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  Preface



This book is the extensive revised version of the first printing with 15 additional chapters to enhance and fill in the gaps.








  
  
  The Vineyard Invitation

  
  




Chapter 1 – The Vineyard Invitation







The postcard arrived on a Tuesday morning, tucked between an electricity bill and a gardening catalogue Grace Whitmore was certain she had never requested.




She noticed it at once.




Not because postcards were rare—living in Provence meant the post often carried fragments of other people’s holidays—but because this one felt deliberate. Heavy card stock. Slightly textured. The kind you bought in a place that cared about presentation. The image showed a wrought-iron vineyard gate standing half open, its curves softened by creeping vines. Beyond it, rolling hills faded into lavender and gold, the sun caught low and warm as if the photographer had waited for exactly the right moment.




Grace’s coffee cup hovered halfway to her lips.




She knew that gate.




Not from memory exactly, but from photographs. From legal documents. From whispered conversations that had followed her long after she’d left Saint-Antoine. The gate belonged to Domaine Sainte-Valérie, a vineyard whose name still stirred unease in certain corners of the valley—and in her own thoughts, if she was honest.




She turned the card over.




The handwriting was neat but unadorned, as if the writer had deliberately avoided personality. Black ink. No flourish.




“You found Julien’s truth.

But his vineyard held more than wine.

If you’re ready, come to Sainte-Valérie.

Someone is waiting.

—A Friend”




Grace read it once. Then again, more slowly. Then a third time, tracing the words with her thumb as if they might rearrange themselves into something less troubling.




Julien.




The name alone was enough to tighten her chest.




She set the postcard on the table beside her plate and stared at it while the kitchen filled with the familiar morning sounds of the village—footsteps on cobblestone, a scooter buzzing past, the distant clink of bottles being unloaded at the café. Hemingway lifted his long body from his cushion and padded over, sniffing the edge of the table before looking up at her expectantly.




“No,” Grace said aloud, though she hadn’t yet decided to whom she was speaking. “Absolutely not.”




Hemingway wagged his tail, unconcerned.




Grace leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. She had come to Provence for a quiet life. After decades of lesson plans and parent-teacher conferences, she had wanted simplicity. Markets in the morning. Long lunches. Books in the afternoon. The occasional glass of wine taken without guilt or urgency.




She had not come to chase ghosts.




And yet.




Julien’s death had not been an accident. Of that, she had never been fully convinced. The official explanations had been neat, efficient, and unsatisfying. And when she had followed the loose threads—almost against her will—she had uncovered truths others had worked hard to bury.




“You found Julien’s truth.”




The phrasing bothered her. It implied intention. Planning. Someone who had been watching her long enough to know what she had discovered—and perhaps what she had not.




Grace opened her eyes and picked up the postcard again.




“If you’re ready.”




That was the challenge, wasn’t it?




She stood and carried her cup to the sink, though she barely remembered doing so. Her reflection in the window caught her attention: linen shirt, soft cardigan, hair pulled back without much care. She looked like a woman settled into her life.




She didn’t feel like one.




By midmorning, she had made up her mind.




Not because she wanted to go—but because she knew she wouldn’t rest until she did.




⸻




Two days later, Grace guided a small rental car along the narrow road that wound its way into the Sainte-Valérie valley.




The landscape shifted subtly as she drove. Olive trees gave way to long, disciplined rows of grapevines, their leaves thick and dark, heavy with late-summer fruit. The air carried the scent of dust and wild herbs, sun-warmed and dry. Cicadas hummed lazily, as if the heat had slowed even their urgency.




And yet something felt wrong.




Harvest season was approaching, but the vines stood untouched. No workers moved between the rows. No tractors hummed in the distance. No crates waited at the edges of the fields. It was as though the valley had been paused, caught in a moment that refused to advance.




Grace slowed the car and rolled down the window. The silence pressed in, deep and expectant.




Hemingway shifted on the passenger seat, whining softly.




“I know,” she murmured. “I don’t like it either.”




The road curved sharply, and then the estate appeared.




Domaine Sainte-Valérie sat at the heart of the valley like a grand old matron—elegant, dignified, and undeniably tired. The main house was not quite a château, not quite a farmhouse, but something in between: pale stone walls, tall windows with faded blue shutters, ivy creeping insistently up one corner as if trying to claim it.




A circular drive wrapped around a dry stone fountain. Two carved lions flanked the front steps, their features worn smooth by decades of wind and rain. They watched her approach with identical expressions of patient judgment.




Grace parked beneath a fig tree and stepped out into the heat. The air smelled faintly of fermenting fruit and old wood, though neither scent was as strong as it should have been.




She waited.




Nothing happened.




No door opened. No voice called out. No worker appeared to ask her business.




Grace adjusted her scarf and reached for the bell beside the front door. Before she could touch it, the door opened.




A woman stood in the doorway, tall and spare, dressed entirely in black. Her gray hair was pulled back into a severe knot, and her eyes—sharp and assessing—took in Grace from head to toe in a single glance.




“You must be Madame Grace,” the woman said.




Grace nodded. “I am.”




The woman inclined her head only slightly. “You are expected.”




“That’s interesting,” Grace replied evenly. “I was under the impression no one knew I was coming.”




A flicker passed across the woman’s face—annoyance, perhaps, or something closer to unease.




“My name is Sabine Larcher,” she said. “I keep the house. Please, come in.”




The interior was cool and dim, the air scented with beeswax and age. The entrance hall stretched long and narrow, its walls lined with portraits in heavy frames. Grace recognized Julien at once—his familiar half-smile captured in oil, eyes bright with a confidence that now felt tragic.




Beside him hung another portrait. Similar features. Harder eyes.




“Philippe,” Sabine said, following Grace’s gaze. “The elder brother.”




Grace turned. “Is he here?”




Sabine continued walking.




“No.”




They moved deeper into the house, their footsteps echoing softly against stone floors worn smooth by time. Dust motes floated in the sunlight filtering through lace curtains. Everything felt preserved rather than lived in, as if the house were holding its breath.




“You’ll be staying in the west wing,” Sabine said. “The guest rooms are prepared.”




Grace stopped. “Before I unpack, I’d like to know something.”




Sabine paused, one hand resting lightly on the back of a carved chair.




“The postcard,” Grace said. “Did you send it?”




“No.”




“Did anyone here?”




Sabine turned slowly, her expression carefully blank. “I don’t handle the correspondence.”




Grace studied her for a moment. “Then perhaps you can tell me why I was invited.”




Sabine’s lips pressed together.




“Monsieur Philippe disappeared three days ago.”




The words landed heavily, as if the house itself had absorbed them before allowing them to reach Grace’s ears.




“Disappeared,” Grace repeated.




“Yes.”




“And the police?”




“They came. They searched. They asked questions.” Sabine met Grace’s gaze directly. “They found nothing.”




A familiar chill crept up Grace’s spine.




“So you sent for me.”




“No,” Sabine said again. “But someone wanted you here. That much is clear.”




Grace glanced back toward the entrance hall, toward the silent portraits and the closed door beyond them. The postcard’s image rose unbidden in her mind—the gate standing open, inviting and ominous all at once.




Someone was waiting.




And she had just stepped through the gate.


