gold sunlight spilling through the tall window, falling across her face.
And for the first time, I noticed how tired she really looked.
Not just afraid.
Exhausted.
She slowly sat down on the edge of the chair beside the bed, as if her strength had suddenly left her.
“I thought I had already lost them once,” she said quietly.
Her voice trembled.
Then she looked at me — and her expression finally broke.
“If you and Antoine had not reached there…”
She stopped.
Her breath shook.
And then she covered her face with one hand, trying not to cry — but failing to stop it completely.
Tears slipped through anyway.
“I would have lost them again,” she whispered. “And I would have never forgiven myself.”
Silence filled the room.
Outside, the château was awake — distant footsteps, guards changing shifts, the soft sound of a world pretending the night had not almost ended in tragedy.
But inside this room, everything felt still.
Real.
Human.
I didn’t speak at first.
There was nothing grand enough to say.
So I just shifted slightly, ignoring the pain in my head, and reached out again.
This time, she didn’t pull away.
Her fingers tightened around mine — like she was holding on to something that had saved her from falling apart completely.
“You didn’t lose them,” I said softly.
My voice was low, rough from exhaustion.
“They are still here.”
That made her cry a little more.
Not loudly.
Just quietly — like she had finally been allowed to release everything she had been holding since last night.
After a moment, she wiped her face quickly, embarrassed by her own tears.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered again.
And then, almost immediately, she shook her head at herself. “No… I promised I would stop saying that.”
A faint, broken smile appeared for a second.
But her eyes were still wet.
A distant morning bell rang through the château.
Seven o’clock.
The world outside continued.
But inside this room, something had changed — quietly, permanently.
She stood up slowly, still holding herself together with effort.
“Rest,” she said softly. “Both of you.”
And then she left — not like a princess, not like a noble…
But like someone who had almost lost everything in a single night.
A faint silence settled in the room after Juliette left. The morning light slowly filled the chamber, making everything look calmer than it truly felt. For a moment, there was nothing but the soft sound of distant footsteps outside the corridor.
Antoine shifted slightly on the bed and slowly opened his eyes, blinking as if trying to understand where he was. He turned his head toward me and frowned weakly, still half-lost in sleep and memory. “Winston… what happened after…?” he murmured.
I tried to sit up a little, wincing at the pain in my head, and looked at him with a tired expression. “We made it back,” I said softly. “The Duke… the Duchess… they’re safe.” Antoine exhaled slowly, as if that alone took away some weight from his chest.
The room felt different now—not peaceful, but controlled. Outside the door, faint movement of guards could be heard, steady and alert, as if the château itself was no longer asleep but watching. Neither of us spoke for a moment, letting the silence settle between recovery and reality.
After ten minutes, the guards outside our new apartment announced, “Le Duc de Fontaine!”

The duke came in looking thankful to us. He entered, and since I was near the door, he touched my shoulder, saying, “Thank you, thank you so much, monsieur Winston, for….
For saving our lives yesterday night. How could I ever thank you?”
“It was our duty, monsieur le duc. It was important to save the person who had provided us with a stay in such an era,” I replied.
He looked at us for some seconds, and then he said, “Thanks, Monsieur Antoine, too. Both of you have been lifesavers for us. Now, towards the main point. The guards had found a purple piece of hair accessory inside our chamber, which we don’t own. But, why would those men have a random hair accessory with them? Here! Keep it with you, as no one would even suspect that this is with you all.”
It was a purple hair ribbon, a huge one. It had a few pieces of diamonds in the centre of it, and also had a sparkling liquid on it.
“Merci beaucoup, monsieur le duc,” said Clara.
Then, he left.

This was getting more and more complex. I just kept the ribbon inside a drawer from the marble chest of drawers.
Clara said, “Everyone, let’s sit in salon de la musique, of our apartment. How’s that? I’m getting a bit….. tired of this.”
I was shocked. “What was that, Clara? We have a music room in our apartment? Oh Mon Dieu! Let’s go, and we can discuss there.”
Clara made a face.
Lucas said to her, “Oh, the graceful lady of the kingdom, mother Mary, please bless us by being serious!”
We went inside the room, but it wasn’t an easy path – the library shelf of our salon was actually a hidden door to the music room. I had experienced the life of nobles! I’m blessed!
We entered into the room, which was wrapped in red everywhere.
Clara said, “Monsieur le duc was telling that this room was inspired by one of his trade peers from Kyoto. This room has a Japanese feeling to it, doesn’t it? And, that too without being too much out-of-it.”
We sat on the Japanese wood-carved couch, to discuss matters.

Antoine began, “Okay, so let’s start from the beginning. We arrived here because of that stupid lift, and then Juliette brought us into this château. Now, my main question is, that day, Winston, you had found your school pen, right?”
I nodded, “Oui.”
“So if we were found in front of the glasshouse, as per what Juliette had said, how did a pen from our school reach there? Were we even found within the château grounds? This rings a huge bell! I think we were discussing about this the other evening, but this matter needs to be known clearly. Should we call Juliette? I think there’s no problem in that!”
Suddenly, I heard a knock on the door, which was the library shelf separating our room.
She came in, breathing heavily.
“Clara, I found something!”
She asked, “What? How? When? Where?”
She replied, “Maybe I can’t reply all of that, Clara, but I can confirm that you all were not found in front of the glasshouse.”
“We weren’t?” asked Lucas.
“Yes. I heard some maids in the garden taking about some guards who had found you inside some hidden passage. It might sound surprising, but when I asked them about this, they said that they thought we knew about this. The guards had told them that they found you inside a passage, close to the Old Man’s Statue on the Lumer’s Street. Later, they went missing.”
Antoine commented, “This sounds strange. Why would someone want to hide where we were found?”
“The even more surprising fact is that when I asked the names of the guards, and I asked an official to check the register for me, most of the names matched, except for one – Julien Soreil!”
I said, “Juliette, do you think that we should check what is this so-called ‘secret passage’?”
Just then, a guard arrived, saying, “Pardonnez-moi, Mademoiselle, de vous interrompre. Mais le duc a demandé à tout le monde de se rendre à la Bibliothèque Raphaël, au sous-sol.”
It was as if the condition was braided, each knot pointing to a different direction. I couldn’t even understand what is the reason of us landing in this bygone era of battles?
We followed the guard through the underground corridors of Bellecour silently. Unlike the upper halls of the château, these passages felt colder and far more serious, with guards standing at almost every turning. Iron candle stands burned along the walls, and hurried footsteps echoed continuously from one corridor to another.
At last, we arrived before two gigantic wooden doors carved with golden emblems of France and Bellecour. Before the guards could even announce us properly, voices from inside the chamber echoed through the hallway.
The doors opened.
Bibliothèque Raphaël no longer resembled a mere library.
It looked like the heart of a kingdom preparing itself against danger.
The underground chamber was enormous, circular in shape, and lit by heavy iron chandeliers hanging from chains above. Giant shelves packed with ancient books surrounded the chamber entirely, while several ladders rested against them. Yet almost nobody seemed interested in the books today.
Every eye was fixed upon the gigantic central table.
Several maps had been spread across it, overlapping one another in urgency. Some displayed the districts of Bellecour, while others showed forests, river routes, neighbouring territories, military roads, and patrol markings. Wooden markers, royal seals, metal pins, and rolled parchments covered almost every inch of the table.
The duke stood near the centre of the room, one hand pressed firmly against the map before him. Around him stood military commanders, ministers, royal advisers, messengers, and officials carrying documents from one place to another. Some whispered anxiously amongst themselves, while others pointed towards marked regions on the maps with long silver rulers.
The atmosphere inside the chamber felt tense enough to suffocate someone.
As soon as we entered, the duke looked up.
“Ah, there you are,” he said, exhaustion clearly visible on his face despite his composed posture. “Come closer. You deserve to know the condition Bellecour presently stands in.”
We approached the table carefully.
One of the commanders immediately spoke, “Your Highness, patrols stationed near the eastern sectors reported suspicious movement shortly before dawn. Additionally, several guards assigned to night duty cannot presently be located.”
“How many?” asked the duke firmly.
“Five, Your Highness.”
A low murmur spread across the chamber instantly.
Another official stepped forward hurriedly with several papers in hand. “And there is another issue, monsieur le duc. Word of last night’s attack is already beginning to spread amongst servants and nearby districts.”
One minister immediately added nervously, “This could become disastrous politically.”
The duke’s expression darkened slightly.
An older adviser spoke in a lower voice, “Especially during the absence of Their Majesties. I was informed that they have gone for a visit in Thailand.”
At once, the chamber fell quieter.
I exchanged glances with Antoine.
The Prime Minister slowly stepped forward beside the duke and said gravely, “The King and Queen of France remain abroad for foreign negotiations. Until their return, Bellecour itself stands as one of the strongest visible authorities in this region. If rumours spread that assassins entered this château and nearly murdered its rulers within their own chambers…”
He did not even finish the sentence.
Another minister completed it quietly.
“Then neighbouring territories will assume that Bellecour has weakened.”
The commander standing beside the table suddenly pointed towards several red markings across the map. “And if enemies already know this, then last night may not have been merely an isolated attack.”
The room immediately filled with whispers again.
The duke finally raised his voice.
“Silence.”
Instantly, the entire chamber became still.
He slowly looked around the room before speaking again.
“Yesterday night, assassins entered the royal chambers of Bellecour itself. Guards disappeared from duty. False identities have been discovered amongst official records. And now fear spreads faster than truth throughout my château.”
His voice remained calm, but every word carried visible pressure.
“I will not allow Bellecour to descend into chaos while the Crown remains abroad.”
Nobody spoke.
The duke continued, “Until Their Majesties return to France, this kingdom must remain stable. Patrols across the château are to be doubled. No servant, guard, or official shall move freely through restricted sections without permission. Every eastern corridor, underground route, and storage passage is to be searched before sunset.”
Several officials immediately began writing down his orders.
One of the military commanders then unrolled another map over the table — this one showing the château itself in extraordinary detail. Hidden stairways, servant corridors, gardens, towers, and underground sections had all been marked carefully.
Even from where I stood, the map itself looked unsettling.
The commander pointed towards several narrow routes beneath the château.
“These pathways,” he explained, “have existed since older periods of conflict. Many are sealed, but some continue to be used quietly by servants and supply workers. If the attackers escaped the château undetected, then there is a possibility that they travelled through one of these routes.”
Juliette stared silently at the map.
Antoine folded his arms thoughtfully beside me.
And for the first time since arriving inside Bibliothèque Raphaël, I truly understood something.
This was no longer simply a mystery involving masked men.
Something much larger was slowly surrounding Bellecour itself.
Juliette whispered into my ear, “Winston, pretend to cough. It is more important to find out about that hidden passage on Lumer’s Street for us at this moment.”
I did as she said. I can pretend very well, so I pretended as if my throat was getting sore.
The military official himself said, “Monsieur, I think you need to rest. If monsieur le duc would allow, you can go back to your apartment.”
The duke nodded, sighing.
Right after stepping out, Juliette said softly in a hurry, “Everyone, dress up as modestly as possible. We need to go to the Old Man’s Statue on Lumer’s Street right now, and going out like this is unsafe, especially amidst such a situation.”
And, we did. I just wore a simple shirt, a jacket, and some brown trousers. Clara and Juliette had removed most of their jewelleries.
After changing, we met Juliette in the corridor. She said, “I’ve arranged for our transfer there. Hurry! No one should know this, not even father or aunt, or Vivienne, as they might try to stop us from going.”
At that moment, I understood that Juliette didn’t feel afraid to do the right thing at the right time, even if it meant hiding things from her loved ones.
We arrived at a quiet corner on a busy street on a carriage, so that no one could spot us.
We went out to do some important work. 
The street looked rather quieter as usual streets. Some shops were closed. Juliette said, “The shops which are opened are all operated from the château, for daily needs of our people. Oh, look! The Old Man’s Statue.”
I saw a huge, deep-brown coloured statue of a man in his 80s, wearing a suit, with a walking stick on one hand.
We checked the ground around it, on the trees, everywhere. But nothing was found.
“Clara, what’s that thing shining under the lily tree?” asked Juliette.
“Let me check. Oh! Nothing good, just a ruby amulet. Look?” said Clara.
After seeing the amulet, Juliette quietly shouted, “What’s this doing here?”
We went up to her. Antoine asked, “What, Juliette?”
“This, this is mother’s amulet. I mean my actual mother’s amulet.”
I had told my friends about this topic before, so they knew.
“Your mother, the former duchess’s amulet, is lying over here? How is this possible?”
It was a golden amulet, with a huge piece of jade in the middle, engraved with lunar patterns.
“Umm, this looks like it was made in China, Juliette?” I asked.
She replied firmly, “Yes. My mother had bought it from a shop in China, when she had visited the country with my father for a business visit.”
Lucas wanted to see it. So, Juliette gave it to him. Then, Clara took it.
He turned it around, and he looked shocked. He said, “What’s this piece of paper doing here?”
Juliette asked, “What paper?”
Lucas removed the paper from the back of the amulet, gave the piece of jewellery back to Juliette, and started reading,
“It says: Dear reader,
If you have found this, then I need you to do me a huge favour. I know that it is known that I have been lost (everyone thinks I have expired) since the last ten months. But, this is actually not the case. Some intruders had captured me. One of my trusted ladies had written this, and then swiftly went and kept this note inside my amulet safely under the tree, excecpt I don’t know whether she herself is safe or not. But if Juliette is reading this, then she must know that someone within Bellecour is assisting those intruders.”
For a few minutes, we all went silent. Only the sound of the cool breeze could be heard.
Juliette fell down on her knees.
“My mother, she’s..... alive?”
Her hands trembled, with tears rolling down her cheeks. She couldn’t believe that her dead mother was alive.
Antoine said, “But, should this be trusted? I don’t mean to sound rude, but...”
Clara said, “Let me see the paper. The note looks like it was written just a few days ago. Who is this lady, and where is the duchess? Wait! I can see something blurred grey characters at the bottom end of the page. What is that?”
Lucas said, “Invisible ink! But, this hasn’t been invented in this age.”
An idea stuck me.
“Aha! Juliette, we just need a candle and a matchstick, quickly!”
Juliette replied, “Let me see. I often carry emergency supplies in my jacket. Oh! Here you go!”
I lit the candle, gave it to Antoine, and held the page close to it. Voila! Some writings began to pop up at the bottom.
It read: “The old man still guards what Bellecour chose to forget. Return the moon to his hand.”
Just this one line, and nothing else. What was this line all about?
I began, “Juliette, is there any old man in the army of Bellecour, who might have been what the former duchess was talking about?”
Antoine interrupted, “No, Winston. This can’t be that easy. Old man..... old man, wait! How did we forget the Old Man’s Statue, right behind us?”
Lucas added, “Oh yes! Let’s examine it.”
Lucas went to the statue, and observed it very carefully.
“Hey, there’s a hole on the statue’s neck. What’s that for?”
Juliette said, “Return the moon to his hand, eh? What ‘moon’ is this talking about?”
Clara, looking at the amulet she was holding, suddenly noticed something. She said loudly, “Wait! Could the ‘moon’ possibly mean this amulet? It does have a piece of jade and lunar patterns!”
Juliette said, “There is a high chance! Let’s check.”
She took the amulet, went slowly to the statue, and placed it on the hole on its neck carefully.
Suddenly, a mechanical noise came.
“What’s happening?” I asked.
I noticed something.
“Hey everyone, I just observed that we all are standing on a rectangular piece of wood. How couldn’t we know this earlier?”
Clara said worriedly, “Wait! Is the ground below us moving away? Aaaah!”
It was true. The wooden piece began to drift away. We noticed it too late!
Lucas said, “We’re falling!”
Juliette said, “It’s more important to know where we are falling. It’s not possible for all of this to be natural. Everyone! Let’s hold our hands together.”
We all fell together in a dark space.
Antoine started clapping in anger, “Wow! Wow! Now, we have fallen down in a pit, and we can’t climb back up from here to get out of this! Ugh!”
But there were fire lamps in every corner of that spot. 
“Fire lamps hung everywhere around here? Wait!” began Juliette, “It is......”
Clara finished, “A secret tunnel!”
I said, “So, your mother is in here, Juliette? If we’ve come this far, then we must find her today itself!”