Grace followed Sabine down a corridor that narrowed as it progressed, the ceiling beams lowering just enough to make the passage feel intimate—confining, even. The house was old, older than the estate records likely admitted, and it bore its age in quiet ways: the faint slope of the floors, the unevenness of the stone beneath her shoes, the subtle creak of wood settling into memory.




They passed closed doors. Guest rooms, perhaps. Or rooms long abandoned.




“May I ask,” Grace said at last, “when Monsieur Philippe was last seen?”




Sabine did not slow her pace. “Thursday evening.”




“And by whom?”




“By me,” Sabine replied. “He returned late. He’d been drinking. That was not unusual.”




Grace filed the detail away. “Did he say where he’d been?”




Sabine’s shoulders stiffened. “He rarely explained himself.”




They reached the end of the corridor, where a small sitting room opened onto a terrace overlooking the vineyards. Sabine gestured for Grace to sit. The furniture was elegant but spare—cream upholstery, dark wood, a faint scent of lavender trapped in the cushions.




Hemingway jumped onto the rug and immediately claimed the patch of sunlight near the window.




“Did Monsieur Philippe have enemies?” Grace asked gently.




Sabine let out a humorless laugh. “Everyone has enemies, Madame. Some simply pretend otherwise.”




Grace watched her carefully. Sabine was guarded, but not evasive. There was a difference. Evasion came with artifice. Sabine’s restraint felt born of loyalty—or fear.




“Was he close to his brother?” Grace asked.




The pause this time was longer.




“They shared blood,” Sabine said at last. “That was the extent of it.”




Grace turned toward the window. From this angle, she could see the vineyard more clearly. Rows upon rows of vines stretched outward, disciplined and orderly, but something about them felt… neglected. Leaves browned at the edges. Fruit hanging heavy, unharvested.




“Why is no one working the vines?” Grace asked.




Sabine followed her gaze. “Because there is no harvest this year.”




Grace turned back. “No harvest?”




“Philippe ordered it canceled.”




“That’s unusual,” Grace said carefully. “For a vineyard of this size.”




“Yes.”




“Why?”




Sabine’s eyes flicked toward the door, then back to Grace. “That is not my story to tell.”




Grace nodded, though her curiosity sharpened.




“Who manages the estate now?” she asked.




“No one,” Sabine replied. “That is the problem.”




⸻




Grace unpacked slowly, deliberately, giving herself time to absorb her surroundings. The guest room overlooked the western slope of the vineyard, where the sun dipped low and lingered. The bed was large, dressed in crisp white linen. A writing desk stood near the window, its surface bare save for a single leather-bound book.




She opened it.




The pages were yellowed, the handwriting precise and angular. Dates filled the margins. Names appeared in the columns—some repeated, some crossed out. It looked like a ledger, though not one intended for official use.




Grace closed the book and returned it to the desk. She had learned long ago that first impressions mattered. And this house was offering them deliberately, like pieces laid out on a board.




A soft knock interrupted her thoughts.




“Yes?” she called.




A younger woman stood in the doorway, her dark hair braided loosely over one shoulder. She wore jeans and a faded linen shirt, dust clinging to the hem.




“I’m Camille,” she said. “Sabine said you’d arrived.”




Grace smiled. “Grace.”




Camille’s gaze flicked to Hemingway, who thumped his tail in greeting. “You brought a dog.”




“I did.”




“Good,” Camille said. “The house needs more life.”




Grace studied her. There was an openness about Camille that contrasted sharply with Sabine’s reserve. But beneath it, Grace sensed tension—like a wire pulled tight.




“You work here?” Grace asked.




“I grew up here,” Camille replied. “I stayed.”




“Stayed?”




Camille shrugged. “Someone has to.”




Grace gestured to the ledger on the desk. “Do you know what that is?”




Camille’s eyes darkened. “Where did you find it?”




“On the desk.”




“It shouldn’t be here,” Camille said quickly. “That book belongs in the cellar.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “Why?”




“Because it doesn’t like the light,” Camille said, then stopped herself. “I mean—it contains information Philippe didn’t want easily found.”




“Information about what?”




Camille hesitated. Then, “Money.”




Grace nodded. “It always is.”




Camille exhaled slowly. “You should be careful, Madame Grace.”




Grace met her gaze. “I usually am.”




“People don’t disappear from Sainte-Valérie by accident.”




Grace felt the familiar tightening in her chest again. “Then why do you think Philippe did?”




Camille looked toward the window, toward the silent vines. “Because he knew something he couldn’t undo.”




⸻




Later that afternoon, Grace wandered the grounds alone. The air had cooled slightly, the sun casting long shadows between the rows. Cicadas resumed their song, louder now, insistent.




She followed a narrow path down toward the cellar entrance, a low stone structure partially built into the hillside. The door stood ajar.




Inside, the air was cool and damp. Barrels lined the walls, their surfaces darkened with age. Dust coated everything, disturbed only by a single set of footprints leading deeper inside.




Grace knelt beside them. Fresh.




She stood slowly and followed.




The cellar opened into a wider chamber, its ceiling supported by thick wooden beams. At the far end, a lantern burned low.




“Hello?” Grace called.




A man straightened from where he’d been inspecting a barrel. He was broad-shouldered, his hair shot through with gray, his expression wary.




“You shouldn’t be here,” he said.




“I could say the same,” Grace replied calmly.




He studied her for a moment. “Luc Moreau.”




“Grace.”




He nodded once. “I know.”




Of course he did.




“You’re the caretaker,” Grace said.




“Among other things.”




“Were you here the night Philippe disappeared?”




Luc’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”




“And?”




“And he was angry.”




“About what?”




Luc hesitated, then gestured toward the barrels. “About what was inside them.”




Grace stepped closer. “What do you mean?”




Luc reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. He handed it to her.




It was a delivery slip. The vineyard’s name printed neatly at the top. The date recent.




And the quantity listed far exceeded what the remaining vines could have produced.




Grace looked up. “Where did this wine come from?”




Luc’s gaze flicked toward the shadows. “That’s the wrong question.”




Grace folded the paper carefully. “Then what’s the right one?”




Luc leaned in slightly, lowering his voice. “Who was Philippe selling it to?”




Grace felt the pieces begin to shift.




“Did the police see this?” she asked.




Luc shook his head. “No.”




“Why not?”




“Because Philippe told me not to show anyone.”




“And now?”




Luc met her gaze squarely. “Now Philippe is gone.”




A sound echoed from the corridor behind them—a soft scrape of stone against stone.




Luc’s head snapped up. “We’re not alone.”




Grace turned just as the lantern flickered.




Someone else was in the cellar.




Watching.




The lantern flame shuddered once more, then steadied, casting long, distorted shadows across the cellar walls. The sound came again—deliberate this time. A footstep. Soft, but unmistakable.




Luc reached out and caught Grace by the wrist, his grip firm but controlled. “Don’t speak,” he murmured.




Grace nodded once.




They stood perfectly still, listening.




The cellar had its own acoustics, Grace realized. Sounds didn’t simply echo; they lingered, as if the stone itself held onto them. She could hear breathing now—slow, measured. Whoever was there wasn’t panicking. They weren’t lost.




They were observing.




Luc moved first, lifting the lantern and angling it toward the corridor. Light spilled forward, revealing nothing but stone and shadow. The footprints Grace had followed earlier ended near the center of the room. Beyond that, the floor was undisturbed.




“Sabine?” Luc called cautiously.




No answer.