There was a brief silence after I said that. Even Antoine didn’t respond immediately, which was unusual for him. The tunnel felt colder than before.
Juliette didn’t answer right away either. She just looked ahead at the line of fire lamps stretching into the darkness. Then she slowly tightened her grip on the amulet. “If she is here,” she said softly, “then we are not leaving without answers.”
Clara exhaled slowly. “We should be careful,” she said. “Whoever built this… clearly didn’t want it to be found easily.”
Lucas stepped forward first, looking down at the ground. “There’s something here,” he said suddenly.
We gathered around him.
On the stone floor, there were faint marks… and a few small objects scattered unevenly. At first they looked like random debris, but then I noticed they weren’t so random. A broken bracelet. A silver clasp. A tiny piece of engraved metal. All of them looked expensive… but damaged, like they had been dropped in a hurry.
Juliette went quiet again.
She crouched down and picked up one of the pieces carefully. Her fingers paused for a second. “This belonged to mum,” she said.
Nobody spoke after that.
The tunnel suddenly didn’t feel like just a passage anymore. It felt like a trail. A trail someone had left behind on purpose… or in fear.
Antoine looked ahead. “So we follow this,” he said, more seriously now.
Juliette stood up slowly. “Yes,” she replied. “And we don’t stop until we reach the end.”
Without waiting for anyone else, she started walking forward into the tunnel, the fire lamps lighting her path one by one as the darkness slowly closed behind us.
Suddenly, we heard a sharp noise, “Who’s there?”
We got afraid.
I whispered, “Someone’s coming. We must hide!”
So, we hid behind two huge stones which were at the two ends of the tunnel.
We saw a group of four masked men passing through here.
“Phew!” Juliette exhaled after they had left.
We decided to continue quietly.
After walking for three minutes, we found another pathway, shorter in size, leading to the left.
We found some pink clips fallen in a straight line, going into that passageway.
Antoine said, “So, your mother is here, Juliette?”
Juliette didn’t say anything. She just went on walking. After walking for, I guess, half a kilometer, we found a small closed room, entirely covered on the outside with an entrance doorway.
“What could be inside this? Hello? Is anyone inside?” asked Juliette.
A trembling voice came from inside, of a middle-aged woman, “Who is it? Juliette? My dear Juliette?”
“Mother!” Juliette shouted.
I said, “Quiet, Juliette! If anyone hears us, we’re finished!”
As we went to open the door, we saw a keyhole. Great! Now, we need to find the key to the door.
Lucas asked, “Now, how should we break this door without having the key?”
Juliette said, “Wait! I have thought of something!”
Then, Juliette touched her hair, and took out her hairpin.
“Oh, how could I have not known that?” said Clara.
Juliette did what no one else could have thought of! She bent her hairpin, and used it as a key to open the door. She tried this three or four times, and then succeeded.
We heard some people coming from the back, so we hurried inside, and closed the door.
Antoine decided to hold the door, to make the people, if they wanted to check at all, think that the door was locked.
Every one of us remained quiet for some seconds. Then, when the footsteps couldn’t be heard anymore, Juliette ran to her mother, and hugged her, and started quietly crying.
“Mother, oh mother!” she said. Her eyes were filled with tears. Even though I had seen Juliette upset before, but I had never seen her in such a state.
While hugging her beloved mother, she was saying, “I thought I had lost you. Father was left in a mental shock.”
The former duchess, Mme Delphine, couldn’t say anything. Her face was telling us that she was still surprised. Her hair was all messy, and her face had developed black layers. Yet, the mother wrapped her hands around her daughter, crying breathlessly.
She said, ““J-Juliette…?” she whispered, her voice breaking as if she had forgotten how to speak properly. Her hands trembled as she reached forward but stopped halfway, unsure if what she was seeing was real. “No… no, this cannot be… are you truly here?”
She swallowed hard, breathing unevenly, her eyes full of disbelief and exhaustion. “I thought… I thought I would never hear your voice again,” she said faintly, as if the words themselves hurt her.
Her grip on Juliette tightened suddenly, not strong, but desperate—like she was afraid Juliette might disappear again. “Don’t stay here too long,” she added in a broken whisper. “They might still be close… and I… I cannot lose you again.”
I asked her, “Madame, how did you come here?”
She replied, “First of all, monsieur, ….. thank you so much for being with my daughter, all of you. It was a Saturday afternoon in the month of, I think April. I was resting under the lily plant. There were some guards guarding me. Suddenly, I heard a sharp noise from the back. I was shocked to see that all the guards were attacked. I stood up at that instant, but two or three men came and captured me. They said that they would use me to blackmail the duke, threatening that they would harm me if he takes a step.
So, to make everyone aware of my current state, I gave an expensive necklace of mine to a lady working with them, and convinced her to give my amulet and the note you all found to an official. But, she never came back.”
Now, everything started making sense. Mme Delphine also started regaining her senses.
Clara asked, “Madame, was this tunnel made my them?”
She said, “No, mademoiselle. I had instructed some maids to make this secret tunnel, which would help us during unexpected circumstances, and I was about to tell my husband regarding this, but before that, I was brought up here.”
Lucas asked, “I hate to interrupt, but I think we all should leave from here immediately. It doesn’t seem safe over here.”
Juliette said, “Absolutely. Now, mother, do you know anyway though which we can get out of?”
Mme Delphine said, “Yes. As far as I’ve heard from that lady, there is a way out of here, which leads to just the opposite side of the Old Man’s Statue. We have to go straight, and turn right.”
Then, we did as she said. We slowly went out of the room, and quietly walked fast to get out of this unsafe place.
After walking for ten minutes, we reached some stairs. As we were going up them, a voice came from behind, “Look! Some intruders! Also, Mme Delphine is running! Someone, come over here! We need to catch them.”
They were running towards us. We hurried upstairs, and finally reached the ground on Lumer’s Street.
“Winston, take off that amulet! What are you waiting for? Go and close this path! They’ll be here any moment!” Juliette yelled.
I quickly went to the Old Man’s Statue, and then took off the amulet from the whole. Slowly, the pathway closed. I just realised that the first time, there were actually two passages, one to go inside, and the other to come outside.
It was going to take time for them to open the passage manually from inside, so taking the advantage of those seconds, we ran to the carriage.
Almost all the people who had come to the street were staring at us, and were shocked upon seeing the former duchess.
“Oh Dieu! Mme Delphine! Voila!” they shouted.
We simple ignored them, and got onto the carriage.
As the carriage started moving, Juliette said, “Oof! That was close!”
Once we had left the street, I looked back and saw that the masked men could come out now.
After twenty minutes, we came back to the château.
I wasn’t ready for what the duke would say, as it was evening already.





Chapter 14
As we arrived at the entrance of the château, the guards outside said, “Monsieur le duc veut vous voir maintenant.”
We changed quickly, and went to the salon.
The duke was sitting there, along with the duchess, the chancellor, and the military official. Vivienne was also sitting there.
The duke, though furious, asked in a controlled manner, “Madame Juliette, where had you all gone during all this time?”
Juliette said, “To free mother. There she comes.”
The once traumatized mother now came in like a true duchess, with her attire suited to the royal château.
For a few moments, the duke gasped. The others couldn’t believe their eyes.
Nobody moved for a few seconds.
Even the duke looked unable to breathe properly.
It was as if the salon itself had frozen.
The duke openly had tears in his eyes. He wiped them off due to court protocol. But, Mme Isabelle couldn’t stop crying.
“Mme Delphine!”
“Mother!”
“Sister!”
Everyone shouted.
The duke said, “But how’s this possible? This…”
We explained to him all that happened. We also told him that the intruders had kept Mme Delphine in a good manner.
The duke told Mme Delphine, “Madame, if you had only told us about that tunnel, then we would’ve found you.”
The current duchess, Mme Isabelle said, “Now, it’s clear. Actually, there has been a huge theft in the château’s treasury. You know what I mean?”
Mme Delphine said, “Actually, that tunnel has two ends, one at the back of the Old Man’s Statue at Lumer’s Street, from where we got back, and the other at somewhere at the back of the château.” I noticed that she was looking mentally stronger than a normal person would, after being kidnapped for more than a year.
The duke said, “How can I ever thank you for all that you have done for us, children? The rarest ruby in France is cheaper than the life of my loved ones! Merci beaucoup! The battle begins within two days. We need to pray to be safe, especially when we don’t have the support of the crown or the neighbouring domains, as Valdoria, supported by Aldoma and Cortos has blocked off the connected routes. We have got the information that they have a little bit more number of men in their army than ours.
I noticed that Vivienne was looking upset, and I mean it, really upset even after seeing her long-lost mother.
After half an hour, the meeting ended, after which, the duke and the officials were talking amongst themselves.
Juliette asked, “Mother, could you please come to their apartment? You have come after so many months. Let’s spend some time together, which would stay as memories before the battle begins.”
Mme Delphine just nodded, smiling.
We all moved back to the apartment together, the corridors feeling slightly less heavy now. When Lucas opened the hidden library passage, he smiled faintly. “Still the most dramatic bookshelf in Bellecour.” “Focus,” Antoine said, but even he looked relieved to be away from the council hall.
We entered the salon de la musique, and everything changed immediately. The room was softly lit, warm, and elegant, but what stood out most was the quiet presence of instruments arranged around the space. A harp stood near the window, a violin case rested on a table, and a small piano sat against the wall. Even without being played, the room felt like it remembered music.
Juliette helped her mother sit down gently. Mme Delphine looked around slowly. “I forgot how peaceful this room feels,” she whispered. “It used to be full of music… before everything became… noise.”
Clara walked toward the piano and lightly pressed a key. A soft sound filled the room—simple, but enough to break the tension. Lucas immediately said, “Ah no, don’t start music now, I might actually fall asleep and forget I was kidnapped in a secret tunnel today.”
That made Juliette let out a small laugh, the first real one in a while. Mme Delphine’s expression softened as she looked at her daughter. “You still laugh like you used to,” she said quietly.
Juliette shook her head slightly. “It doesn’t feel like there’s been time to laugh.”
Mme Delphine gently brushed her hair back. “Then let this room be the place where you remember how.”
For a moment, the piano key Clara had pressed still echoed faintly in the background, as if the room itself was slowly waking up again after a long silence. I couldn’t believe how mentally strong Mme Delphine was, even after all of that.
It had been an hour and a half since that. The atmosphere had become lighter after a long time, even if none of us had completely forgotten what had happened earlier that evening.
I said, “Mme Delphine, I think we’re disturbing you a lot. You should probably rest.”
She replied, “Okay, monsieur. Also, Juliette could you please come with me? Let’s go to your father. He must be in a mentally shocked state. I know how your father reacts during such moments. Also call Vivienne. Oh that poor girl!”
Then, they left.
Clara said after that, “Isn’t it strange? Vivienne wasn’t feeling happy for her mother to return, but why?”
I asked, “You noticed that too? It was so odd.”
“Should we check on her? Anyways, we haven’t spoken to her since that day.”
So, we made up our mind to go right now.
Clara said, “I think only two of us should go. How about me and Winston go to her, and you all stay here?”
Antoine said, “As her highness requests.”
Clara said, “Oh, you better stop that.”
Then, we left for Vivienne’s suite.
While going, Clara asked, “Hey Winston! What do you think about Vivienne?”
I replied, “Umm, she’s a kind person, but opposite to her sister, in the sense that she is stiff about following court politics.”
Then, as we reached her suite, we heard some shouting noises. The guards allowed us to go in without even us having to tell them the reason. 
I asked, “Clara, what do you think is happening inside? Why’s Vivienne shouting?”
Clara answered, “How am I supposed to know? How about we just keep the door to her bedroom slightly open and then hear what she’s shouting about?”
I said, “You mean eavesdropping? Clara!”
She said, “Sometimes, we need to do that. Now, come on!”
Even though I hated that, I needed to do it.
She was shouting about random things, which we could not understand.
At one point, we heard the noise of breaking glass. This was now getting serious!
We heard from inside, “I should die! I despise being born over here! I couldn’t even be a good daughter, let alone a good noblewoman. No! No! My life should end.”
Then, we also heard the harsh opening of a huge window. There was lightning striking outside like a monster.
“Okay, we must go inside now!” I said, sensing something which was… not good at all.
We pushed the heavy walnut-carved door open.
“You all?” Vivienne shouted, being startled.
We saw that she had stepped on the windowsill. This was not a good sign.
We ran to her, “Vivienne! Stop!”
She looked away from us, prayed for a second, and prepared to jump from the window.
This was a life-or-death situation. If we missed it, then we would despise ourselves in the future for being unable to save a person from the face of death.
As she almost jumped off our reach, we caught her hands, her breathing heavily.
“Leave me! I order you to do that!” she shouted.
Thank God we had closed the door shut at the back, so the guards couldn’t hear anything, or else there would have been a ruckus.
“No! We won’t! Winston, help me bring her to the bed,” said Clara, in a frightened tone.
I did as Clara said.
We placed her on the bed, panting and sweating. Our hands were still trembling, as if we were even a second late, we would never forgive ourselves. “Vivienne!” came a loud voice.
We looked up to see that Juliette was standing in front of the bed.
“I saw everything,” Juliette said firmly.
She slowly came to us, and then turned to her sister.
Then, she did an unbelievable thing – she slapped her!
She angrily said, “Vivienne! I wouldn’t have… slapped you in front of our guests, and I wouldn’t have slapped you in the first place being your younger sister. But, I had to, seeing… all of this!”
We had never seen Juliette this angry. Her eyes were all red and fierce. Her hair was swaying because of the strong winds of the storm coming inside.
Clara asked Juliette, “I hate interrupting between the both of you, but could you please ask Vivienne why was about to commit such a sin, Juliette?”
Vivienne replied, “I can never….. never forgive myself!”
“But why, Vivienne?” asked Juliette, in a concerned way.
“Because, ‘cause I’ve betrayed Bellecour.”
“What nonsense are you talking about?” asked Juliette.
“No, this is not nonsense. You see, I was deeply hurt after losing mother. I had one of her gowns inside my wardrobe. So, I used to wear… that every night before sleeping. The soft fabric used to remind me of her. I could not focus on what I was doing. I was in a deep mental state.”
Juliette interrupted, “I had seen some of that.”
Vivienne looked down silently for a few moments before speaking again.
“One day, a letter was sent to me by the duke of Valdoria, requesting a private meeting regarding mother’s death. At that time, Valdoria and Bellecour were neither allies nor enemies, so I did not suspect anything unusual.”
The storm outside rumbled softly.
“When I met him, he showed me several sealed documents and letters carrying Bellecour’s official seal. According to them, father had supposedly ordered certain trusted men to secretly ‘remove’ mother from court life. You remember great grandmother? The same had happened with her. So, I thought here too…”
Juliette immediately stood up. “That’s impossible!”
“I know that now!” Vivienne cried. “But at that time, everything around me made it seem real.”
She wiped her tears with trembling hands.
“The duke of Valdoria told me that mother’s growing disagreements with father regarding court matters had become difficult for Bellecour and its surrounding neighbours, almost war-like. He claimed that father wanted peace within and outside the château and believed that mother’s presence was disturbing the political atmosphere of the domain.”
Nobody in the room spoke.
Vivienne continued weakly.
“He then showed me a forged order supposedly written by father. It said:
‘Bellecour cannot continue suffering instability within its own household. The matter must be handled quietly and permanently.’”
My heart sank. Clara’s eyes widened in shock. We hadn’t seen this side of Vivienne that day during the boat ride.
Vivienne’s voice became quieter.
“Then… after mother’s supposed death… Aunt Isabelle slowly began handling many responsibilities within the château beside father. Everyone respected her deeply. The court became quieter. And slowly… I began believing what Valdoria had told me.”
Juliette shook her head repeatedly.
“But father never remarried,” she said firmly.
“I know,” Vivienne whispered. “But… grief changes the way people think. I convinced myself that father simply did not want scandal or public criticism after what he had done. So, I gave all information about Bellecour as per what I knew, and that hair accessory found inside father’s chamber, it was mine. I had gave it as a present, but I never knew that they were going to murder father, I swear!”
Tears rolled down her face again.
“So when mother returned alive today… everything I had believed for months shattered at once.” For some moments, we were all staring at her.
“But now, I am thinking how wrong I was! I put my own birthplace in danger. So cruel of me!” said Vivienne, in pain.
Juliette put her hand on Vivienne’s shoulder, saying, “I promise you that I won’t say any of this to father or mother. And you all, please do not tell anyone about anything that happened in this room.”
I said, “As you say, Juliette.”
Juliette said in a low voice, “You all may leave now. We would love to be left alone.”
We understood the urgency, and went out of the suite. We returned to our room quietly, without saying anything.
“What happened there?” asked Lucas.
Antoine said, “You all took a long time to return. It must be something interesting.”
Clara answered, “It’s rather something unsettling.”
We told them everything. They were stunned. At first, they couldn’t believe what they were hearing, but then they did – they had to.
Like every other day, dinner was served today, except that none of us could have it peacefully. That one thought of Vivienne was disturbing us the whole time.
Chapter 15
The next morning, I woke up not because of sunlight, but because of noise.
Not the usual peaceful sounds of servants walking through the corridors or distant piano practice from somewhere within the château. This noise was different – heavy, and metallic.
I slowly sat up on the bed.
Outside our window, soldiers were marching through the courtyard in rows. Horses were being prepared near the gates. Men carried boxes of weapons across the grounds while officers shouted instructions from below.
For the first time since arriving in Bellecour, the château did not feel magical.
It felt nervous.
Lucas walked to the window beside me and stared outside silently.
“I think the battle is truly happening,” he muttered.
Antoine sighed dramatically from the couch. “Wonderful. We came here through a mysterious lift only to land inside a kingdom preparing for war.”
Clara entered from the other room after changing, tying her hair quickly.
“Actually,” she said, “this whole place feels strange today. The servants are barely speaking.”
She was right.
Even during breakfast, the atmosphere across the château had changed completely.
The enormous dining hall was quieter than ever before. Nobles whispered among themselves. Guards stood near almost every entrance. The sound of spoons touching plates echoed unusually loudly.
At the far end of the hall, the duke was seated with several military officials beside him. Huge rolled maps covered the table.
Juliette sat beside Mme Delphine, who looked calmer today, though her face still carried signs of exhaustion.
Mme Isabelle was also present.
I quietly observed her for some moments.
Unlike the others, Mme Isabelle looked unusually composed. She spoke softly to some servants nearby, instructing them to send food and blankets to certain families near the outer borders of Bellecour.
There was no pride in her behaviour.
No jealousy.
Nothing cruel, but only responsibility.
For the first time, I understood how unfair Vivienne’s suspicions had actually been.
As if noticing me staring, Mme Isabelle smiled faintly and said, “Monsieur Winston, why are you looking at me as if I am planning to poison the breakfast?”
I almost choked on my drink.
Clara burst out laughing.
“No, no!” I replied quickly. “I was just thinking.”
“Dangerous activity,” Antoine commented.
Even the duke smiled slightly after hearing that.
But the small moment of laughter disappeared quickly.
A soldier entered the hall hurriedly and bowed.
“Monsieur le duc, the western guards have sent another message.”
The duke’s expression hardened immediately.
“What is it?”
“The soldiers of Valdoria have begun positioning themselves near the river routes.”
The hall went silent again.
The duke slowly stood up.
“Then we no longer have much time.”
He turned toward everyone present.
“By tomorrow evening, Bellecour may officially enter battle.”
Nobody spoke after that.
Not even Antoine.
Outside the giant windows of the château, dark clouds had begun covering the sky once more.
And somehow, while looking at them, I felt that this was only the beginning of something far bigger than what all of us could imagine.
Mme Delphine’s face was telling me that she already knew about Vivienne. I had to admit, Mme Delphine was a mentally strong lady and a kind mother. But, the duke didn’t know any of this.
We teenagers were sitting there, being told about war plans, when it was the age for us to learn mathematical proofs and complex English poetry in school.
After two hours, we were asked to rest, but again come back after an hour. As we were passing through the bridge connecting both the main wings of the château, we innumerable soldiers training and preparing for war, both physically and mentally.
I always wondered about brave kings fighting during the bygone era, but I never ever thought that I would get to experience such a war, at the price of losing our parents, in this time.
Juliette said, “If you all have time, then I have to show you something great – a map showing all the important features of Bellecour, the second-most powerful domain. I guess you all now know that my father is the second-most important official of the country, after the immediate monarch of France; except, we almost can’t protect ourselves.”
We decided to go. By the way, who needs rest during such times?
We followed her into the old wing of the château. This part was not newly renovated by the duke like some other sections of the castle.
We entered her suite. Oh my! It looked so elegant!
Lucas asked, “Juliette, do you love the colour red? I can only see that colour in your room, with some fragments of gold. It looks..... personal and aristocratic.”
She laughed. “Oh! You think that? Surprisingly, I don’t! I just feel it is too flashy.”
She took out a huge dark wood-coloured trunk. It had a bunch of stamps, and it was overflowing with maps of different kinds.
“Here! The map I was talking about,” said Juliette.
Suddenly, the noise outside the windows became louder. It seemed like the soldiers were preparing for the battle with full confidence.
Clara said, “Uh, Juliette, isn’t this just like every other map we saw in the library?”
Juliette said, “Yes, but, I can tell you my plan for the battle....”
Antoine interrupted, “I’m so sorry to talk in between, but I’m very bad with maps, Juliette.”
It was true. We all were making a face.
Juliette got furious. “I don’t think any one of you is serious regarding the battle. Winston, Antoine, you’ve saved father and aunt, that’s heavenly! But, we need to be serious about the battle, else we lose everything. Without Bellecour, the flourishing trade system of the entire country will cease to exist, and the neighbouring domains will also be harshly affected by our disappearance!”
After saying all of this, she angrily went away to her chamber in the suite. I felt bad.
I really thought that we were being too casual for such a tense situation. I think I knew why – we didn’t know what it was like to live amidst such tense situations, though we’ve read History books before. 
Every one of us was feeling ashamed. The others couldn’t even dare talking to her after this. But, I did. I went to her chamber to apologise for our behaviour.
“Juliette?” I said.
“Come in,” she replied in an intimidated tone.
I said, “I’m sorry, Juliette. We should’ve been more thoughtful. Your domain, I mean, our domain needs to be protected.”
She smiled at me.
“I’m also sorry, for coming away like an immature child.”
We talked it out. 
I thought to myself, “What if we had modern-day technology? Oh!”
Suddenly, the floor started shaking. Was it an earthquake? Why weren’t Lucas, Antoine, or Clara saying anything from outside? Could they even feel this, or hear us at least? 
As we were about to leave the chamber, we were getting attracted towards the back. We couldn’t go forward.
“Why can’t we go forward?” I asked.
Juliette replied, “Let’s just look back!”
After looking back, what I saw, I couldn’t believe my eyes! It was the lift; the same lift which led us into this era.
“What’s that, Winston?” asked Juliette.
“The ‘lift’ I was talking about!” I replied.
Then, it took us in, and the door closed shut. We shouted, but no one heard us. Then, my eyes went on the buttons. 
I pressed the G button for ground floor, as I used to do to go to the ground floor of my house in Grenoble.
Just then, a harsh sound started coming.
We started feeling dizzy. It was as if history repeating itself, but in the complete opposite manner.
“Aah!” we both shouted.


As I opened our eyes, the first thing I saw was a huge window. When I got up from the floor, I saw that it was snowing outside. But wait! This, this was..... this was Grenoble!
“Juliette, wake up!” I shouted.
She woke up at that instant. 
“Where are we, Winston?”
“We’re in Grenoble, modern-day!”
She was completely blank for a few moments. After she looked out of the A-shaped window of our living room, she started believing this fact.

“How is this possible, Winston. Is this magic?” she asked.
I replied, “No! It was the lift. Wait, what is the time now? What!? It’s four in the evening. I think this was the same time when we were doing our projects up on the terrace, after which we were teleported to your era!”
She said, “Can this come to our use?”
I got a brilliant idea. “Oh wait! We can go to the library. There must be a book about your period, how Bellecour won, and much more information. Let’s go! But before that, I think I should give you some of mum’s clothes, and maybe I should change too!”
She asked,” Why? What’s the problem with these?”
I replied, “They’re a bit too.... uncomfortable for this age!”
We changed up into some modern clothes, and left for Librairie Arthaud.
The cold air outside touched our faces as we walked through the snow-covered streets of Grenoble. Everything felt strangely calm, almost unreal after everything we had lived through.
Juliette looked around and said softly, “It feels like nothing is happening in the world.”
I replied, “That’s because we are the only ones who know both worlds.”
She didn’t respond. She just kept walking beside me in silence.
When we entered Librairie Arthaud, warm air wrapped around us. The smell of old paper and wooden shelves filled the room.
Juliette whispered, “We need answers… not guesses.”
I nodded. “Then we find them here.”
We split up between the shelves.
Lucas and Antoine searched through military records and maps. Clara went through political history sections with careful eyes. Juliette moved deeper into ancient archives, and I followed behind, looking for anything connected to Bellecour.
For a long time, only silence remained.
Then Clara called out suddenly, “Winston! Juliette! Come here!”
We rushed over.
She was holding an old books, its edges torn and yellow with age.
She read aloud slowly:
“Bellecour’s survival during the Valdorian crisis was influenced not by a single action, but by four external observers whose presence altered the outcome of key decisions across both political and military systems.”
Juliette froze.
“…Four?” she whispered.
I felt my heart tighten.
Lucas frowned. “That’s us, isn’t it?”
I opened my phone without thinking. The screen lit up in my hand, showing the notes I had been keeping since we arrived.
Juliette stared at it.
“That thing… is still alive after everything we’ve done?”
I replied quietly, “Barely. We have forty-eight hours of battery. If it dies, we lose everything we’re trying to understand.”
Juliette looked back at the document and continued reading, her voice trembling slightly.
“The four individuals – Winston, Antoine, Clara, and Lucas, acted as unseen stabilisers during the crisis period. Their knowledge, timing awareness, and external perspective prevented multiple catastrophic miscalculations.”
She stopped.
Then looked at me.
“…We didn’t just arrive here by accident,” she said softly.
“We were used.”
For a moment, no one spoke.
The library felt heavier than before.
Even the snow outside seemed quieter.
And for the first time since everything began, I realised something I didn’t want to say out loud—
We were not just visitors in Bellecour’s history.
We were part of what kept it alive.
I whispered to Juliette, “Let’s go home. We need to talk about something really important. I just thought of something!”
She nodded. We went back home.
As we entered, Juliette asked me, “What do you want to tell me?”
I didn’t answer at that moment. 
I took her to the dining room. It was too cold over here, so I started preparing some hot coffee for us to have while talking about serious topics. After sitting with the freshly brewed coffee, I said, “I have found a solution on how to win in the battle.”
Juliette eagerly asked, “How?”
I replied, “By using our phones. Even though they appear to be small, a small phone has more capabilities than an entire army of a thousand soldiers. We had almost forgotten that Lucas, Antoine, Clara, and I had our phones. I had left it here, but I found it in the living when we had come here. I’m going to explain you how it works.”
Then, I began showing her only the important stuff from the top to the bottom – Basic controls of a phone, Audio and Video Recording, Offline AI apps (without needing internet), and much more.
“The only problem might have is the battery. But, since we’ve not used our phones since the day we arrived, they must be fully charged. Since the battle is tomorrow according to that period, we have a lot of battery if we combine all four phones. Now, after some time, we have to go back, being all prepared, as our friends must be looking for us,” I said.
Then, we just drank the hot coffee, escaping the sudden cold weather of this modern period.
After roughly twenty minutes, Juliette asked me, “Winston, may I know why you want to save Bellecour? It’s not even your birthplace!”
I kept quiet. I couldn’t think of the right words to say at this moment. “Because it is.... it is my duty to protect my friend’s domain. And by the way, the people of the château are very nice. They had provided us with a place to stay, as I had said before. It is our duty.”
Suddenly, the cup slipped from my hand, and some coffee dropped on my shirt. I caught the cup at the right time, stopping it from slipping.
Juliette said, “Oh no! Your shirt’s sleeve got completely dirty. Let me rub it.”
“You don’t have to Juliette, it’s just a spill,” I answered.
But, she didn’t listen. She took out her handkerchief, and rubbed the stain off my shirt. I’ve never felt so much quiet in my house. It was Juliette who was filling up this quietness with her gentle kindness.
After some time, Juliette said, “If we really are involved in Bellecour… then we cannot act carelessly anymore.”
I was just rechecking the notes I had made about what we had read in the Bellecour History book in the library. I was mentally prepared. 
Outside, the snow kept falling quietly, as if the world itself had finally decided to pause.
After ten minutes, my phone rang. I picked it up. My mum said, “Winston, I’m stuck at overtime today. I’ve decided to stay at one of my colleague’s home tonight. Take care. Love you!”
I just said, “Okay mom, I’ll take care of myself.”
Then, the phone hung up.
We had finished our cups of coffee.
Juliette said, “Are you ready to go back to Bellecour?”
“Absolutely! Also, I’ve taken my phone, and unplugged most of the standing CCTV cameras of my house. They’re basically things which monitor your place. They will come to use, I’m sure. These also don’t require plugpoint, thankfully.” I replied.
We went back into the lift, and I pressed the two buttons of the 1st and terrace floors together, and then, we again fainted, like before.
We opened our eyes, and saw the duke first.

“Merci, mon Dieu! How are you feeling, my little girl, and monsieur Winston? Clara had seen a lift inside Juliette’s chamber, and had reported me everything about it. I’m glad you have come back.”
Juliette confidently said, “Not just safely back, father, but also fully prepared for the battle!”
We shared our ideas with the duke. Even though he was stunned at first, with time, he understood.
He said, “If I could handle the magical watch you had shown me the first time you came here, monsieur Winston, then how can I not trust this? May Dieu bless you all.”






Chapter 16
The duke remained silent for a moment after hearing everything. The room felt unusually still, as if even the air had stopped moving.
Then he spoke, his voice lower than before.
“Then Bellecour has no time to waste.”
Juliette straightened. “Father… what do you mean?”
The duke walked towards the large table where the maps were placed. His expression had changed completely now—no longer just shock, but focus.
“Valdoria does not announce its true movements. What we were told is only the surface.”
He placed his hand on the map.
“If they are preparing an attack, then they are already placing their people inside our land.”
A silence followed.
Juliette looked at me for a moment, then back at her father. “Then we must prepare faster.”
The duke nodded slowly. “Yes. But not carelessly.”
He turned towards all of us.
“From this moment, you are not guests in Bellecour. You are observers of it.”
I did not speak. I only listened.
The duke continued, “Winston and Juliette will observe patterns and decisions. Clara will study reports and information flow. Lucas will assist in movement planning. Antoine will coordinate defence structure with the guards.”
Juliette whispered to me, “He is actually trusting us…”
I replied softly, “We don’t have a choice anymore.”
The duke pointed at the map again.
“These are the three possible entry points into Bellecour. Any one of them could be used.”
Juliette stepped closer. “Then we do not defend all equally.”
The duke raised his eyes. “Explain.”
Juliette said, “We concentrate strength where movement is most likely. And we leave controlled weakness where the enemy expects resistance.”
The duke paused.
“That is not traditional strategy,” he said.
I added carefully, “But it reduces predictable failure points.”
Silence filled the room again.
Then the duke nodded once.
“Very well. Tomorrow, we test this approach.”
Juliette looked at me. There was no fear in her eyes anymore—only focus.
“We are really doing this now,” she said quietly.
I nodded.
“Yes. We already started.”
That evening, we returned to our apartment in silence.
None of us spoke much on the way back. The duke’s words were still repeating in my mind, again and again.
“You are not guests in Bellecour. You are observers of it.”
The moment we entered, the atmosphere felt different—heavier, like the war had already started somewhere far away.
Clara finally broke the silence.
“So… this is actually happening now.”
Lucas dropped onto the chair. “We’re seriously part of a war plan.”
Antoine stood near the window, looking outside at the darkening sky. “I still cannot believe the duke is trusting us with this.”
I did not sit immediately. I placed my bag down and looked at all of them.
“There is something we are forgetting,” I said.
They all turned towards me.
I continued, “We still have our phones.”
Clara frowned slightly. “You mean… those things from our world? Oh yeah! We have them!”