Camille’s voice drifted faintly from somewhere above. “Luc?”




Relief loosened the tight knot in Grace’s chest just slightly.




Luc exhaled and lowered the lantern. “Damn it.”




Grace released the breath she’d been holding. “Someone wanted us to think we weren’t alone.”




Luc nodded. “Or wanted us to know.”




They made their way back toward the cellar entrance, the temperature rising with every step upward. Camille stood just inside the doorway, arms crossed tightly over her chest.




“You shouldn’t be down here,” she said, her gaze flicking between them.




“I was just saying the same thing,” Grace replied.




Camille’s eyes lingered on the folded paper in Grace’s hand. “You found the delivery slip.”




Luc looked at Camille sharply. “You knew about this?”




“I suspected,” Camille said. “Philippe wasn’t subtle. He was arrogant.”




Grace studied Camille’s face. There was anger there, yes—but also something else. Hurt. Betrayal.




“Did Julien know?” Grace asked quietly.




Camille flinched. “Julien knew everything.”




The words echoed louder than Camille had intended. She turned away, brushing at her eyes with the heel of her hand.




“He tried to stop Philippe,” Camille continued, her voice steadier now. “That’s why they stopped speaking. Philippe said Julien was sentimental. Weak.”




“And Julien?” Grace prompted.




“He said Philippe had forgotten what the land was for.”




Grace let the silence stretch.




“Did Julien suspect illegal production?” she asked.




Camille nodded once. “He confronted Philippe about it. Said the numbers didn’t add up. Said someone would get hurt.”




Luc shifted uncomfortably. “That was years ago.”




Grace turned to him. “And Philippe kept going.”




“Yes,” Luc said. “Because it worked.”




“Until it didn’t,” Grace said.




Camille met her gaze. “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”




Grace didn’t answer immediately. She wasn’t entirely sure herself.




“I think,” Grace said slowly, “that someone wanted me to see what the police overlooked.”




Luc’s mouth tightened. “Or what they chose not to see.”




⸻




That evening, the house felt even quieter than before.




Dinner was served in the formal dining room—an echoing space with a long table set for four, though only three chairs were occupied. Candles burned low, their flames trembling whenever a draft slipped through the room.




Sabine served without comment. A simple meal. Vegetable soup. Bread still warm from the oven. A bottle of wine opened and poured without ceremony.




Grace watched as Sabine filled her glass.




“Is this from the estate?” Grace asked.




Sabine’s hand paused. Just for a moment.




“No,” she said. “It is… from elsewhere.”




Grace noted the choice of words.




Camille pushed her soup away, appetite gone. Luc ate in silence, his shoulders hunched, as though bracing himself against something unseen.




“Tell me about the night Philippe disappeared,” Grace said gently, breaking the quiet.




Sabine’s gaze hardened. “I have already told the police everything I know.”




“Humor me,” Grace said. “I may hear something they didn’t.”




Sabine inhaled sharply through her nose, then nodded.




“He returned late,” she said. “After midnight. He was angry. He argued with someone on the phone. I could hear his voice from the kitchen.”




“About what?” Grace asked.




“I don’t know,” Sabine replied. “But I heard one word clearly.”




Grace leaned forward. “Which was?”




“Julien.”




Camille’s spoon clattered against her bowl.




Luc swore under his breath.




Grace felt the pieces shift again, aligning in a way that made her uneasy.




“Did Philippe leave the house again that night?” Grace asked.




“Yes,” Sabine said. “He took the car. He did not return.”




“And no one followed him?” Grace asked.




Sabine hesitated. “I cannot be sure.”




“Was there another car missing?” Grace pressed.




“No.”




Grace glanced at Luc. “Then whoever he met was already here.”




Luc nodded grimly. “Or arrived on foot.”




Camille pushed back her chair. “There’s something else.”




Sabine shot her a warning look. Camille ignored it.




“Two nights before Philippe disappeared,” Camille said, “I saw lights near the old bell tower.”




Grace looked up. “The one at the edge of the property?”




Camille nodded. “It hasn’t been used in decades. No electricity. No reason for anyone to be there.”




Luc frowned. “Why didn’t you say anything?”




Camille shrugged. “Philippe said it was none of my concern.”




Grace folded her hands on the table. “It’s my concern now.”




Sabine stood abruptly. “Madame Grace should rest. Tomorrow will be… demanding.”




Grace rose as well. “Tomorrow, I’d like to see the bell tower.”




Sabine’s jaw tightened. “That would be unwise.”




Grace met her gaze calmly. “So would ignoring it.”




⸻




Sleep came slowly.




Grace lay awake in the unfamiliar bed, listening to the house settle around her. Somewhere, wood creaked. Pipes whispered. The faint rustle of vines against stone drifted in through the open window.




Hemingway slept at her feet, occasionally twitching, chasing something in his dreams.




Grace stared at the ceiling, replaying the day’s discoveries. The ledger. The delivery slip. The canceled harvest. Philippe’s disappearance. Julien’s name spoken like a curse.




Someone had orchestrated her arrival. That much was clear. The postcard hadn’t been an invitation—it had been a summons.




A soft sound drew her attention.




Footsteps. Outside her door.




Grace sat up slowly, heart pounding.




The handle turned.




Grace reached for the lamp.




The door opened just a crack.




Camille’s face appeared in the gap, pale and drawn.




“I couldn’t sleep,” Camille whispered. “I thought… you should know.”




Grace swung her legs over the side of the bed. “Know what?”




Camille stepped inside and closed the door quietly behind her.




“There’s something beneath the bell tower,” she said. “Something Philippe was afraid of.”




Grace studied her. “Why tell me now?”




“Because I think,” Camille said softly, “that Julien died for it.”




The weight of the words pressed down on the room.




Grace nodded once. “Then we’ll find it.”




Camille hesitated. “You don’t understand. Whatever’s buried there—it isn’t just evidence.”




“What is it, then?” Grace asked.




Camille swallowed. “It’s leverage.”




Grace lay back down hours later, sleep finally claiming her, though it brought no rest. In her dreams, she stood at a gate half open, the path beyond winding into shadow. Someone waited at the end, face hidden, holding something just out of sight.




When she woke, the sun was already climbing.




And the vineyard was still silent.








  
  
  A House Full of Silence

  
  




Chapter 2 – A House Full of Silence







Morning at Domaine Sainte-Valérie did not arrive so much as it crept in.




Grace woke to the sound of nothing.




No tractor engines coughing to life. No voices drifting up from the yard. No rhythmic clatter of crates or boots against stone. The silence pressed gently but persistently against her senses, like a held breath that had gone on too long.




Sunlight filtered through the thin curtains, pale and cautious, illuminating dust motes suspended in the air. Hemingway lifted his head from the foot of the bed and let out a low, uncertain huff before settling again, unconvinced that the day required his immediate attention.




Grace sat up slowly.




The dream lingered—the gate half open, the unseen figure beyond it—but it dissolved as she swung her legs over the side of the bed and felt the cool stone beneath her feet. She dressed quietly, choosing comfort over elegance: linen trousers, a soft blouse, a cardigan light enough to shrug off once the day warmed.




She opened the door and stepped into the corridor.




The house was awake, she decided, but only just. It carried the faint awareness of movement without evidence of it, like a theater moments before the curtain rose. The air smelled faintly of beeswax and coffee, though she could not yet hear a kettle or voices.