“Yes,” I replied. “All four of them.”
Lucas straightened. “But how is that even useful here?”
I took a breath. “We don’t use them like weapons. We use them like tools. For thinking. For recording. For understanding. For keeping track of everything we miss. Also, there is offline AI.”
Antoine crossed his arms. “And battery?”
I nodded. “That is the only limit. But if we use them carefully, they will last long enough.”
Clara looked at me for a moment. “So what exactly are you suggesting?”
I said, “We assign roles. Just like the duke did—but with the phones too.”
Juliette, who had been quiet until now, spoke softly. “Explain.”
I looked at her. “One phone for recording everything important. One for maps and routes. One for AI and analysis. One as backup—used only when necessary.”
Lucas blinked. “That actually… sounds organised.”
Clara added slowly, “It sounds like a system.”
Antoine nodded once. “A controlled system.”
Juliette looked at all of us. “Then we agree.”
For the first time that day, there was no confusion in the room—only structure.
We sat together for a while longer, going through small details, dividing what we knew and what we needed to learn.
Outside, the night deepened over Bellecour.
And somewhere far beyond the château walls, a war that had not yet begun was already moving quietly toward us.
The next morning arrived earlier than it should have.
A guard came to the door before sunrise.
“Le duc requiert votre présence immédiatement.”
We looked at each other.
It had begun.
We quickly got ready and followed the guard through the long corridors of the château.
The air felt colder than usual, and the silence was sharper, as if even the walls were aware that something important was happening.
When we entered the war room, it was already full.
The duke stood at the center of the table, surrounded by maps of Bellecour. Beside him stood the duchess, Mme Isabelle, calm and observant. Mme Delphine was also present, sitting slightly behind the main table, her expression quiet but focused. Several officials and military advisors filled the rest of the room.
Juliette stepped forward.
“We are here, father.”
The duke nodded once. “Good. We begin at once.”
He pointed at the map.
“Valdoria has begun movement along the northern ridge.”
A murmur spread through the officials.
Mme Isabelle narrowed her eyes. “So they are testing us already.”
Mme Delphine spoke softly. “Not testing… observing our reaction.”
The duke replied, “Exactly.”
I looked at Juliette. Her expression had changed completely—no hesitation, only focus.
Juliette said, “Then we do not react blindly. We observe first.”
One of the officials frowned. “Observe with what?”
I stepped forward slightly.
“With information faster than theirs.”
There was a brief silence.
Then I took out my phone.
Juliette understood immediately.
I opened the screen carefully.
“We use this as a control system,” I said. “Not as a weapon.”
Lucas frowned. “How exactly?”
I pointed at the screen.
“One phone for recording movement reports. One for mapping positions. One for notes and decisions. One kept as backup for emergencies.”
Clara whispered, “So we divide information… not people.”
I nodded. “Exactly.”
The duke watched silently.
Mme Isabelle spoke first. “And this… device can hold all of that?”
Juliette answered before I could.
“Yes. Faster than written reports.”
I said carefully, “Also, we will use it only when necessary. No waste.”
The duke finally nodded once.
“Then use it, monsieur.”
Orders were immediately given.
Officials moved out. Guards prepared formations. The château shifted into motion.
We were led outside shortly after.
The courtyard was already filled with soldiers preparing silently under the pale morning sky.
Juliette stood beside me.
“Winston,” she said quietly, “we are actually doing this.”
I nodded.
“Yes. Now we don’t just think anymore.”
I looked at the phone again.
“Now we track.”
We reached the northern ridge before evening.
The land stretched wide ahead—forests, slopes, narrow passes.
A commander pointed forward.
“If Valdoria moves here, we will see them before they reach the inner fields.”
The duke stood behind us, watching the horizon.
Mme Isabelle observed quietly.
Mme Delphine stood still, as if reading something invisible in the distance.
I opened the phone again.
Juliette looked over my shoulder.
“Start recording everything,” she said.
I began:
terrain notes 
soldier positions 
movement timing estimates. I couldn’t believe how much offline AI apps were helping me! 
Clara added details verbally, which I typed down.
Lucas marked routes on a rough sketch.
Antoine observed guard spacing.
Juliette watched everything together.
Then she said quietly:
“They are waiting for us to make the first mistake.”
I asked, “And if we don’t?”
Juliette replied:
“Then we force them to reveal themselves.”
A long silence followed.
The wind moved across the ridge.
And for the first time, Bellecour’s defence was not just an army.
It was information.
And four phones quietly holding the weight of a war.
I told everyone behind, “Tout le monde, after directly consulting with monsieur le duc, I had installed all the standing CCTV cameras throughout the château, and with his help, I could even put them around her, thanks to the château’s location near the northern part of Bellecour.”
Suddenly, we heard the sound of a horse. We turned back to see that a messenger was hurriedly coming. After stopping, he breathlessly said, “Monsieur le duc, there has been suspicious movement found in the forests of the western side.”
Everybody got alerted.
Clara said, “Wait! How are they coming from all sides?”
The duke immediately turned towards the messenger. The horse behind him was breathing heavily, and even its legs were trembling from exhaustion. The messenger himself looked terrified, as though he had ridden without stopping for a very long distance. The cold wind crossing the northern ridge suddenly felt much sharper than before.
“Monsieur le duc,” the messenger continued breathlessly, “there are unusual fires visible deep within the western forests. Some patrol guards also reported hearing movement during the night. We could not identify the exact size of the force.”
Several officials immediately began speaking over one another in French.
“C’est impossible…” one of them muttered.
“They are trying to surround Bellecour.”
“We must send reinforcements to the western side immediately!”
The atmosphere became chaotic within seconds. Soldiers standing nearby tightened their grip on their weapons. Even Lucas looked visibly nervous now. Clara stepped closer to me and whispered, “This doesn’t make sense. They cannot suddenly appear everywhere at once.”
Juliette remained silent for a few moments. She was staring at the map in my hands instead of the messenger. The duke noticed this immediately.
“What are you thinking, Juliette?” he asked firmly.
Before she could answer, another official interrupted loudly, “Monsieur le duc, we are wasting precious time! If Valdoria breaks through the western forests, the château itself could become vulnerable. We must divide our forces now.”
I immediately looked down at the phone again. The timing of everything felt wrong to me. I opened the notes I had been making since morning and quickly compared the earlier northern reports with this new western disturbance. The intervals between the two reports were strangely close.
“Wait,” I suddenly said.
The officials stopped speaking.
I zoomed further into the terrain maps stored offline inside the phone. Then I compared them with the rough sketches Lucas had marked earlier. The western forests were extremely dense and muddy because of recent snowfall. A large force could never move through that terrain quickly without being noticed much earlier.
Juliette immediately understood what I was thinking.
“They are forcing us to panic,” she said quietly.
One official frowned sharply. “Pardon?”
Juliette stepped forward confidently now.
“If Valdoria truly wished to attack from the western side, they would not reveal their movement so carelessly with visible fires and noise. They want us to move soldiers away from the northern ridge.”
Mme Isabelle slowly narrowed her eyes. Mme Delphine remained unusually calm, but I noticed that she had begun observing the officials instead of the messenger now.
The duke looked towards me.
“Monsieur Winston,” he said, “do your strange devices agree with Juliette’s conclusion?”
I took a deep breath before replying.
“Yes, monsieur le duc. The movement timings are inconsistent. If the western force were truly large, they could not have travelled through those forests this quickly. And the northern reports still remain stronger. It feels coordinated… almost staged.”
Silence spread across the ridge.
The officials were no longer arguing loudly now. Some looked uncertain. Others looked disturbed. One older commander slowly said in French, “Alors… this was meant to divide our attention?”
Clara quietly added, “Not just divide attention. Exhaust decision-making.”
The duke looked back toward the horizon. For a long moment, he did not say anything at all. The cold wind continued moving across the ridge, carrying distant sounds from the forests below.
Then, finally, he spoke.
“No troops leave the northern ridge.”
Several officials looked shocked immediately.
“But monsieur le duc—”
The duke raised his hand sharply, silencing everybody.
“If Valdoria wishes to confuse Bellecour,” he said coldly, “then we shall answer with patience.”
We all waited as the Valdorian troops were coming towards us.
Suddenly, we heard an extremely loud noise.
The chancellor asked, “What was that?”
We couldn’t answer. Suddenly, smoke started covering the entire area. We couldn’t see anything.
The soldiers behind us started panicking, along with us.
Antoine suggested, “Winston, let me use my phone for…”
I understood the rest. “Yes. Antoine!”
The smoke spread rapidly across the ridge, swallowing soldiers, horses, banners, and even parts of the defensive wall within moments. The air suddenly smelled bitter and burnt, thick enough to sting the throat.
Some soldiers behind us stepped backwards in panic.
Others tightened their grip around their muskets.
Nobody could properly see where the Valdorian forces were anymore.
“Hold formation!” shouted one of the commanders desperately in French.
But fear had already begun spreading faster than orders.
Antoine quickly crouched behind one of the stone barriers and pulled out his phone. Unlike before, he did not try to use extreme zoom through the smoke itself.
Instead, he opened the photographs we had taken barely minutes earlier.
“What are you doing?” Clara asked nervously.
“Comparing positions,” Antoine replied quickly.
I immediately understood.
I took out my own phone and opened the earlier photographs too.
Even through the smoke around us, we could still compare what had existed before it appeared.
Juliette looked between both our screens. “What are you searching for?”
I zoomed into one of the earlier images carefully.
Then another.
Then another.
Suddenly, something felt wrong.
Very wrong.
“Wait,” I whispered.
Antoine looked up instantly. “You saw it too?”
I nodded slowly.
The formations below the western forests were not natural.
Some banners appeared repeatedly in different places.
The same cavalry formation had appeared three times within impossible distances.
And then I understood.
“Oh Mon Dieu…”
Lucas looked at me sharply. “What?”
I replied quietly:
“They never intended to attack through the west.”
At that exact moment, a distant sound echoed through the smoke below.
Not shouting.
Not horses.
Cannons.
But this time…
much closer.
The duke turned immediately toward the lower northern slopes.
Then, through a brief opening in the smoke, we finally saw them.
Dark cannon positions hidden beneath the ridge line itself.
Not far away.
Already prepared.
Already aimed upward toward Bellecour.
The smoke had never been the attack.
It had hidden the real one.
The ridge ahead of Bellecour was no longer silent.
Across the valley, Valdoria’s army had fully revealed itself, no longer hidden in fragments of smoke or distance. Infantry stood in long disciplined rows, muskets ready but not yet raised, while cavalry waited behind them like a coiled force. Their banners shifted in the wind in uneven waves, not heroic, but unsettlingly calm. On the opposite ridge, Bellecour’s forces mirrored them, but with visible tension — smaller movements, tighter grips, quicker glances between soldiers.
For a long moment, nothing happened.
It wasn’t the peaceful kind of silence — it was the kind where everyone is waiting for someone else to make the mistake first. Even the horses stopped shifting. Even the wind felt slower. Then somewhere far off, a horn sounded once, sharp and short, and both sides reacted instantly.
Just then, Mme Isabelle ordered, “Troupes, avancez!”
We started going down the hill, all ready.
The movement began clean, almost too controlled at first, like both sides were still pretending this was a normal march. Soldiers stepped forward with muskets and swords, boots pressing into uneven ground, while officers shouted instructions that kept getting swallowed by the distance between both armies. But the deeper we moved, the more you could feel everyone realizing — this wasn’t formation anymore. This was contact.
I was constantly checking with my phone. Suddenly, I shouted, “Attendez!”
Everyone was shocked.
Even the soldiers nearest to me hesitated, as if my voice had cut through official command for a second. I quickly crouched behind a broken stone ridge and reopened the earlier captured visuals on my phone — not for zoom, but for comparison. Antoine leaned in immediately, breathing faster, understanding I wasn’t guessing anymore.
I said, “I’m seeing some smoke at the bottom part of the hill. It is looking suspicious!”
The duke said, “Harsh explosives! They must be from Montclair, Valdoria’s ally!”
But what made it worse wasn’t the smoke itself — it was how structured it looked. It wasn’t spreading randomly. It was forming lines. Almost like it was marking paths. Like someone wanted us to see something specific and move toward it without realizing.
Mme Delphine said, “So, they want us there, so that it becomes easy for them to attack us. Be careful!”
The duke ordered (The French phrases from here will be written in English), “Soldiers, throw the Grenadoes! It would cause an explosion over there!”
The grenades went off in staggered bursts, shaking the valley floor. For a second, I actually saw enemy infantry silhouettes in the smoke — swords drawn, muskets raised — and then they disappeared again as if they were never there in the first place.
After throwing that, I observed that the front row of soldiers were out of the ring.
But, what came after couldn’t be thought by me or my friends.
Because just as Bellecour’s forces began stepping forward again, something completely unexpected happened — the smoke shifted direction, not naturally, but like it had been pushed.
My phone flickered.
The offline AI app’s signal dropped for a second.
Then returned.
And when it returned, the AI map had changed.
Valdoria’s formations were no longer where they were supposed to be.
It didn’t make sense.
They had moved inside the smoke itself.
Valdoria threw Fougasses, a type of explosive, which wiped out the upper-middle line of infantry of the army. There was a lot of shouting, which had a psychological effect of us – me, Clara, Antoine, and Lucas.
But this time, it didn’t feel like an explosion from the battlefield.
It felt like the battlefield had been set up beforehand, like someone had already decided where people would stand before the fight even started. The smoke wasn’t just covering vision anymore — it was isolating groups, breaking communication between commanders and soldiers in real time.
My heartbeat suddenly increased rapidly. I had never seen so many people dying in front of us.
And yet, the worst part wasn’t even the casualties — it was how quickly the battlefield adapted after every explosion, like it was correcting itself, learning from every move.
But, even during this tense moment, Juliette was calm. She continued ordering the soldiers to shoot the enemy soldiers.
Her voice didn’t shake even once. But now I noticed something different — she wasn’t just reacting to what she saw. She was predicting what would happen next. Every order came slightly before the enemy movement, like she was reading intention instead of action.
The duke said, “I have an idea! Everyone, move back!”
Mme Delphine asked, “Monsieur, you mean….?”
The duke replied, “Not that, never! It would create an illusion, making the opponent think that we’re retreating, but that is not the case.”
The withdrawal began immediately, but it wasn’t clean anymore. Soldiers were stepping back while still firing, some slipping on broken ground, others dragging wounded comrades. It looked like retreat, but the rhythm of it still held structure — like controlled chaos.
Then, everyone of us started stepping back, step-by-step.
And that’s when something finally broke the pattern.
From inside the smoke, we heard something new.
Not cannon fire.
Not musket shots.
Not horses.
Drums.
Slow. Heavy. Regular.
Valdoria wasn’t just attacking anymore.
They were marching through the smoke like they could already see us.
Like they knew exactly where we were.
Like this, the first day of the battle continued, for the rest of the day, until almost midnight.
But now it wasn’t just fighting — it had turned into something colder. A game of movement, misdirection, and prediction, where every action seemed to trigger a planned response from the other side. Smoke, fire, and sound blurred together until even time itself felt unstable.
After this battle, many soldiers were deeply injured, and we went to our battle shelters.
No one spoke on the way back this time. Even the commanders were quieter than before. And behind us, far in the valley, the drums kept echoing — steady, patient — as if Day One had not ended at all, but had simply paused to breathe.





Chapter 17
It was 1AM as per my watch.
While everyone else in the other tents was sleeping, we couldn’t sleep.
Lucas said, “Antoine, take out the maps, s’il te plait!”
Antoine took out the maps of this area, along with some markers from his backpack.
Clara got some chess pieces from her backpack. I didn’t show she carries chess pieces in her backpack all the time.
After gathering around the table on which the huge maps were placed, we started to analyse each location.
This time, we chose to use Clara’s phone, which had the most dominant AI feature. 
When we gave it all the images and videos taken during war times, it analysed and said – it seems like the Valdorian army was adhering to strategic testing. It was as if they had planned to actually attack from a different position entirely, and use other artillery. But, today’s day was just a practice for them. Tomorrow, they’ll actually start executing their plans.
I said, “Hmm… if they are planning to attack from a completely different position tomorrow, if this AI is correct, then how can we change our battle characteristics to make winning inclined towards ourselves?”
Antoine said, “But for now, the more important question is, where should we stand tomorrow? Should it be on the northern ridge, or somewhere else?”
I said, “We shouldn’t hold high ground tomorrow, right?”
Antoine replied, “Why not? It’s very defensive and perfectly safe traditionally.”
I said, “But is it actually? It is almost expected by Valdoria and its allies.”
Antoine said, “Let’s see that later! But for now, I think we should tell our AI app to organize the battlefield data, our positions, and when should we take each step perfectly and…”
I interrupted, “I don’t think we should leave everything on the AI. We should use it for assistance, and plan the rest at that moment.”
We suddenly became too loud. Clara said, “Calm down, people! You’re missing something.”
It was getting too late, 2AM. Lucas said, “An important thing, how many soldiers can ultimately survive in either plan?”
Just then, we heard a fake cough, “Ough!!! May I come in?”
That was Juliette’s voice. I thought that she had been standing outside for a few minutes, all silently.
“Certainly,” replied Clara.
“I’ve been hearing some slight shouting from this room. Antoine and Winston, I’m sure that it was you both. Nevertheless, let’s discuss this together. The battle starts tomorrow at roughly eight in the morning.”
After she came in, we started planning quietly.
After some time, I said, “I’m just going out for a minute to look at the entire area, to make sure that the AI predictions we have got are correct.”
They agreed. I went out on the porch-like arrangement outside our tent, observing the entire landscape. For a second, I even thought that me, a school student, is planning battle statistics.
I was also feeling exhausted after this day full of physical struggle and mental stress.
Just then, Juliette arrived, “We have come up with a rough idea for tomorrow.”
I didn’t answer.
“Winston? Winston? Okay, I know why you’re not answering, and I respect your choice to not answer here. It’s such a big thing that you’re helping us with this battle, and how can I forget the fact that you all had saved my father and aunt?”
I answered after slightly yawning, “I really hate that you’re thanking me so many times!”
She laughed.
After that, she said, “Huh! Everyone in Bellecour sees me as a strong leader, but deep within, I’m also terrified because of this battle. It must be even harder for you and your friends. I have found my lost mother, but you… you all don’t have your parents close to you.”
There was only silence for some time after that. We could hear the distant sounds made by the Northern Cardinal, being music to our ears during such an exhausting time.
Juliette, after some time, started pacing around the porch. I knew that she was thinking about something really important, with that look on her face.
Suddenly, I heard her softly say, “Oh Mon Dieu!”
I asked, “What happened, Juliette?”
She replied, “Nothing... ah, I’m just feeling tired…”
Before she could even finish her sentence properly, she lost balance.
“Juliette!”
Instinctively, I caught her by the arm.
The sudden movement pulled her slightly forward, and for a brief moment, she fell lightly against my chest before managing to steady herself again.
Neither of us spoke immediately.
I could feel my own heartbeat embarrassingly fast after the sudden shock.
Juliette stepped back almost instantly, brushing a few loose strands of hair away from her face as if nothing had happened.
“Merci,” she said quietly.
I looked away toward the battlefield again and replied, “You really need to stop thanking me for every single thing.”
That made her laugh again — this time a little more naturally.
And strangely, for the first time since the battle had begun, the night did not feel entirely heavy anymore.
After that, I checked my phone, where the weather report appeared on the screen. I tapped it open.
It said – it will rain heavily tomorrow, which can almost cause a huge flood on the eastern border on the northern ridge, at 11:30 in the morning. 
Then, we entered inside the tent. At that instant, something clicked inside my brain.
“Wait! Why didn’t I think of this before?”
Everyone asked together, “What, Winston?”
“We know about the power of phones, but they don’t! I saw that tomorrow, there’s going to be a huge flood! We can make an audio of a person speaking in Latin, and then in our language, all with special sound effects, which will make them think that God is saying all of this. It will make them feel like we’re god’s messengers. If they don’t believe that, the flood’s there to take care of that. You all understand what I mean?”
Everyone gasped for some seconds.
Then, Lucas said, “But don’t you think they may retreat from there?”
I replied, “That’s where early preparation comes to work. We need to immediately inform the duke to tell his guards to station our best explosives to destroy their retreat route. This will leave them with two choices – either to die in the hands of the merciless waters, or to surrender by coming to our side.”
Everyone quietly started at me after I said these words.
I said, “There’s no time for that. Juliette, I think you know what to do.”
She understood, and went out of the tent to tell my plan to her father.
The next morning arrived. We had just slept for like two or three hours, which was quite enough for one day.
It was beautiful to observe the sunrise.
We went out all ready for today’s day.
The duke said, “Bon matin, let’s pray for the best!”
The cold morning wind moved across the ridge as soldiers quietly prepared themselves. Some adjusted their muskets, while others sharpened their swords against stone. The atmosphere felt strange. Yesterday’s fear was still present, but today, something else had entered the air — tension mixed with expectation.
Just then, we saw the duke approaching us once again, this time along with Mme Delphine and Mme Isabelle. Juliette was walking slightly behind them silently.
The duke stopped directly in front of me.
For a few seconds, he said nothing at all. Then, finally, he spoke in a calmer voice than usual.
“Juliette informed us about your idea last night.”
I suddenly felt everyone around me becoming silent.
The duke continued, “At first, I thought it sounded impossible. But after discussing it with Mme Delphine and Mme Isabelle throughout the night… I realised something.”
Mme Delphine crossed her arms lightly and added, “Battles are not won only with swords and cannons. Sometimes, fear itself becomes a weapon.”
Mme Isabelle nodded slowly. “And what your generation possesses…” she looked briefly toward our phones, “…is knowledge beyond our century.”
For some reason, hearing that made me uncomfortable rather than proud.
The duke stepped closer and placed one hand firmly on my shoulder.
“You are not a soldier of Bellecour, Antoine, Winston, Lucas, Clara,” he said quietly. “Yet yesterday, you stood beside us during cannon fire. Last night, while others slept, you searched for a way to save lives rather than simply destroy the enemy.”
For the first time since arriving here, I genuinely did not know what to say.
Then the duke suddenly smiled faintly.
“Your plan has already begun.”
Everyone around me immediately looked up.
Far below the eastern boundary, groups of Bellecour soldiers were already moving secretly through the early morning fog. Some carried barrels of explosives toward the narrow retreat paths near the lower riverbanks. Others quietly repositioned artillery behind defensive stone lines.
Antoine whispered beside me, “Mon Dieu… they actually listened to us.”
Lucas replied softly, “Not just listened. They trusted us.”
At that exact moment, Juliette looked toward me.
She did not smile fully.
But there was something in her expression that felt warmer than before.
Not admiration, not gratitude., but something deeper.
The duke looked toward me quietly for a few seconds. The cold wind moved across the northern ridge while distant cannon wheels continued rolling somewhere below the valley. Around us, soldiers were preparing muskets, tightening leather belts, and repositioning artillery near the stone barriers. Then, finally, the duke spoke in a low voice.
“They took the bait.”
Before anybody could properly react to his words, a loud voice suddenly interrupted from behind us.
“This is complete madness!”
We immediately turned around. A large group of Bellecour officials was now approaching rapidly through the morning fog. Some were military commanders, some were engineers, while others were political advisors who looked deeply uncomfortable even standing this close to an active battlefield. Their boots crushed the wet grass aggressively as they came forward.
One elderly artillery commander pointed angrily toward the eastern valley below us. “You are seriously placing the future of Bellecour on a flood prediction made by a glowing machine?” he demanded. “This is warfare, not theatre!”
Another official immediately added, “And what if the enemy notices the trap early enough? They may retreat before the flood reaches them. Then what? We lose our position entirely!”
The atmosphere suddenly became extremely tense. Several officers started arguing among themselves loudly at the same time. Some supported the duke’s approval of the plan, while others clearly believed we had gone too far by trusting modern technology over traditional military methods.
Mme Isabelle stepped forward sharply. “Enough shouting!” she ordered coldly. “We are wasting time while Valdoria continues advancing.”
But the arguments did not stop.
“We should strike from the northern ridge immediately!”
“No! Defensive formation is safer!”
“We cannot trust children to determine battlefield strategy!”
That final sentence instantly irritated Lucas. He looked ready to argue back immediately, but before he could say anything, Antoine suddenly unfolded the battlefield maps violently across the wooden planning table nearby. The papers nearly flew away because of the strong wind.
“Then look properly before speaking!” Antoine snapped.
For a few seconds, everyone finally became silent.
Antoine pointed toward the eastern boundary near the riverbanks below. “The flood itself is not the main weapon,” he explained quickly. “The geography is.” His finger moved across the narrow valley routes carefully. “Once the enemy enters deeply enough into this section, movement becomes restricted naturally.”
Clara immediately unlocked her phone and enlarged the terrain scans we had captured the previous day. The bright screen reflected against everyone’s faces while she zoomed into the eastern routes carefully. Even some skeptical officers unconsciously stepped closer to observe.
“The valley narrows here,” Clara explained calmly. “If enough rainwater enters from the upper forests, pressure builds toward this exact route. Escape becomes difficult, especially for artillery and cavalry.”
One engineer leaned closer toward the screen. His expression slowly changed.
“Oh Mon Dieu…” he whispered quietly.
I then stepped forward and opened the weather radar again. The moving storm systems approaching from the northwest were now much larger than before. Dark clouds had already started gathering above the distant forests, and even the atmosphere itself felt heavier.
“They don’t understand any of this,” I said carefully. “To them, weather prediction is uncertain. If they suddenly hear what sounds like a divine warning before the flood arrives…” I paused for a second before continuing, “…panic itself becomes part of the attack.”
Vivienne slowly stepped forward then. The wind moved part of her cloak behind her while she observed the maps silently for a few moments. When she finally spoke, her voice was calm enough that everyone automatically listened.
“If fear spreads through their lower soldiers first,” she said quietly, “discipline collapses before the flood even arrives. Orders stop functioning properly once panic begins.”
One minister looked disturbed hearing that. “Psychological warfare…” he murmured softly.
Mme Delphine immediately pointed toward the lower river routes. “We station explosives here, here, and here,” she declared firmly. “Not to kill them directly. Only to destroy retreat paths once enough of their forces enter the valley.”
Several engineers immediately began discussing measurements and timings among themselves. The officials who had been skeptical earlier were now becoming visibly uneasy instead of dismissive. Slowly, they were beginning to understand how dangerous the plan actually was.
Mme Isabelle unsheathed her sword halfway. The metallic sound itself felt sharp in the cold air.
“And while confusion spreads,” she said coldly, “our cavalry attacks from the western side. We pressure them toward the eastern routes intentionally.”
The duke finally stepped forward once again. This time, everybody became silent before he even spoke.
“This battle will not end traditionally,” he declared firmly. “Valdoria and its allies will be left with only two choices.”
The wind suddenly intensified across the ridge.
Far above us, thunder echoed across the darkening sky.
The duke slowly looked toward the eastern valley below before continuing.
“They may surrender and live…” he said quietly.
Then his expression hardened completely.
“…or they may remain inside the valley and die beneath the waters.”
Nobody answered after that.
Because for the first time since the battle had begun…
everyone truly understood how terrifying tomorrow was going to become.
Its waters were rising.
But the battle itself had already begun before most soldiers even realised it.
A massive cannon blast suddenly erupted from the Valdorian lines below, shaking the entire ridge violently. The sound echoed through the valley so powerfully that several horses near Bellecour’s artillery positions panicked immediately. A few seconds later, the cannonball struck the lower stone barriers of the northern ridge, sending broken rocks and mud flying into the air.
“Positions!” shouted Mme Isabelle instantly.
At once, Bellecour’s soldiers rushed into formation. Muskets were raised across the ridge while artillery teams hurried to load cannons behind defensive walls. The calm planning atmosphere from earlier disappeared completely now.
This was war again.
Another cannon blast erupted.
Then another.
Smoke immediately began spreading across the lower battlefield while Valdoria’s infantry lines continued advancing steadily through the rain. Their drums still echoed through the valley, although less confidently than before.
The duke unsheathed his sword fully.
“Fire!”
Bellecour’s first artillery line exploded into action.
Several cannons fired together at almost the exact same moment, causing the ridge itself to tremble beneath our feet. Through the smoke below, we could already see sections of the Valdorian front lines collapsing violently while cavalry formations struggled to reorganise themselves.
But they continued advancing anyway.
“Forward!” shouted General Armand de Montclair from below while raising his sword aggressively. “Do not stop for ghost stories and rainwater!”
The Montclair infantry suddenly accelerated through the mud much faster than the Valdorian soldiers beside them. Unlike the others, they seemed determined to break Bellecour’s lines before the weather could worsen further.
Mme Delphine narrowed her eyes immediately.
“They are trying to reach the ridge before the eastern routes flood,” she said sharply.
Juliette instantly turned toward nearby soldiers. “Second infantry line forward! Protect the western artillery!”
The battlefield erupted completely now.
Musket fire exploded across the valley from both sides while thick smoke spread rapidly through the rain-filled air. Soldiers screamed orders in French while cavalry horses charged through wet ground below. Everywhere we looked, movement and chaos had completely overtaken the battlefield.
I had never imagined war would sound like this.
Cannons.
Gunfire.
Metal striking metal.
Horses screaming.
People shouting desperately through smoke.
Even the ground itself shook constantly beneath us.
Suddenly, Bellecour’s western cavalry finally moved.
Hidden behind the forests until now, hundreds of mounted soldiers burst forward through the rain with swords raised high. Their horses crashed into the exposed side of Valdoria’s advancing formations violently, immediately breaking several infantry lines apart.
For a brief moment, it actually looked like Bellecour might completely overpower them.
Then Montclair answered.
A horrifying explosion suddenly erupted near Bellecour’s lower western positions.
Mud, smoke, and bodies were thrown violently into the air.
“Fougasses!” shouted Lucas from nearby. “Again!”
Several hidden explosive traps buried beneath the muddy ground detonated almost together, wiping out parts of Bellecour’s advancing cavalry instantly. Riderless horses began running wildly across the battlefield while injured soldiers screamed from the burning mud below.
Even from the ridge, the scene felt horrifying.
For a second, I completely froze.
Juliette immediately grabbed my arm sharply.
“Winston!”
I looked toward her instantly.
“This is not the moment to stop moving!” she shouted above the cannon fire.
Another cannonball suddenly struck near the ridge wall beside us, sending smoke and broken stone everywhere. Soldiers nearby fell backward while officers desperately tried reorganising the line again.
Meanwhile, below us, Valdoria’s army continued pushing farther toward the eastern valley exactly as planned.
But something else had started changing now.
The rain.
It was no longer ordinary rainfall anymore.
The water pouring from the sky had intensified dramatically over the last several minutes. The battlefield mud was becoming deeper rapidly, and several artillery wheels below were already sinking into the soaked ground.
Then suddenly—
One Valdorian cannon became trapped entirely in the mud.
The horses pulling it panicked violently.
Nearby soldiers started shouting.
Another artillery line behind them slowed immediately.
Then another.
“The ground is collapsing beneath them,” Antoine whispered beside me.
Far toward the eastern side, the river no longer even looked like a river anymore.
It looked alive.
Its waters had risen far beyond the lower banks now, crashing violently against rocks and flooding parts of the eastern routes already. Several Valdorian soldiers near the lower valley had begun noticing it too.
The panic started slowly.
A few soldiers turned around first.
Then officers started shouting angrily.
Then entire formations hesitated.
And above all of it—
the storm continued growing worse.
We had all become separated in different sections of the army.
While keeping track of everything that is going on, I noticed that a group of soldiers at the right started screaming – maybe because of the water levels rising toward them.
After an hour, it was quarter past eleven in the morning. Just fifteen minutes left before the entire catastrophe!
Now, the water level had risen even more, trying to break through the trees blocking its path.
Now, I told the duke standing beside me, “Monsieur le duc, I think the weather prediction’s working! Please order your soldiers to move a bit back for safety.”
He shouted to the guards my words.
Now, the duke of Valdoria shouted, “N’ayez pas peur, soldats! It’s just some water, charge forward!”
The duke of Montclair also encouraged the half-scared soldiers.
They continued to throw explosives. I could hear many people shout as they die for their birthplace. Even with tears in my eyes, I continued to wait till half past eleven.