As she walked, she noticed details she had missed the day before.




The portraits lining the walls were not arranged chronologically, as one might expect, but emotionally—or so it seemed. Smiling faces clustered near the main staircase. Sterner expressions appeared farther down the corridor. Near the west wing, where she slept, the faces grew harder, eyes sharper, mouths set in lines that suggested disappointment rather than pride.




She paused before one portrait in particular.




Julien again—but younger than the image in the entry hall. His hair was darker, his face less lined, but the eyes were the same. Thoughtful. Searching. He looked as though he had been caught mid-question.




Grace reached out, stopping just short of touching the frame.




“What were you trying to say?” she murmured.




“Breakfast is served.”




The voice came from behind her.




Grace turned to find Sabine standing a few feet away, hands folded neatly in front of her black dress. She had appeared without sound, as if the house itself had delivered her.




“Good morning,” Grace said.




Sabine inclined her head. “This way.”




They walked in silence to the dining room, where the table was set with the same restrained elegance as the night before. Fresh bread. Butter wrapped in paper. A pot of coffee steaming gently.




Only two places were set.




Camille sat at the far end, hunched slightly over her cup, eyes rimmed with fatigue. She looked up as Grace entered and offered a small, grateful smile.




“Did you sleep?” Camille asked.




Grace considered the question. “Eventually.”




Camille nodded, as if that were more than she’d expected.




Sabine poured coffee without asking and retreated to stand near the window, her gaze fixed outward on the vineyard.




Grace followed her line of sight.




The vines were bathed in early light now, dew clinging to the leaves, but the stillness remained unnatural. It was not the peaceful quiet of dawn; it was the absence of industry, of purpose.




“Is it always like this in the morning?” Grace asked.




Sabine’s response was measured. “It was not.”




Grace sipped her coffee. “And when did it change?”




Sabine did not answer.




Camille set her cup down with a soft clink. “After Julien died,” she said quietly.




The words hung in the air.




Sabine’s jaw tightened, but she did not contradict her.




Grace turned to Camille. “What changed?”




“Everything,” Camille said. “Philippe took over fully. He stopped listening to anyone. Stopped explaining himself. And when people asked questions—he replaced them.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “Replaced them?”




“Workers left,” Camille said. “Or were told not to return. Suppliers changed. Longstanding contracts disappeared.”




“And no one objected?” Grace asked.




Camille let out a short, humorless laugh. “People objected. They just didn’t win.”




Sabine turned from the window. “This is not appropriate breakfast conversation.”




Grace met her gaze calmly. “It’s exactly the right time.”




Sabine held her stare for a long moment, then looked away.




Grace finished her coffee and stood. “I’d like to see the rest of the house.”




Sabine’s head snapped up. “The guest areas are open to you.”




“I’m not interested in guest areas,” Grace said evenly.




Camille pushed her chair back. “I’ll show her.”




Sabine’s expression sharpened. “That won’t be necessary.”




Grace smiled faintly. “I think it will.”




A tense silence followed. Then Sabine exhaled slowly, as if releasing something she’d been holding for years.




“Do not enter Philippe’s study,” she said. “And do not go into the east wing.”




Grace nodded. “Noted.”




Camille stood and gestured toward the hallway. “Come on.”




⸻




The east wing began with a locked door.




Camille stopped before it, her hand hovering just short of the handle. “That used to be the family wing,” she said. “Bedrooms. Sitting rooms. A nursery, once.”




“Once,” Grace repeated.




Camille nodded. “No one goes in there anymore.”




“Why?”




Camille hesitated. “Because Philippe said it was unstable.”




Grace glanced at the solid stone walls, the thick door. “The house, or the memories?”




Camille gave a small, sad smile. “Both.”




They turned away and continued down a different corridor, where doors stood open, revealing rooms frozen in varying stages of abandonment. A music room with a piano left open, a sheet of yellowed music still clipped in place. A sitting room where chairs had been rearranged as if someone had stood up abruptly and never returned.




“This house doesn’t forget,” Grace said softly.




Camille looked at her sharply. “That’s what Julien used to say.”




They stopped before a narrow staircase leading upward. “The servants’ rooms,” Camille explained. “Sabine sleeps up here. Luc, too, when he stays over.”




Grace nodded, absorbing the information.




“And Philippe?” she asked.




Camille pointed down the hall. “At the far end. Largest room. Best view.”




They approached the door together.




It was closed.




Camille did not knock. She pushed it open.




The room was immaculate. Bed made precisely. Curtains drawn back to reveal the vineyard beyond. A desk sat near the window, its surface bare save for a single object: a mobile phone.




Grace stepped inside slowly.




“Has anyone touched this?” she asked.




Camille shook her head. “Sabine said to leave it.”




Grace didn’t reach for it. Instead, she surveyed the room. It was orderly to the point of sterility. No personal photographs. No books. No clothes left draped casually over a chair.




“Someone prepared this room,” Grace said.




Camille frowned. “What do you mean?”




“People don’t disappear like this,” Grace replied. “They leave traces. This looks curated.”




Camille swallowed. “You think someone staged it.”




“I think,” Grace said carefully, “that Philippe intended to leave—or someone wanted it to appear that way.”




Camille crossed her arms tightly. “Why would he?”




Grace’s gaze drifted to the window, to the vines stretching endlessly outward. “Because running is sometimes easier than explaining.”




⸻




They found Luc in the yard, inspecting a row of barrels stacked beneath a temporary canopy.




“Morning,” he said, though his tone suggested it wasn’t.




Grace joined him, crouching slightly to examine one of the barrels. “These aren’t being used.”




Luc shook his head. “No.”




“Why keep them out, then?”




“Because Philippe liked reminders,” Luc said. “Of what he controlled.”




Grace straightened. “Have the police returned?”




Luc nodded. “They’ll be back this afternoon.”




“And until then?”




Luc glanced toward the house. “Until then, the house keeps its secrets.”




Grace looked back at Domaine Sainte-Valérie—the shuttered windows, the locked wing, the carefully ordered chaos. The silence felt heavier now, no longer passive.




It was watching.




And it was waiting.


The police arrived just after midday.




Grace noticed them before she saw them.




The vineyard seemed to register their presence first—the cicadas fell abruptly silent, and a breeze stirred the leaves with sudden purpose, rustling through the rows as two vehicles climbed the narrow drive toward the house. Gravel crunched. Doors opened and closed with clipped efficiency.




Luc straightened from his work, wiping his hands on his trousers. Camille stiffened beside him, her gaze fixed on the approaching cars.




“They’re early,” she murmured.




“Or we’re late,” Grace replied.




Sabine emerged from the house moments later, posture immaculate, expression already arranged into something suitably solemn. She descended the front steps with measured grace, as if rehearsed.




Two officers stepped forward. One Grace recognized from past encounters in nearby villages—a tall man with thinning hair and a tired mouth. The other was younger, sharper, his eyes restless as they scanned the property.




“Madame Larcher,” the older officer said, nodding politely. “Thank you for meeting us.”




“Of course, Commandant Roussel,” Sabine replied. “This is our guest, Madame Grace.”




Roussel turned to Grace, offering a professional smile. “I understand you arrived recently.”




“Yesterday afternoon,” Grace said. “At the invitation of someone I’ve yet to meet.”




Roussel’s brows lifted slightly. “Interesting.”