At one point of time, Montclair threw a smoke explosive, blinding us for about ten minutes!
After the smoke came around, there came an extreme splashing sound.
It was of the waters. The water of the river had broke its way through the tall trees, and came to engulf the Valdorian army. 
“Aah!” shouted the soldiers. The dukes of Valdoria and Montclair tried to control them, but it was of no use.
Some soldiers, like fifty in number, pleaded, looking towards me, thinking that I was God’s messenger. While they were doing that, the group of soldiers from the back started retreating.

Mme Isabelle shouted, “It’s working! Oh wow!”
It was actually. The guards had bombed the bridges at the back of the Valdorian army, blocking off its exit to its camp.
The enemy soldiers shouted, “Monsieur le duc, la voie de sortie est bloquée!”
The duke of Valdoria was shocked, “Quoi? Who did this?”
The duke said, “Dieu did this, you people!”
Then, he softly said, “We did it, you fools!”
General Armand de Montclair still tried to hold control. He rode through the chaos shouting orders, his voice cutting through rain and smoke. But even his authority was starting to fail as soldiers stopped responding, not out of disobedience, but because they simply could not hear him anymore over the roar of water and collapsing terrain.
The Duke of Valdoria stood for a moment near his command position, watching everything fall apart without speaking. His expression changed slowly—from command, to disbelief, and finally to something quieter. Not rage, not fear, just recognition.
“This was never a battlefield,” he said under his breath. “It became a trap.”
Below him, the eastern valley had fully transformed now. What had been solid ground was turning into a widening flood channel. Soldiers were no longer marching. They were trying to survive. Some dropped weapons and raised their hands. Others continued moving forward blindly, hoping instinct alone would carry them out.
Then the first clear moment of surrender began.
A group of Valdorian infantry near the center lowered their muskets completely. One by one, they stepped back from the formation, shouting that they would not continue into the water. Their officers tried to stop them, but the structure had already broken too far.
Soon after, more followed.
Across the valley, pockets of soldiers began abandoning formation entirely.
Some shouted that they surrendered.
Some simply stopped moving.
And some stood frozen, waiting for orders that were no longer coming.
From Bellecour’s ridge, Mme Isabelle raised her hand sharply.
“Hold positions!” she ordered. “Do not advance into the flood zone!”
The artillery stopped firing.
For the first time in hours, the battlefield did not explode with cannon fire. Instead, there was only the sound of rain, rushing water, and distant shouting slowly fading into confusion.
Mme Delphine lowered her gaze slightly. “It is no longer a battle,” she said quietly. “It is an ending.”
I looked down again at the valley.
Valdoria’s army was no longer one army.
It was many broken pieces—some surrendering, some trapped, some still fighting against a force they could not see or control.
And in the middle of it all, the water kept rising.
Many soldiers had already drowned.
The army still tried defeating us by throwing even more explosives, but after some time, the explosives were ruined because of water collecting inside them.
At last, after all of this, most of the soldiers of the army raised their hands, dropping their weapons.
For a moment, we were shocked – me, Antoine, Lucas, Clara, Juliette, Vivienne, the duke, the duchess, and Mme Delphine.
We couldn’t believe our eyes – it was the first time in history that a battle was won like this, by using the enemy’s fear as a tool.
The enemy soldiers together shouted, “Oh Dieu’s messengers, we ask for forgiveness. Dieu has punished us!”
We couldn’t reply.
Both of the dukes, seeing that their soldiers had dropped their weapons, got off their horses, to save their life.
The duke ordered, “N’avancez pas, gardes!”
The entire army started coming to the higher grounds following their dukes, where we were. Thank God I had told the duke to ask everyone to remain on the higher grounds as much as possible!
Both the dukes knelt down in front of M. Fontaine.
“Mercy, monsieur!” they just said this, expecting at least life imprisonment.
Then, the duke took out his sword. Mme Isabelle was looking as if she also didn’t want them to live.
The cold air of the storm was still blowing throughout the area.
Between them stood M. Fontaine.
His sword was drawn.
Not fully raised yet — but already decisive in intention.
The air itself felt heavier.
Mme Isabelle did not move. 
Mme Delphine’s gaze sharpened. Even the soldiers around the circle instinctively stepped back, sensing what was about to happen without needing to be told.
M. Fontaine stepped forward.
“This ends here,” he said quietly.
And the blade began to rise.
Time tightened.
But then—
“Stop.”
The word cut through everything.
It didn’t sound like an order, not in panic.
But firm, from multiple voices breaking at once.
I stepped forward before I even realised I had moved. Antoine followed immediately. Clara’s voice came sharper than expected. Lucas’s tone was urgent, almost shaken. Even Vivienne moved forward, her expression no longer strategic — only human.
And then Juliette spoke.
“Father… please.”
Silence snapped back over the ridge.
M. Fontaine did not lower his sword.
But he paused.
That pause was enough.
Montclair suddenly spoke from behind, voice bitter and strained. “So this is it? Execution after surrender?”
The Duke of Valdoria did not look at him.
“That was never agreed,” he said coldly. “Do not speak as if we are still the same command.”
It was true.
The two dukes were already broken apart — not just physically, but in purpose. Montclair still believed in force, in control, in continuing even after collapse. The Duke of Valdoria had already accepted that the battle had ended beyond authority.
They were no longer leading together.
They were only sharing the same defeat.
M. Fontaine’s sword remained in the air.
Mme Isabelle finally stepped forward slightly.
“Then explain,” she said sharply, not to the prisoners, but to us. “Why should mercy exist here? After everything that has happened?”
The question hung in the rain.
For a second, nobody answered.
Then Clara spoke.
“Because this is exactly where humanity is decided,” she said quietly.
Lucas added, “If we kill them now, then the flood didn’t save lives — it only changed who dies.”
Antoine’s voice was lower. “And if surrender means nothing… then war never ends. It only repeats.”
A long silence followed.
Even Montclair stopped speaking.
The wind softened slightly, as if waiting for the answer.
I finally said, “We didn’t survive this to become the same thing we were fighting.”
That line changed the air.
Not instantly.
But enough.
M. Fontaine’s grip on the sword tightened once.
Then slowly—
he lowered it.
Not fully at first.
Then completely.
The sound of metal easing down felt louder than the battle had been.
No one spoke for several seconds.
Then the Duke of Valdoria exhaled, almost silently.
“Then it is mercy,” he said.
Montclair turned away, refusing to look at anyone.
And the soldiers around the ridge slowly understood — not victory, not defeat, but something far more fragile:
The war had ended, and they had chosen not to let it consume them completely.

Chapter 18
For a long moment after the sword was lowered, nobody moved.
The ridge remained silent except for the rain, which now felt less violent than before, as if even the storm had begun to lose its strength. Soldiers slowly shifted in place, unsure whether to continue holding formation or to simply let their exhaustion take over.
Then, at last, Mme Isabelle gave a quiet command.
“Secure the prisoners,” she said.
There was no anger in her voice anymore — only control. The soldiers moved forward carefully, not with aggression, but with caution, guiding the Duke of Valdoria and Montclair away from the center of the ridge. The prisoners did not resist. Montclair walked without looking at anyone. The Duke of Valdoria followed in silence, his expression distant, almost empty.
The battlefield behind them was no longer active. It was simply… there.
Broken ground. Flooded lower valleys. Abandoned weapons half-buried in mud. Smoke fading into wet air. Horses standing without riders, confused and still.
No one spoke about victory.
Because it did not feel like one.
Gradually, groups of soldiers began to regroup under their respective commanders. Injured men were carried carefully toward safer ground. Orders were softer now, less urgent. Even the sounds of movement felt slower, as if the entire world had been forced to pause after being shaken too violently.
Clara looked at the flooded valley once more and said nothing.
Lucas sat down on a broken stone barrier, staring forward blankly.
Antoine quietly closed his map, as if the calculations no longer mattered in the same way.
Vivienne helped one of the wounded soldiers stand, her movements steady but tired.
Juliette remained still for a moment longer than the others.
Then she finally exhaled.
“It’s over,” she said quietly.
But her voice did not sound relieved.
It sounded distant.
As the hours passed, the army slowly began its return.
Not in formation, not in march, but in scattered groups that gradually came together along the safer paths leading away from the ridge. The flooded battlefield remained behind them, slowly disappearing from view as the land dipped and the forest line returned.
The Duke of Valdoria and Montclair were taken separately under guard, no longer speaking, no longer issuing commands. Whatever authority they once held had dissolved completely in the rain.
By late afternoon, the group finally reached the main road that led back toward Bellecour’s estate.
The château appeared through the mist like something half-remembered — tall, calm, untouched by the chaos that had unfolded far away. Its stone walls stood firm against the wind, lanterns beginning to glow as evening approached.
No one spoke as they approached it.
The gates opened slowly.
And one by one, the group stepped inside.
I still couldn’t believe that we… we had won. Even the look on my friends’ face was saying the same thing.

At one point, I saw that Mme Delphine accidentally dropped something, walking in front of us.
As Lucas was about to point that out, Mme Isabelle picked it up, and while returning it to its owner, she quietly said, “Here you go, madame la duchesse!”
“Madame Isabelle!”
Mme Isabelle yet again proved that she had a kind heart. She didn’t long for her title. She returned it to its rightful owner.
Mme Isabelle said, “I will personally speak to M. Fontaine regarding this.”
Mme Delphine didn’t say anything. She was oddly emotional.
Slowly, everything came to normal.
We were really exhausted. The first thing we did was going inside our apartment to change.
After changing into more ‘comfortable’ clothes, we were having a good chat in the salon.
Antoine said. “I couldn’t believe that our plan finally worked! I thought that we need to carry out complex AI stuff to win.”
Clara added, “I heard they say, sometimes, the biggest wars can be won using the smallest of ideas. We knew technology, but they did not!”
Lucas, while snacking on an apple, said, “I promise myself to never ever judge the weather report from next time. Hah!”
Suddenly, I remembered something important. So, I said, “But, in order to watch the weather report, we need to be in Grenoble.”
Everyone started to make a sad face after that.
Clara said, “It would be so nice if the lift comes again to pick us up just like it did with Winston and Juliette! Ugh!”
There was a short pause.
Then, Lucas said, “For now, let’s just celebrate upon winning this battle! Oh! Can you hear that? I think those are fireworks! Let’s go outside!”
It was actually that. We went outside and had a time of our lives.
The fireworks continued for several more minutes, illuminating the dark winter sky above the château. For the first time since arriving in this strange century, nobody spoke about war, prisoners, strategies, or survival. We simply stood there and watched.
Over the next few days, life slowly began returning to normal.
The wounded soldiers recovered inside the château's medical quarters. Workers repaired damaged walls and gates. Messengers rode in and out of the estate carrying news of the victory throughout the region. Even the atmosphere felt different. The tension that had gripped everyone for weeks seemed to fade little by little.
One particularly cold morning, Clara burst into our apartment holding a calendar.
“Everyone, look at this!”
Antoine nearly dropped the book he was reading.
“What happened?”
Clara pointed excitedly.
“Christmas is only a few days away!”
For a second, nobody reacted.
Then Lucas jumped down from his chair.
“Wait... actual Christmas? With decorations and celebrations?”
“Exactly!” Clara replied.
But, the château was already aware of this huge fact!
Almost overnight, preparations began appearing everywhere. Long green garlands were hung across hallways. Large wreaths decorated wooden doors. Red ribbons appeared on staircases and balconies. Workers carried boxes of ornaments through corridors while servants polished silver decorations that had apparently been stored away for months.
The great hall underwent the most dramatic transformation.
A magnificent Christmas tree was placed near one side of the room. It reached almost to the ceiling itself. Golden ornaments, candles, ribbons, and tiny glass decorations covered its branches. Every day more decorations appeared, making it look increasingly beautiful.
Outside, winter had fully arrived.
A thin layer of snow occasionally covered parts of the gardens during the mornings. The fountains sparkled beneath the cold sunlight. The entire château looked as though it belonged in a Christmas painting.
One evening, while walking through the corridors, we noticed musicians entering the estate.
“Why are there so many musicians?” asked Antoine.
A servant smiled.
“ À cause du bal de Noël, monsieur.”
“The what?”
“ Le bal de Noël.”
Within hours, the news spread through the château.
There would be a grand celebration on Christmas Eve. Nobles, officers, important officials, and distinguished guests from across the region would attend. There would be music, dancing, food, speeches, and festivities lasting late into the night.
Lucas looked completely amazed.
“A real Christmas ball?”
“A real Christmas ball,” replied Clara.
For the first time in many days, everyone seemed genuinely excited.
The war was finally behind us.
And Christmas was approaching.
The news of the Christmas Ball spread throughout the château astonishingly quickly.
For the next few days, it became almost impossible to walk through a corridor without hearing someone discussing preparations. Soldiers who had been marching through mud only a week earlier were now helping servants carry decorations. Musicians spent hours rehearsing in distant rooms, their melodies occasionally drifting through open windows.
Even we became involved.
One afternoon, Lucas somehow convinced Antoine to help decorate a section of the great hall.
“I study Trigonometry, not how to place garlands,” Antoine complained.
“And yet here you are,” Clara replied while laughing.
To everyone's surprise, Antoine turned out to be remarkably good at arranging decorations symmetrically. Within an hour, he had reorganised an entire section of ornaments because he claimed the previous arrangement was “statistically unpleasant.”
The château itself looked completely different now.
Candles glowed along hallways every evening. Evergreen garlands hung from balconies. The enormous Christmas tree in the great hall became the centre of attention, growing more magnificent each day as additional ornaments were added.
One morning, we discovered that workers were preparing an outdoor Christmas market inside part of the château grounds.
Small wooden stalls appeared almost overnight.
Some sold pastries.
Some sold handmade decorations.
Others sold toys, books, and gifts.
Lucas immediately spent far too much time examining everything.
“You realise you don't actually have money from this century, right?” I reminded him.
“A minor inconvenience,” he replied confidently.
As Christmas approached, more guests began arriving.
Nobles from nearby regions entered through the château gates in decorated carriages. Military officers who had survived the recent campaign came to pay their respects. Important families arrived wearing elegant winter clothing that made the entire estate feel more alive than ever.
One evening, while standing near a window overlooking the courtyard, I noticed something strange.
For the first time since the battle, nobody seemed afraid.
The soldiers laughed.
The servants smiled.
Children visiting with noble families ran across the snow-covered paths.
Even many of the officers appeared more relaxed.
It was as if the château itself had finally exhaled after holding its breath for weeks.
The day before Christmas Eve, the excitement reached its highest point.
Every conversation somehow returned to the ball.
People discussed music.
People discussed food.
People discussed guests.
And, most importantly, people discussed dancing.
Lucas immediately began making predictions about who would accidentally step on whose feet.
Clara declared that he would almost certainly be the first victim.
Meanwhile, musicians continued arriving, additional candles were placed throughout the great hall, and final preparations lasted late into the night.
By the time Christmas Eve finally arrived, the entire château seemed to glow.
Outside, snow lightly covered parts of the grounds.
Inside, hundreds of candles illuminated the corridors.
The great hall looked magnificent.
And everyone knew that, in only a few hours, the Christmas Ball would begin.
Christmas Eve finally arrived.
From the moment we woke up, the château felt different.
The corridors were brighter than usual. Servants moved quickly between rooms carrying trays, decorations, and flowers. Musicians were already rehearsing somewhere in the distance. Even the air seemed filled with excitement.
By evening, the entire estate looked magical.
Hundreds of candles illuminated the windows. The gardens glittered beneath a light layer of snow. The great Christmas tree inside the château shone with golden ornaments and ribbons that reflected the candlelight beautifully.
At around seven o'clock, preparations for the ball began in earnest.
Everyone disappeared into their rooms.
Even Lucas, who usually never cared much about appearances, spent an unusually long time getting ready.
“Don't tell anyone I actually tried today,” he said while adjusting his outfit.
“Trust me,” replied Clara. “Everyone will already know.”
For once, Antoine did not argue with anybody. He simply adjusted his collar and admitted that he wanted to look respectable in front of several important nobles.
That statement alone shocked all of us.
When we finally gathered together outside our rooms, nobody spoke for several seconds.
We had become so used to seeing one another covered in mud, rain, and exhaustion that seeing everyone dressed formally felt strange.
“Well,” said Lucas eventually, “at least we don't look like battlefield survivors anymore.”
We laughed.
Soon afterward, we followed the flow of guests toward the great hall.
The sight that greeted us was extraordinary.
The room looked completely transformed.
Massive chandeliers illuminated the hall from above. Evergreen garlands hung from balconies and pillars. The enormous Christmas tree stood near one end of the room like the centrepiece of the entire celebration.
Nobles, officers, and distinguished guests filled the hall, talking and laughing beneath the warm light.
For the first time in what felt like forever, nobody was discussing war.
Instead, people spoke about music, family, food, and Christmas traditions.
At one side of the room, musicians tuned their instruments while servants moved gracefully between guests carrying refreshments.
The atmosphere felt alive.
Near the entrance, we spotted M. Fontaine speaking with several officials.
Nearby stood Mme Delphine, now fully recognised as the duchess once more. Several guests greeted her respectfully as she moved through the hall. Even Mme Isabelle seemed more relaxed than usual, though she still carried herself with her characteristic discipline.
Vivienne immediately became fascinated by the decorations.
Clara wanted to examine every corner of the hall.
Lucas became distracted by the food tables almost instantly.
Meanwhile, Antoine started trying to identify the origins of various historical paintings hanging on the walls.
“You're doing research during a Christmas ball?” I asked.
“I am observing,” he replied.
“Research.”
“Observing.”
As the evening continued, more and more guests arrived.
The noise inside the hall gradually grew louder.
Then, at last, the musicians took their places.
Conversations slowly faded.
Guests began turning toward the centre of the room.
One of the musicians stepped forward and announced the beginning of the Christmas Ball.
Applause spread throughout the hall.
Almost immediately, the musicians began playing a lively tune. Several guests moved towards the centre of the hall while others remained near the walls, watching and chatting with friends. The atmosphere became increasingly cheerful as conversations mixed with music and laughter.
For the first few minutes, our group simply observed everything.
“This is much less dangerous than the battlefield,” said Lucas.
“That depends entirely on your dancing,” replied Clara.
Lucas looked offended.
“I'll have you know that I possess exceptional coordination.”
Nobody answered.
That silence alone was enough.
Soon, various guests began inviting one another onto the floor. Some nobles joined the dancing enthusiastically while others preferred talking near the refreshments. Children ran around the enormous Christmas tree until exhausted parents finally managed to catch them.
Meanwhile, Antoine had somehow found himself discussing architecture with an elderly nobleman.
“How does this always happen to you?” I asked.
“I have no idea,” Antoine replied.
The elderly nobleman immediately continued explaining the history of a staircase.
Vivienne, on the other hand, seemed to be enjoying herself considerably more. She had become involved in a conversation with a young officer from Bellecour who had apparently spent most of the evening trying to gather enough courage to speak to her.
Clara noticed almost instantly.
Lucas noticed a few seconds later.
The officer had no idea that both of them had noticed.
As the music continued, the hall grew even livelier. Maids moved gracefully between guests carrying refreshments. Candles flickered across polished surfaces. Every now and then, someone would begin laughing loudly enough for nearby groups to join in.
It was impossible to believe that only days earlier many of these same people had been preparing for war.
For a while, nobody mentioned battles.
Nobody mentioned prisoners.
Nobody mentioned floods.
They simply enjoyed Christmas Eve.
Eventually, a different piece of music began.
This one was slower and more formal than the previous selections.
Several guests immediately started making their way towards the centre of the hall again. The atmosphere changed slightly—not quieter, but more elegant.
At that moment, I noticed Juliette finishing a conversation with several officials near the far side of the room.
For the first time that evening, she appeared to have no responsibilities demanding her attention.
And that was when she started walking in my direction.
For a second, I almost didn't recognise her.
Ever since arriving in this century, I had mostly seen Juliette dressed for travel, official meetings, or battle preparations. Tonight was completely different. She wore an elegant deep blue gown that matched the winter atmosphere of the château perfectly. The silver details embroidered along the sleeves and bodice reflected the candlelight whenever she moved. Her hair had been arranged much more carefully than usual, though a few loose strands still escaped near her face.
In short, she looked nothing like the commander who had been giving orders on a battlefield only days earlier.
Unfortunately, I became aware that she was probably looking at me too.
Unlike most of the nobles present, I did not possess an enormous wardrobe from this century. Nevertheless, thanks to the château staff, I had been provided with a formal dark suit suitable for the occasion. It felt strange wearing something so elegant after spending recent weeks running through forests, battlefields, and muddy roads.
Juliette eventually stopped in front of me.
“You clean up surprisingly well, Winston.”
I stared at her.
“You too.”
“That was a remarkably creative response.”
“I panicked.”
She laughed.
For a moment, neither of us said anything. Around us, guests continued moving through the hall while the musicians prepared for the next piece.
Then Juliette tilted her head slightly.
“Would you care to dance?”
The question caught me completely off guard.
“Dance?”
“Yes.”
“I know what dancing is.”
“Excellent. Then we're doing it.”
I could already tell that refusing was impossible.
Not because she was forcing me, but because she had clearly decided several minutes ago that I was going to participate.
So I offered my hand.
She accepted it immediately.
A few moments later, we joined the others near the centre of the hall.
The musicians began playing.
At first, I concentrated entirely on not embarrassing myself. The previous dancers had made everything look effortless. Unfortunately, actually performing the steps proved considerably more difficult.
“You are thinking too much,” Juliette observed.
“That's generally how I survive.”
“This isn't a battlefield.”
“Give me a few minutes.”
To my surprise, the dance became easier as the music continued. The movements were simple enough to follow, and after a while I stopped worrying about every step.
For the first time all evening, we were able to talk without interruptions.
“No officials?” I asked.
“No officials.”
“No military reports?”
“No military reports.”
“No urgent meetings?”
She smiled.
“Christmas Eve seems to be protecting us.”
Around us, the hall remained lively. Lucas had somehow convinced several people to participate in what appeared to be an increasingly chaotic conversation near the refreshments. Clara was trying very hard not to laugh at something he had said. Antoine was still trapped in discussion with the elderly nobleman, though he now looked strangely interested in the topic.
Near another section of the hall, Vivienne was speaking with the same young officer from earlier. They seemed to be enjoying the evening immensely.
I noticed Juliette looking in that direction.
“It seems everyone is having a better night than expected.”
“They deserve it,” she replied quietly.
“Last question while dancing, where are monsieur le duc, madame la duchesse, and Mme Isabelle?”
“They’re in the private boardroom, having a talk about their great alliance with Valdoria and Bellecour. Thanks to us that Bellecour has gained two more close domains. They’ll come here soon!”
For a brief moment, neither of us spoke.
The music continued.
The chandeliers shone above us.
And for once, there was no war waiting for us tomorrow morning.
While the music reached its peak, I saw the duke, the duchess, and Mme Isabelle entering the hall. They seemed to be thrilled.
After some time, when the music ended, the duke made a sound by tapping his wine glass. He was about to toast.
He said, “For this Christmas, keeping in mind our victory against Valdoria and Montclair, we have planned to donate silverware and royal jewels to the public for their well-being. Let’s toast – to the health, the happiness, and the joy of Bellecour!”
Everyone toasted, “To Bellecour!”
I also toasted, holding my glass of hot chocolate.
After half an hour, I heard the bells of the church nearby. It was just like that of London during Christmas. It reminded me of my parents even more.
I went out to the balcony to observe the star-lit sky, along with the church, which was lit with a huge number of candles.
The cold breeze was swaying my hair. I looked up to admire the myriad stars of the night sky, as if they were the elements brightening up this night.
I even thought that a constellation had formed. Suddenly, I heard a gentle voice from the back, “Winston!”
The voice sounded familiar enough that I didn't even need to turn around. I simply asked, “Escaped the ball too?”
She came up to me and said, “I had noticed that every one of our guests was there, except you. May I know the reason?”
I said, “Nothing, just thinking about Grenoble.”
She replied, “I can understand that. We can talk about all of this tomorrow. For tonight, it would be best if you enjoy to your fullest. Also to say, everyone is celebrating, but I don't think any of us have actually processed everything yet.”
Juliette stood beside me, resting her hands on the stone railing of the balcony. Below us, the château grounds glowed beneath hundreds of candles, while distant laughter drifted from the ballroom whenever the doors opened. For a few moments, neither of us spoke. The cold breeze carried the scent of snow and pine through the night.
“You really miss Grenoble that much?” she finally asked. Her voice was gentle this time, much quieter than it usually was during meetings or battles.
I looked towards the church in the distance before answering. “Not just Grenoble, but London, along with my parents too. It's strange. A few weeks ago, I would complain about school, homework, waking up early, and all sorts of things. Now I keep thinking that I would happily do all of that again if it meant spending one normal day at home.”
Juliette remained silent for a few seconds. The expression on her face changed slightly, as if she understood far more than she wanted to admit.
“I think I understand that feeling,” she said. “For years, I believed that mum was gone forever. Then suddenly she returned. Even now, whenever I see her in the château, part of me still wonders whether I am dreaming. I spent so much time wishing for something that I never thought would actually happen.”
The bells of the church continued ringing softly in the distance. I noticed the reflection of candlelight dancing across the snow-covered paths below us.
“Everything happened so quickly,” I said. “Sometimes I forget that some days ago, I had never even heard of Bellecour. Then suddenly I was planning battles, arguing with dukes, and trying to save entire armies from drowning.”
Juliette laughed quietly. “And a few weeks ago, I had never heard of Winston. If somebody had told me that a school student from another century would help save Bellecour, I would have assumed they were completely insane.”
“That makes two of us. Oh, before I forget, a search was held where our guards found out Julien. Don’t you remember the guard about whom I was talking about the other day? He is actually a loyal servant to the Duke of Valdoria, who had hidden the fact that you all were found inside that hidden passage under the Old Man’s Statue.”
I replied, slightly smiling, “Oh! So now all the dots are connected. They didn’t want us to find Mme Delphine! I’m sure that loyal Julien is paying for his deeds, huh?”
Juliette chuckled, “Not a yes completely, especially after they’ve become one of our allies.”
For a while, we simply stood there looking at the stars. The music from the ballroom floated outside again, followed by a burst of applause from the guests inside. It felt strange hearing celebration after spending so many days surrounded by tension and fear.
Then Juliette spoke again. This time her voice sounded more thoughtful than before.
“What do you think happens when all of this ends? One day you'll return home – Antoine, Clara, Lucas, Vivienne, all of you. Sometimes I try not to think about it, but tonight it's difficult not to.”
I didn't answer immediately. The question had crossed my own mind countless times, yet I had never found a good answer for it.
“I honestly don't know,” I admitted. “Part of me wants to go home more than anything. But another part of me keeps thinking about everything that's happened here. It feels impossible to imagine simply returning to normal life afterwards.”
Juliette nodded slowly. Neither of us seemed capable of solving the problem.
The stars continued shining above the château. Below us, Christmas Eve celebrations carried on, completely unaware of the conversation taking place outside. For the first time in a long while, there was no battle waiting tomorrow morning, no strategy to prepare, and no immediate danger threatening anyone.
There was only the quiet winter night and two people trying to understand what came next.
After some time, I noticed that it was getting unusually cold. I even sneezed twice.
Juliette asked, “Are you okay, Winston? I think we should go inside. Oh no! Your nose is looking itchy and reddish, and even your cheeks. Mon Dieu! I think it’s because of this frosting weather. Let’s to go the Petite Library of the château, where I have my medicine box. On y va!”
I decided to go along with Juliette, as my nose was actually feeling itchy. Besides, I am very sensitive to these reactions because of the cold.
We walked through the well-decorated and illuminated hallways, and finally arrived outside a small door.
Juliette said, “Come in!”
We went inside the Petite Library. Though small, it had an aristocratic cottage vibe, if that is a correct term to use here.
I sat on one of the armchairs while she was fetching her medicine box.
I looked around this room. It had a completely different vibe – the warm fireplace, windows with lovely views of the river, and the lovely smell of fragrances.
Two minutes after, Juliette brought a glass cup filled with some green fluid. She said, “I know that it may look weird for someone who has come from three centuries in the future, but this medicine really helps – mum used to give it to me when I was in the same condition as yours when I was small. Here!”
I decided to drink it all in one go. It was surprisingly warm and a bit sweet.
“Merci beaucoup, Juliette!” I said.
Juliette smiled slightly after seeing that I had finished the entire drink.
“See? It wasn't poisonous after all.”
“I wasn't entirely convinced at first.”
“You wound me, monsieur.”
“I apologise deeply.”
She laughed and placed the empty glass on a nearby table. The warm glow of the fireplace illuminated the room while snow continued drifting past the windows outside. Compared to the noise and celebration of the ballroom, the Petite Library felt wonderfully peaceful.
For a few moments, neither of us spoke. I found myself looking around the room once more. Most of the books appeared incredibly old, and several shelves contained objects that looked as though they had been preserved for generations.
“You seem to know this room very well,” I said.
Juliette followed my gaze towards the bookshelves.
“I should hope so. I spent half my childhood here.”
“Really?”
She nodded.
“When I was younger, I would hide here whenever I wanted to avoid lessons. My father would search almost everywhere except the library. He always assumed that no child would willingly spend hours among books.”
I laughed.
“And yet here you are.”
“And yet here I am.”
The fire crackled softly between us.
For a brief moment, Juliette's smile faded into something more thoughtful.
“My mother used to read to me in this room.”
The sentence was simple, yet I immediately understood why she had said it.
She looked towards the fireplace before continuing.
“Some of my happiest memories happened here. After she disappeared, I stopped coming quite as often. The room felt different.”
I remained quiet.
Sometimes people don't need advice.
Sometimes they simply need somebody to listen.
“It must feel different now,” I said gently.
Juliette smiled.
“Yes.”
Her answer was barely above a whisper.
“Much different.”
The room fell silent once again. Outside, snow continued covering Bellecour while distant music drifted faintly through the château. Neither of us seemed eager to return to the Christmas Ball.
For the first time that evening, there was nowhere we needed to be and nothing we needed to do.
For the first time that evening, there was nowhere we needed to be and nothing we needed to do.
The fire continued burning steadily inside the fireplace while snow drifted past the windows. The sounds of the Christmas Ball seemed even farther away now. It was difficult to believe that only a few days earlier we had been standing on a battlefield, surrounded by smoke, shouting soldiers, and uncertainty.
Juliette broke the silence first.
“Do you think you'll remember all of this when you return home?”
I looked towards the flames.
“Every second of it.”
“Even the unpleasant parts?”
“Especially the unpleasant parts.”
She smiled slightly.
“I think I will too.”
For a few moments, neither of us spoke. The room felt comfortable enough that silence itself had become part of the conversation.
Then Juliette looked at me.
“You know, Winston, before all of this happened, I used to think that courage meant never being afraid.”
“And now?”
“Now I think courage means being afraid and continuing anyway.”
I nodded slowly.
“That sounds more accurate.”
She laughed softly.
“You always agree with me when I say something wise.”
“That is because wise people tend to be correct.”
“Is that so?”
“Absolutely.”
Juliette rolled her eyes, though she was clearly amused.
The warmth of the fireplace filled the room. Outside, the snowfall had become heavier, turning the river beyond the windows into a silver ribbon beneath the moonlight. Everything felt peaceful. Almost unreal.
After a while, Juliette's expression became more thoughtful.
“I am glad that you came to Bellecour.”
The sentence was simple.
Yet somehow it felt more important than anything else that had been said that evening.
I looked at her for a moment before answering.
“I'm glad I did too.”
Neither of us looked away immediately.
The silence that followed felt different now – softer, warmer, and more honest. 
Eventually, Juliette lowered her gaze and smiled to herself.
“A few weeks ago, if somebody had told me that a student from another century would become one of the most important people in my life, I would have laughed at them.”
My heart skipped a beat.
“I probably would have laughed too.”
“Good.”
“Why?”
“Because it would have sounded ridiculous.”
“It still sounds ridiculous.”
“It does.”
The two of us laughed quietly.
The laughter faded, but neither of us moved.
The fire crackled softly.
Snow continued falling.
The library remained wrapped in a peaceful silence.
Juliette slowly relaxed into her chair. The exhaustion of the previous weeks seemed to finally be catching up with her. She let out a small sigh and closed her eyes for a moment.