The younger officer, Lieutenant Fournier, was less subtle. “You have a habit of arriving shortly before trouble,” he said.




Grace returned his gaze calmly. “Trouble has a habit of not waiting for convenient timing.”




Roussel cleared his throat. “We’d like to ask a few more questions. May we?”




Sabine gestured toward the house. “Of course.”




Grace followed as they entered the sitting room, the same space where she had first spoken with Sabine the day before. The officers took seats opposite her, notebooks already in hand.




“You were acquainted with Monsieur Julien Larcher,” Roussel said.




“Yes,” Grace replied. “Briefly.”




“And with his brother, Philippe?”




“No.”




Roussel nodded. “Monsieur Philippe disappeared three nights ago. His car was found abandoned near the old road toward Valensole. No signs of struggle.”




Grace waited.




“Did Monsieur Philippe know you were coming?” Fournier asked.




“I don’t believe so.”




“Yet you were invited.”




“Yes.”




Fournier leaned forward. “By whom?”




“That’s what I’d like to know.”




Roussel scribbled a note. “Did anyone here mention receiving correspondence on your behalf?”




Grace glanced briefly toward Sabine, then back to Roussel. “No.”




Fournier snorted softly. “Convenient.”




Grace smiled faintly. “For someone, perhaps.”




The questioning continued—routine, methodical, careful not to reveal what the police already suspected. Grace answered honestly, offering observations without embellishment.




When the officers finally stood, Roussel’s expression was thoughtful.




“We’ll be conducting a thorough search of the property,” he said. “Including the bell tower.”




Camille sucked in a sharp breath.




Sabine’s composure cracked, just slightly. “That won’t be necessary.”




Roussel met her gaze evenly. “On the contrary.”




Grace watched the exchange with interest. Whatever lay beneath the bell tower, Sabine did not want it disturbed.




⸻




The search began in the early afternoon.




Uniformed officers moved methodically through the vineyard, their presence disrupting the stillness that had settled like dust. The sound of radios crackled intermittently, voices low and clipped.




Grace wandered the perimeter, careful not to interfere, observing instead.




Near the edge of the property, she noticed something odd: a narrow footpath winding away from the vines toward a cluster of cypress trees. The earth was packed down, as if frequently traveled.




She followed it.




The bell tower rose ahead of her, its stone weathered and pale against the sky. It stood alone, separated from the main estate by a stretch of untended ground. No electricity lines. No recent repairs.




And yet.




The door at its base bore fresh scratches.




Grace knelt, running her fingers just above the marks. Something heavy had been dragged across the stone recently. Or something had resisted being moved.




“Madame Grace.”




She looked up to find Lieutenant Fournier approaching, his expression guarded.




“You shouldn’t be here.”




“I thought you were searching the property,” Grace replied.




“We are.”




“Then so am I,” she said mildly.




Fournier frowned. “This tower has been sealed for years.”




“And yet someone opened it.”




He hesitated, then unlocked the door.




Inside, the air was stale and thick with dust. A narrow staircase spiraled upward, its steps worn smooth by centuries of use.




Grace pointed toward the floor. “Those marks continue inside.”




Fournier nodded reluctantly. “Stay close.”




They ascended slowly, the sound of their footsteps echoing upward. At the top, the small chamber beneath the bells opened before them.




The space was empty—no furniture, no obvious storage. Just stone walls and a single narrow window overlooking the valley.




Fournier cursed softly. “Nothing.”




Grace walked to the window, peering down. From this height, the vineyard looked deceptively peaceful.




“Check the floor,” she said.




Fournier knelt, tapping the stone with his knuckles. The sound changed near the far wall—hollow.




His eyes widened slightly.




They pried up a loose stone together, revealing a narrow cavity beneath.




Inside lay a leather-bound book.




Grace felt her pulse quicken.




Fournier lifted it carefully. “Ledger,” he muttered.




Grace recognized it instantly.




“The same one from my room,” she said. “There’s more than one.”




Fournier stared at her. “You found another ledger?”




“Yes.”




His expression darkened. “Then Monsieur Philippe wasn’t just hiding information. He was duplicating it.”




“Or protecting it,” Grace said.




Fournier closed the book gently. “We’ll take this.”




Grace nodded. “Of course.”




As they descended, she felt the weight of unseen eyes upon her.




Someone had wanted her to find this.




⸻




That evening, the house felt different.




The silence was fractured now, broken by the residue of voices and footsteps. And yet, once the police departed, it settled back into itself—altered, but not eased.




Grace sat alone in the sitting room, the leather-bound ledger open before her. This one contained more than numbers. Names appeared alongside dates and locations. Payments routed through shell companies. References to barrels marked with coded symbols.




One symbol appeared again and again.




A small black fleur-de-lis.




Grace traced it with her finger.




Camille entered quietly and sank into the chair opposite her. “They found something, didn’t they?”




“Yes,” Grace said. “But not everything.”




Camille’s gaze dropped to the ledger. “That symbol.”




“You recognize it.”




Camille nodded. “Philippe called it Valerie Noir.”




Grace’s pulse quickened. “What is it?”




Camille swallowed. “A private label. Not officially registered. Extremely valuable.”




“And dangerous,” Grace added.




Camille nodded again. “Julien tried to stop it.”




“Because it wasn’t just wine,” Grace said. “It was leverage.”




Camille looked up sharply. “You think people were being paid to stay silent.”




“Or threatened,” Grace replied. “Or both.”




Camille leaned back, eyes closed. “Then Philippe wasn’t just hiding from the police.”




“He was hiding from whoever helped him build this,” Grace said.




A soft sound echoed from the hallway.




Footsteps.




Grace and Camille exchanged a look.




Sabine appeared in the doorway, her face pale, her eyes burning.




“You should not have gone to the tower,” she said.




Grace closed the ledger calmly. “It was inevitable.”




Sabine’s hands trembled. “You don’t understand what you’ve started.”




Grace stood. “Then help me understand.”




Sabine’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Some silences keep people alive.”




Grace met her gaze steadily. “And some get them killed.”




The silence that followed was heavier than any before it.




Sabine did not sit.




She remained in the doorway, framed by the dim corridor behind her, as if unwilling to cross an invisible threshold. The flicker of the lamp cast sharp angles across her face, deepening lines Grace suspected had been etched there long before this week.




“You think silence is a choice,” Sabine said quietly. “It is not.”




Grace gestured to the chair opposite Camille. “Then tell me what it is.”




Sabine hesitated. For the first time since Grace’s arrival, the woman’s composure faltered entirely. Her gaze moved to the ledger, then to the window, then finally settled on Grace.




“It is a shield,” Sabine said. “One that has already cracked.”




Camille straightened. “Sabine—”




“No,” Sabine cut in. “It is time.”




The words sounded practiced, as if she had rehearsed them in her mind for years without believing she would ever speak them aloud. She crossed the room at last and sat, her back rigid, her hands folded tightly in her lap.




“Monsieur Philippe did not build Valerie Noir alone,” Sabine began. “Nor did he conceive of it. The idea came to him.”




Grace nodded slowly. “From whom?”




Sabine closed her eyes. “From a woman who understood leverage better than wine.”




Camille’s breath caught. “Claire.”




Sabine opened her eyes again. “Yes.”




The name seemed to change the air in the room, as if spoken words could disturb dust long settled.




“She came here years ago,” Sabine continued. “Not as she is now. Then, she was desperate. Clever, yes—but frightened. She had lost something. Or someone.”




Grace leaned forward slightly. “Julien?”




Sabine shook her head. “No. That came later.”




Camille frowned. “You never told me this.”




Sabine’s mouth tightened. “I never told anyone.”




Grace let the silence work, giving Sabine room to continue.




“Claire proposed a partnership,” Sabine said. “She understood markets beyond France. She understood how to move product quietly. How to create scarcity. Desire.”




“And how to hide money,” Grace added.




Sabine nodded. “Philippe admired her. Julien did not trust her.”




Grace exhaled slowly. “So Julien opposed Valerie Noir.”




“He called it a corruption,” Sabine said. “Of the land. Of the family name.”




Camille’s voice shook. “And Philippe?”




“He called it survival.”




Grace felt a familiar, bitter recognition. “And when Julien pressed the issue?”




Sabine looked down at her hands. “Philippe cut him out. And when that wasn’t enough—”




She stopped.




Grace did not rush her.




“When Julien died,” Sabine finished quietly, “Philippe blamed himself. But he did not stop.”




Camille rose abruptly and crossed the room, pacing. “You’re saying Julien didn’t just die because he asked questions.”




“He died because he threatened control,” Grace said.




Sabine looked up at her sharply. “You understand.”




Grace nodded. “I’ve seen it before.”




A long silence followed, broken only by the soft tick of the clock on the mantel.




“Why invite me?” Grace asked at last. “Why now?”




Sabine’s expression hardened. “Because Philippe panicked.”




Camille stopped pacing. “Panicked?”




“He believed the balance had shifted,” Sabine said. “That Claire was no longer satisfied with money. She wanted ownership. Proof. Something tangible she could use.”




Grace thought of the ledger hidden beneath the bell tower floor. “Leverage,” she murmured.




“Yes,” Sabine said. “And Philippe realized too late that he had given her everything she needed.”




Camille’s voice dropped. “So he ran.”




Sabine shook her head slowly. “No.”




Grace felt the chill before the words arrived.




“He was summoned,” Sabine said.




Grace met her gaze steadily. “To the bell tower.”




Sabine nodded.




⸻




Night fell quickly after that.




The house settled into itself again, but the silence had changed. It no longer felt empty—it felt alert. Watchful. As though every corridor now carried awareness of what had been spoken aloud.




Grace retired early, her thoughts restless.




She lay in bed listening to the wind move through the vines, to the distant bark of a dog somewhere beyond the estate. Hemingway pressed close against her leg, his warmth grounding.




She replayed Sabine’s words again and again.




Summoned.




Someone with power did not need to chase. They called, and others came.




A faint sound pulled Grace from her thoughts.




Footsteps.




Not the cautious tread of Sabine or the familiar stride of Luc.




These were lighter. More tentative.




Grace sat up slowly.




The handle turned.




Camille slipped inside, closing the door carefully behind her.




“I couldn’t sleep,” Camille whispered.




“Neither could I,” Grace replied.




Camille perched on the edge of the chair, twisting her fingers together. “If Philippe was summoned… do you think he’s alive?”




Grace considered the question carefully. “I think Philippe intended to negotiate.”




“And Claire?”




Grace met her gaze. “I think she intended to win.”




Camille swallowed. “Then why hasn’t she shown herself?”




“Because power doesn’t rush,” Grace said. “It waits.”




A sharp knock echoed suddenly through the house.




Both women froze.




Another knock followed—harder, insistent.




Grace stood. “Stay here.”




She opened the door and stepped into the corridor. The knocking came again, this time accompanied by a voice.




“Police. Open the door.”




Grace’s pulse quickened.




She descended the stairs to find Luc already there, Sabine beside him, pale but composed. Sabine opened the door.




Lieutenant Fournier stood on the threshold, his expression grim.




“We’ve found something,” he said.




⸻




They drove to the edge of the property, beyond the vines, where the land dipped toward a shallow ravine. The police lights cast harsh blue and red shadows across the trees.




Grace stepped carefully down the embankment, guided by Fournier.




At the base of the ravine lay a car.




Philippe’s car.




The driver’s door stood open. The interior was dark, undisturbed.




“No blood,” Fournier said. “No signs of a struggle.”




Grace scanned the ground. “But he got out.”




“Yes.”




“And didn’t get back in.”




Fournier nodded. “Exactly.”




Grace’s gaze drifted to the path leading upward—toward the bell tower, barely visible in the distance.




“He walked,” she said.




Fournier looked at her sharply. “You’re certain?”




“Yes.”




“Why?”




Grace met his gaze. “Because this wasn’t a disappearance.”




Fournier frowned. “Then what was it?”




Grace spoke quietly. “A meeting.”




Fournier’s jaw tightened. “With whom?”




Grace thought of the ledger. Of Claire. Of Valerie Noir.




“With the person who held his future.”




⸻




Back at the house, the weight of inevitability pressed down on Grace.




The pieces were aligning now, not neatly, but inexorably. Someone had engineered this entire sequence—Julien’s death, Philippe’s rise, the illicit wine, the leverage hidden beneath stone.




And now Grace’s presence.




She stood once more in the corridor of portraits, studying Julien’s painted face.




“You didn’t lose,” she murmured. “You just ran out of time.”




As she turned away, her gaze caught on a detail she had missed before.




In the corner of one portrait frame, carved almost invisibly into the wood, was a small symbol.




A fleur-de-lis.




Blackened with age.




Grace felt the final certainty settle in her chest.




Claire had been part of this house long before anyone admitted it.




And she was not finished.








  
  
  Beneath the Cellar Steps

  
  




Chapter 3 – Beneath the Cellar Steps







The cellar smelled different at dawn.




Grace noticed it the moment she crossed the threshold, Hemingway’s leash looped loosely around her wrist. The air was cooler than the morning outside, tinged not only with damp stone and oak but with something sharper—metallic, faintly bitter. The scent of disturbance.




Someone had been here overnight.




She paused at the top of the steps, allowing her eyes to adjust to the low light. The single bulb near the ceiling cast a weak yellow glow, leaving the far corners in shadow. Barrels stood in neat rows, their curved sides catching the light unevenly, like the backs of sleeping animals.




“Stay,” Grace murmured.




Hemingway sat obediently, ears pricked forward.




Grace descended slowly, one hand trailing along the stone wall. The steps were worn from centuries of use, their centers slightly hollowed. At the third step from the bottom, she stopped.




There.




A fine dusting of pale grit marked the edge of the stone—fresh, recently dislodged.




Grace crouched, running her fingers lightly across the surface. The grit clung to her skin.




Someone had lifted something heavy here.




She stood and scanned the cellar. Everything appeared unchanged at first glance, but she had learned not to trust first glances. They were polite lies.




She walked to the far wall, where the oldest barrels were stored—those long emptied but never discarded, kept more for tradition than necessity. One barrel sat slightly askew, its base rotated a few degrees off alignment.




Grace nudged it gently with her foot.




It moved too easily.




Behind it, the stone wall bore a faint outline—rectangular, irregular, as if something had once been set into it and later sealed over. The mortar here was lighter than the surrounding stone.




Grace’s pulse quickened.




She glanced back toward the steps. Still quiet. Still alone.




She rolled the barrel aside and pressed her palms against the wall.