“We really survived all of that together.”
“We did.”
“Together.”
I smiled.
“Together.”
For a few seconds, she simply sat there quietly.
Then, almost absent-mindedly, she leaned a little closer, just enough that it felt natural.
A moment later, she gently rested her head against my shoulder.
Neither of us spoke.
The gesture felt so simple and yet so meaningful that I was almost afraid to move.
Juliette seemed completely at peace.
The tension she had carried for weeks appeared to disappear all at once.
Outside, Christmas Eve continued across Bellecour.
Inside the Petite Library, however, the world seemed to have slowed down.
Very carefully, I shifted slightly so that she would be more comfortable. Juliette smiled faintly without lifting her head. One of her hands lightly found my arm, holding it as though she wanted to make sure the moment was real.
Juliette even kept her head on my shoulder. I realised I had never truly understood how close a friend could feel until that moment.
We didn’t look at each other for some time after that.
The fireplace continued glowing warmly beside us.
The snowfall painted the windows white.
And for a long time, neither of us said a single word.
There was nothing left to say.
The silence itself had become enough.
I broke that silence by saying, “Juliette, I think it’s time we should go back to the ballroom.”
She said while smiling, “Oui… let’s enjoy ourselves.”
Then, we returned to the ballroom, which was even livelier now, with a lot of people, magic shows, traditional music, and the chit-chats of the people.
Once I entered, Antoine asked me, “Where were you both?”
I replied, “To the Petite Library, actually Juliette had given me a medicine to treat my sneezing.”
Then, he made a smiling face, saying, “I think you both were away for quite some time. The last time I took a medicine, it barely took three minutes!”
I didn’t reply. I realised that sharing such beautiful moments without any cause ruins their charm inside our minds.
I just enjoyed the ball that night, to the fullest.
When we had gone to bed, it was extremely late at night, at around 3AM. I didn’t realise that balls could go on this long.






Chapter 19
When I woke up, I was feeling fresh – maybe from all that lemonade I had drunk last evening.
As I stepped out of my chamber, I saw that the others were already inside the salon.
Clara said, “Bonjour, Winston! It’s odd that you’ve woken up later than us today!”
Lucas said, “Hah! Had a bad dream?”
I answered, “Of what? Me spilling my cup of juice by accident like you did last night? Oh, never!”
Antoine laughed.
Suddenly, something clicked, I started, “Hey! Today is…”
Antoine shouted, “Duh, did you forget that? We thought that we would see if you even remember what today is! Joyeux Noël! Look, monsieur le duc has left some presents for us! Let’s open them!”
It was true. Underneath the big Christmas tree of our apartment, there were huge boxes of presents, along with a smaller, antique porcelain box.
I was surprised. “Oh la la!”
Clara said, “Are you all going to stare like that for the whole day? Come on!”
We began opening each of our presents.
I had got a beautiful diamond brooch, which had some golden patterns and rubies attached to it. 
But, the main attraction was the thing next. It was a silver pocket watch, richly engraved with floral designs. When I opened it, above the watch embedded, I saw some words engraved over there, “May Bellecour always remember its nights of courage. 
~ By your aristocratic friend.”
I was sure that Juliette had sent this to me.
The others had also got wonderful presents.
Clara was delighted after getting an antique doll, wearing a royal dress, and beautifully handcrafted jewellery. She had also got a cookbook of the best desserts of Bellecour.
Lucas had got a wonderful-looking pen along with a huge book about the history of Bellecour.
Antoine had got some boots to wear, and an extremely radiant bauble to put up on the Christmas tree, made up of precious stones.
Only the ceramic box was left.
 Antoine slowly opened it while the rest of us gathered around in silence. Inside, there were small crystalline stones arranged neatly on velvet cloth. They were not ordinary jewels. Each one seemed to contain a faint glow, as if light itself had been trapped inside them and preserved.
Clara leaned closer, her eyes widening.
“They look like they are alive…”
Lucas picked one up carefully.
“This is not gold or treasure. This is something else entirely.”
Antoine adjusted his glasses.
“Each stone seems different. They are not identical.”
They all were precious stones. While doing the school project given by our teacher, I had seen that these stones cost hundreds of thousands of Euros.
I reached in and took a closer look. The surface of one stone shimmered, and for a moment I thought I could hear faint echoes — laughter, voices, moments from Bellecour itself. It was as if the château had stored memories inside these fragments.
Antoine spoke again, slowly.
“There are so many, but let’s just take two each!”
Lucas frowned.
“Only two? Why?”
Clara answered softly.
“Because we don’t require all of these for fame, Lucas. We are just taking them so that they make us remember about our wonderful journey over here.”
No one argued after that.
One by one, we selected our stones.
I chose two that felt different from the others. One had a faint golden shimmer, like sunrise over the battlefield ridge. The other carried a soft silver light, almost like snowfall in the library. When I held them, I felt something I could not explain — as if Bellecour itself was trying not to let us forget.
Antoine selected a pair that glowed with deep blue tones, like maps and strategy made into light.
Clara chose stones that shimmered gently in soft pastel hues, like fragments of voices and pages.
Lucas picked his with a grin, but even he handled them carefully. His stones flickered like sparks, energetic and bright. 
My ones were very calm – one as blue as the sea, and the other as green as grass.
The ceramic box remained open on the table, its velvet lining now slightly disturbed as each of us had carefully taken our two stones. The remaining glow inside the box felt weaker now, as if it had completed its purpose. Clara gently ran her fingers above it one last time, almost unwilling to close it fully.
“These are not just objects,” she whispered. “They feel like… memories that can breathe.”
Lucas tried to lighten the moment with a small laugh, but even he spoke more softly than usual. “If I start glowing randomly in class next year, I will blame this box.” Antoine did not respond immediately, only adjusting his glasses while looking at the stones in his palm.
I held mine tightly, noticing how warm they still were. It felt strange that something so small could carry so much weight. We did not speak for a few seconds after that, because there was nothing left that needed to be explained.
Then the sound came.
A low mechanical hum echoed through the apartment, deeper than anything we had heard before. It did not feel like an lift arriving. It felt like something acknowledging that it was time.
Clara turned slowly. “It’s here,” she said quietly.
We all looked toward the hallway.
The lift doors stood open at the end of the corridor, glowing faintly with a warm golden light that did not belong to any electricity we knew. It felt more like a passage than a machine, as if it had been waiting for us specifically. The air around it felt heavier, quieter, almost respectful.
Antoine took a step forward first, then stopped. “So this is how we leave,” he said. “No explanation. No ceremony. Just… a door.”
Lucas looked back at the apartment one last time. “I was expecting something more dramatic,” he muttered, though his voice carried no real complaint. Clara stood closer to me than before, holding her stones tightly in her hand.
None of us moved immediately. There was a strange hesitation, not fear exactly, but awareness that stepping inside would end something permanently. Even the silence between us felt full.
Then Clara spoke again, softer this time. “We should leave the note.” We all turned toward the table where paper and ink still remained from earlier preparations. Antoine nodded slowly, as if accepting something final.
We were still together. But we were already becoming something that had happened in the past.
I sat down quickly and took the paper, feeling my hand hesitate for just a moment before writing. It was impossible to explain everything we had lived through in words that belonged to this world, so I chose simplicity instead. The others stood behind me in silence, watching without interruption.
“We have returned,” I wrote slowly. “Bellecour will remain with us always.” I paused, then added one more line beneath it. “Thank you.”
Lucas leaned slightly over my shoulder. “That is it?” he asked. I nodded. Antoine said nothing, but I could see in his expression that he understood there was nothing more powerful we could write.
Clara folded her hands together. “It is enough,” she said softly. “Anything more would make it feel less real.”
I placed the note carefully on the table, making sure it was visible the moment someone entered. For a second, I imagined someone in Bellecour finding it later and wondering what it meant. That thought did not feel sad. It felt like closure.
We turned toward the lift again. This time, no one hesitated. We walked forward together, step by step, as if we were still a group even at the edge of time.
And then we entered.
The light inside the lift surrounded us completely. It was not blinding, but overwhelming in a way that made it impossible to tell direction or distance. I could not feel the floor anymore. I could only feel the presence of the others beside me, close enough that we were still real to each other.
There was no sound. No motion in the way we understood it. Only a sensation of being carried through something too large to describe. I remember holding onto my stone tightly, as if it was the only proof that anything had ever happened.
Then suddenly, everything stopped.
I opened my eyes.
The first thing I felt was stillness. Not the stillness of a château, but the ordinary stillness of my room. The light was different. The air was different. Everything felt too simple after what we had experienced.
Clara was standing near me. Antoine blinked a few times, looking around in confusion. Lucas exhaled slowly, as if he had been holding his breath for a very long time.
We were back.
But none of us said it immediately.
A knock came at the door almost instantly.
“Winston?” mum’s voice called from outside. “Are you awake?” The normality of it felt strange after everything we had been through. I looked at the others briefly, and they seemed to share the same quiet disbelief.
I opened the door slowly. My parents stood there, looking concerned but relieved. My father gave a small smile. “You slept a long time,” he said. My mother added, “We were about to check if you were alright.”
I nodded slowly. “I am fine,” I replied, though the words felt distant even to me. They looked at me for a moment longer, then seemed satisfied enough not to ask further questions.
“You invited your friends?”
“Actually, uh… I had invited them for a sleepover.” I said, nervously.
Mum nodded, half-believing it.
Behind me, I could hear Clara quietly speaking to Antoine. Lucas was already inspecting the room as if confirming reality itself. We had all returned, but none of us had fully adjusted yet.
My parents eventually left us alone, unaware that anything unusual had ever happened.
That evening, we all gathered together again. Not in Bellecour, but in the same modern world that now felt slightly less ordinary than before. None of us spoke for a while. We simply sat with the stones beside us, as if afraid they might disappear if ignored.
Antoine was the first to break the silence. “We should write it down for our group project,” he said. Lucas frowned slightly. “Who would believe it?” Clara answered gently, “It is not about belief. It is about remembering.”
So we began writing. Each of us added fragments, details, and impressions - our arrival, meeting everyone, the assassination attempt, the battle, the Christmas, the library, the lift, and the ceramic box. We did not try to make it perfect. We only tried to make it real.
At some point, I realised I was writing Juliette’s name more carefully than everything else. That was the moment I understood something I did not say aloud.
Some things do not end just because they return to memory.
Some things remain.
Then, Clara said, “Also, we must not forget to finish our second assignment. Hurry up, guys!”
The first day back at school felt almost unreal. The corridors, the noise, the familiar voices all seemed slightly distant, as if I was hearing them from another layer of time. Lucas walked beside me, making jokes that I barely processed. Clara checked her notes as if trying to anchor herself back into routine.
Antoine, as usual, was already thinking ahead. “Do you think anyone will notice anything different about us?” he asked. Lucas laughed. “Only if they notice we are more dramatic than before.”
But I did notice something.
Everything felt smaller now – simpler. As if I had seen a version of the world that could not be replaced by this one.
I touched the stone in my pocket once, just to make sure it was still there. It was.
And I knew, without needing to say it, that none of us had truly come back the same.
Several days passed after our return.
Life gradually settled back into its usual rhythm. School resumed, assignments returned, and the excitement of Christmas slowly faded from the city. Yet despite everything appearing normal on the outside, the four of us knew that something had changed forever. Whenever we met during lunch breaks or after classes, the conversation would eventually drift back towards Bellecour. Sometimes it was a battle we remembered. Sometimes it was a funny moment involving Lucas. Sometimes it was simply a place, a room, or a person that none of us wanted to forget.
The manuscript also continued growing.
Every afternoon after school, we gathered together and worked on it. We compared memories, corrected details, argued over descriptions, and occasionally laughed at how unbelievable certain events sounded when written on paper. There were moments when we disagreed completely, but somehow the story always found its way forward. Slowly, page after page, the adventure that had changed our lives became something that could be read by others.
When we finally completed it, none of us spoke for several seconds.
The stack of pages rested on the table between us. It looked far too ordinary for something that contained so much. Bellecour, the flood, the Christmas Ball, the château, the friendships, and all the memories we had carried back with us now existed inside those pages. Looking at it felt strangely emotional.
A week later, Ms. Celine entered the classroom carrying several folders.
Immediately, the room became quieter than usual. She looked unusually pleased with herself, which was never a normal sign. Several students exchanged curious glances while others sat up straighter in anticipation. Even before she spoke, everyone knew she had come with some sort of announcement.
“I have finished reading all your long narrative assignments,” she said.
The entire class became attentive.
“There were many excellent submissions this year. However, one story stood out significantly above the rest.”
I exchanged a quick glance with Clara.
Lucas immediately sat upright.
Antoine adjusted his glasses.
Then Ms. Celine smiled.
“The winning manuscript was written by Winston, Clara, Antoine, and Lucas.”
For a brief moment, nobody reacted.
Then the classroom erupted.
Several students turned around to look at us. Some applauded immediately. Others started asking questions at the same time. Lucas looked as though he had forgotten how breathing worked, while Clara covered her mouth in surprise. Even Antoine appeared genuinely shocked.
Our teacher waited for the noise to settle before continuing.
“There is more.”
The room instantly became silent again.
“The principal was really impressed after reading your manuscript. He has selected it for a special presentation in the school auditorium next Friday. The four authors themselves will read the story.”
This announcement somehow felt even larger than the first.
Read it ourselves?
In front of the entire school?
The thought alone was enough to make my stomach flip.
The days leading up to Friday passed surprisingly quickly.
At home, my parents were far more excited than I expected.
The evening before the presentation, we sat together after dinner in the living room. My father was reading through part of the manuscript while mum sat beside him. Every now and then, they exchanged looks or smiled at particular sections.
“You know,” dad said eventually, closing a few pages carefully, “when you first told us you enjoyed writing, I never imagined something like this.”
I laughed.
“Neither did I.”
Mum smiled warmly.
“Whatever happens tomorrow, we're proud of you.”
The words were simple.
Yet they somehow meant more than any award.
For a few moments, none of us spoke. We simply sat together in the comfortable silence that only families seem able to create. Looking back, I think that was one of my favourite moments from that entire week.
The next morning, mum insisted on making a special breakfast.
According to her, important days required proper breakfasts.
My father claimed that nervousness disappeared if you ate enough food. My mother claimed that was nonsense. They spent nearly ten minutes arguing about it while I sat there laughing.
The conversation somehow made me feel much less anxious.
When it was finally time to leave, mum adjusted my collar despite me saying there’s no need.
“Mum.”
“What?”
“I'm not six.”
“I know.”
“Then why are you doing that?”
“Because I'm your Mum!”
I could not argue with that logic.
When we arrived at school, the atmosphere already felt different.
Students were talking about the presentation everywhere. Teachers were helping prepare the auditorium. Several members of staff were moving equipment and organising seating arrangements. The entire event felt far larger than anything I had imagined when we first submitted our manuscript.
By the afternoon, the auditorium was completely full.
Rows upon rows of students filled nearly every seat. Teachers occupied the front sections while administrative staff sat nearby. The principal sat in the centre of the front row. Parents had also been invited, and I quickly spotted mum and father among them.
They waved.
I waved back.
Then I joined Clara, Lucas, and Antoine backstage.
None of us seemed particularly eager to admit we were nervous.
“So,” Lucas finally said.
“So?” Clara replied.
“This is actually happening.”
Antoine nodded.
The familiar exchange immediately relaxed all of us.
A few minutes later, the principal stepped onto the stage.
The entire auditorium fell silent.
He spoke briefly about creativity, teamwork, and imagination. He congratulated all the students who had participated before finally turning towards us.
“Today's presentation,” he said, “comes from four students whose story captured not only imagination, but also friendship, courage, and adventure.”
The applause that followed seemed far louder than I expected.
Then our names were called.
Together, we stepped onto the stage.
For a brief moment, I looked out across the auditorium – students, teachers, and the Principal. Thousands of people were watching us.
The manuscript rested upon the lectern in front of us.
I placed my hands upon the first page.
Beside me, Clara smiled nervously. Antoine nodded. Lucas gave a thumbs-up.
The auditorium became completely silent.
I opened the manuscript, looked down on the first page, and began to read.
“I was very excited to move to our new home from London, especially when we were going by business class. I asked, 'Mum, why are we moving again?'”
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