The stone was cool and solid—but when she leaned her weight against the center, it shifted almost imperceptibly.




A concealed panel.




Grace stepped back, assessing. Whoever had sealed this had done so hastily, more concerned with concealment than permanence. She traced the edges until her fingers found a shallow groove.




She pulled.




The panel swung inward with a muted scrape of stone against stone, revealing a narrow cavity beyond.




Inside lay a wooden box.




Grace stared at it for a long moment before reaching in. The box was heavy, its surface scarred and darkened with age. A crude latch held it closed.




She carried it carefully to a nearby worktable and set it down.




The latch resisted briefly, then gave way.




Inside lay papers.




Dozens of them. Folded, stacked, tied with fraying twine. Grace lifted the top bundle and unfolded the first page.




Dates. Quantities. Initials.




She frowned.




This was not the same ledger she had seen before.




These entries were older. Much older. Some dated back more than twenty years.




Grace flipped through the pages slowly, her mind assembling patterns as it always did—unbidden, relentless. Names repeated. Locations. Codes. Always the same symbol etched faintly in the margin.




The fleur-de-lis.




But here, it was different.




Not inked. Burned.




Grace’s breath caught.




This box hadn’t been hidden recently. It had been buried, forgotten—or believed forgotten—for decades.




A sound echoed above her.




Footsteps.




Grace closed the box swiftly, sliding it back into the cavity just as voices drifted down the stairs.




Luc appeared first, his expression wary. Camille followed close behind, her hair hastily tied back.




“You shouldn’t be down here alone,” Luc said.




“I’m not,” Grace replied calmly. “I have Hemingway.”




Luc snorted softly despite himself.




Camille’s gaze fixed on the shifted barrel. “What did you find?”




Grace studied them both for a moment before answering. “History.”




Luc stiffened. “What kind?”




“The kind that doesn’t stay buried willingly.”




Grace stepped aside and reopened the cavity.




Camille gasped softly when she saw the box.




“That’s been here forever,” Luc said. “My grandfather used to say there were secrets in these walls.”




“And no one checked?” Grace asked.




Luc shook his head. “Philippe ordered the cellar sealed off from renovation years ago. Said it was dangerous to disturb the foundations.”




Grace met his gaze. “He knew.”




Camille knelt beside the box, lifting one of the papers with reverent care. “These dates… this goes back before Julien.”




“Yes,” Grace said. “Which means Valerie Noir didn’t begin with Philippe.”




Luc’s brow furrowed. “Then who?”




Grace straightened slowly.




“The family,” she said. “Or someone who attached themselves to it early.”




Camille swallowed. “Claire.”




Grace nodded. “But not as she is now.”




She gathered the papers and tied them again. “These tell a story Philippe didn’t want anyone to read.”




Luc glanced toward the steps. “The police will want this.”




“Yes,” Grace said. “But not yet.”




Camille looked up sharply. “You’re withholding evidence?”




Grace met her gaze steadily. “I’m preserving context. There’s a difference.”




Luc hesitated, then nodded reluctantly. “How long?”




“Long enough to understand what we’re looking at,” Grace said.




⸻




They carried the box upstairs together, moving carefully, quietly, as if the house itself might object. Grace placed it on the desk in her room, closing the door firmly behind them.




Sunlight spilled across the papers as she laid them out, revealing details easier to see in full light.




“This handwriting,” Camille said, pointing. “It’s not Philippe’s.”




“No,” Grace agreed. “And not Julien’s either.”




Luc leaned in. “Then whose?”




Grace studied a signature near the bottom of one page.




A single initial.




C.




“That,” she said softly, “is the question.”




Camille’s voice trembled. “This vineyard—my home—has been dirty for decades.”




Grace looked at her gently. “Not dirty. Compromised.”




Luc paced. “If this comes out—”




“It will,” Grace said. “Eventually.”




Camille clenched her hands. “And Claire?”




Grace gathered the papers back into the box. “Claire didn’t create this system. She perfected it.”




A knock at the door interrupted them.




Sabine stood in the doorway, her expression unreadable.




“You found it,” she said.




Grace met her gaze. “You knew.”




Sabine stepped inside, closing the door behind her. “I suspected.”




“Why didn’t you say anything?” Camille demanded.




Sabine’s eyes softened. “Because some foundations, once cracked, bring the whole house down.”




Grace held her gaze. “And some need to fall.”




Sabine looked away.




Outside, the sound of an engine approached the house.




Grace’s attention sharpened.




“That,” Luc said quietly, “won’t be the police.”




Grace felt certainty settle in her chest.




“Then Claire has decided it’s time,” she said.


The sound of the engine grew louder, then slowed, tires crunching deliberately over gravel.




Grace moved first.




She closed the box, slid it beneath the desk, and straightened, her movements calm, controlled. Panic was never useful. It muddied observation, blurred intention. Whoever was arriving had chosen to do so openly, which meant they wanted to be seen—or wanted someone else to believe they did.




Luc was already at the window, peering through a narrow gap in the curtain. “Black sedan,” he said quietly. “Not police.”




Camille’s shoulders tensed. “Is it her?”




Grace joined Luc, careful not to crowd him. From the second-floor window, she could see the car pull to a stop just short of the fountain. The driver remained inside for a moment, engine idling, as if considering the house.




Then the door opened.




A woman stepped out.




She was tall, impeccably dressed in a tailored coat despite the warmth of the afternoon. Sunglasses concealed her eyes, but her posture radiated confidence—not arrogance, exactly, but certainty. The kind born of long practice.




Grace felt a familiar tightening in her chest.




“That,” she said softly, “is someone who expects doors to open.”




Below, Sabine emerged onto the front steps.




She stopped when she saw the woman by the car.




For the briefest moment, something like recognition crossed her face—quickly buried beneath composure. Sabine descended the steps and stopped a respectful distance away.




The woman removed her sunglasses.




Even from above, Grace could see the resemblance.




Not in features, precisely, but in presence. The same controlled stillness. The same ability to command space without raising a voice.




Claire Bryant.




Camille inhaled sharply behind her. “She looks… different.”




Grace nodded. “Power does that.”




They watched as Claire spoke to Sabine. No gestures. No visible tension. Just two women standing in the sunlight, exchanging words that carried weight beyond their volume.




After a moment, Sabine gestured toward the house.




Claire inclined her head once and began walking toward the door.




“She’s coming inside,” Camille whispered.




“Yes,” Grace said. “She wants to see who’s here.”




Luc turned. “You want us to stay?”




Grace considered. “No. You both go downstairs. If she asks for you, let Sabine handle it.”




“And you?” Camille asked.




Grace smiled faintly. “I’ll make the introduction.”




⸻




Claire entered the sitting room as if it belonged to her.




She removed her coat and draped it neatly over the back of a chair, revealing a cream silk blouse and trousers cut with precision. Her movements were unhurried, economical.




Grace stood near the window, hands loosely clasped, watching.




“Madame Grace,” Claire said, her voice warm, cultured. “At last.”




Grace returned the smile. “You know who I am.”




“Of course,” Claire replied. “You have a reputation.”




Grace tilted her head slightly. “For what, exactly?”




Claire’s lips curved. “For curiosity.”




Grace gestured toward the chair opposite her. “Please.”




Claire sat. “I’m sorry about Philippe.”




Grace studied her face. “Are you?”




Claire’s gaze did not waver. “He made choices.”




“So did Julien,” Grace said.




A flicker passed through Claire’s eyes—something quick and sharp.




“Yes,” Claire said softly. “He did.”




They regarded one another in silence for a moment, measuring.




“You invited me here,” Grace said.




Claire did not deny it. “I thought it was time.”




“For what?”




“For clarity.”




Grace nodded. “Then perhaps you can explain why Philippe disappeared.”




Claire smiled faintly. “Philippe panicked.”




“So I’ve heard.”




“He was no longer useful,” Claire said. “Nor safe.”




Grace folded her arms loosely. “And Julien?”




Claire’s expression softened—just slightly. “Julien was principled.”




Grace let the word linger. “That’s not an answer.”




“No,” Claire agreed. “It’s an admission.”




Grace felt the weight of it settle between them.




“You built Valerie Noir,” Grace said.




Claire shook her head. “I refined it.”




“And the ledgers?” Grace pressed.




Claire’s gaze flicked briefly toward the ceiling, toward the floors below. “Which ones?”




Grace smiled thinly. “So you know.”




Claire leaned back. “I know everything that happens on this estate.”




Grace believed her.




“Why hide the older records?” Grace asked.




Claire crossed one leg over the other. “Because they implicate people who are no longer alive. And because history, when misinterpreted, can be dangerous.”




Grace met her gaze steadily. “Or revealing.”




Claire laughed softly. “You really are exactly as described.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “Described by whom?”




Claire waved a hand dismissively. “People who underestimate you.”




Grace glanced toward the doorway. “You summoned Philippe to the bell tower.”




Claire did not deny it. “Yes.”




“And then?”




“And then,” Claire said calmly, “he made a decision.”




Grace’s voice was quiet. “To die?”




Claire’s smile vanished. “To disappear.”




Grace studied her. “I don’t believe you.”




Claire regarded her for a long moment, then sighed. “Belief is optional. Proof is not.”




Grace leaned forward. “Then let’s talk about proof.”




Claire’s gaze sharpened. “Careful.”




“Valerie Noir wasn’t just about wine,” Grace said. “It was about influence. About who owed whom.”




Claire nodded. “Wine is an excellent currency.”




“And when Julien objected?”




Claire’s voice hardened. “He became a liability.”




Grace felt a flash of anger, quickly banked. “You didn’t kill him.”




Claire met her gaze squarely. “No.”




“But you let it happen.”




“Yes.”




The admission hung in the air, stark and unadorned.




Grace stood. “Then you won’t mind if I turn over everything we’ve found to the police.”




Claire’s lips curved. “You could.”




“And?”




“And the vineyard would be destroyed. Camille’s future erased. Luc ruined. Sabine left with nothing but a house full of ghosts.”




Grace felt the pressure behind the words.




“Leverage,” she said.




Claire nodded. “Always.”




Grace exhaled slowly. “You’re asking me to choose.”




“I’m offering you perspective,” Claire replied. “Philippe made his choice. Julien made his. Now it’s your turn.”




Grace looked at the woman before her—the elegance, the certainty, the careful cruelty disguised as pragmatism.




“You’re wrong,” Grace said quietly.




Claire’s eyes narrowed. “About what?”




“You think control is the same as inevitability,” Grace replied. “It isn’t.”




Claire rose smoothly. “Think carefully.”




“I am,” Grace said.




Claire retrieved her coat. “I’ll be nearby.”




As she left, the house seemed to release a breath it hadn’t realized it was holding.




Grace remained standing for a long moment, heart pounding—not with fear, but with resolve.




She went to the desk, retrieved the box, and lifted the lid.




The past was done being buried.




And she intended to make sure it stayed that way.




The cellar had quieted, though its stillness felt heavier now than before. Grace lingered at the desk, the box of papers before her, fingering the fraying twine as if it were a thread connecting her to history itself. Each bundle seemed to whisper, the faint crackle of aged parchment under her fingertips a sound that resonated in the cool, stone room. She had walked the line between discovery and danger once already today, and the weight of what might come next pressed on her chest.




Hemingway padded softly beside her, tail low, ears twitching toward every creak of the old house. The dog’s presence was a grounding force, a reminder that not everything in Sainte-Valérie carried the sharp tang of threat. But even so, Grace could feel it: the estate itself seemed to breathe around her, shadows stretching from the corners like tendrils reaching for secrets.




The first order of business was clarity. She needed to organize the papers. They were loosely grouped by date, but the scattered annotations and burned symbols demanded method. She spread the pages across the desk, sunlight pouring from the window above and illuminating details invisible in the cellar. The older entries, particularly those etched with the faintly scorched fleur-de-lis, spoke of dealings that were deliberate and meticulous, of transactions that straddled legality and something darker, more covert.




Luc hovered near the doorway, arms crossed, eyes scanning the piles with a combination of fascination and unease. Camille had taken a seat on the floor, leaning against the desk, her hands tracing the edges of the papers without touching them directly. “It’s almost alive,” she said softly, almost to herself. “Like it remembers everything.”




Grace smiled faintly. “That’s history, Camille. It doesn’t just sit quietly. It waits for someone to listen.”




The first bundle she untied revealed records from nearly thirty years ago. Names that she recognized from whispered conversations in the village lined the margins: vintners who had disappeared, estates that had changed hands overnight, and buyers who never signed official papers. Quantities of wine moved in ways that should have left a trail, yet none existed in any legal ledger. Some of the entries referenced estates long abandoned or renamed, and Grace noted one detail that made her pause: the initials “C.B.” appeared repeatedly, always near the burned fleur-de-lis.




“C.B.,” she muttered. “Claire Bryant, or someone else entirely?”




Camille lifted her gaze. “You think she was involved back then?”




Grace held the page closer, squinting at the delicate burn marks. “She may not have been her current self, but someone carried her methods. This wasn’t built in a day—or even a decade. It’s inheritance, in the worst sense.”




Luc stepped forward, bending over the desk. “Inheritance?”




“Control,” Grace said sharply. “Not of property, of influence. Claire refined it, yes—but she inherited a system that had been in motion long before her. The people behind those initials were clever. Patient. Ruthless.”




The room fell silent for a moment. Even Hemingway seemed to sense the weight of the discovery. Grace exhaled, allowing her mind to map connections she had only begun to see in fragments. The older ledgers connected names with precise precision, quantities with dates, and often, a note in the margin: “Approved. No witnesses.”




Her fingers paused over a folded note, brittle with age. Carefully, she opened it. The handwriting was deliberate, angular, yet faintly familiar: letters looping with a flourish that reminded her of someone meticulous, someone who demanded order in every detail. Each notation seemed to outline movement—wine, money, influence—all without ever naming a purpose. But the subtext was unmistakable: this was not merely bookkeeping; this was an instruction manual for control, and those who followed it obediently were rewarded, those who defied it… disappeared.




Grace’s pulse quickened. She traced the edge of the paper, noting the faint scorch marks along the margin. Whoever had created these ledgers wanted them to survive—but only for the right person to understand. Not for the public. Not for law enforcement. Not even for the family entirely.




“Do you see this?” she asked Luc, pointing to a cluster of dates and names.




He leaned closer, brow furrowed. “It’s… precise. Almost surgical.”




“Exactly,” Grace said. “Every entry matters. Every omission is intentional. Someone—someone very old in the ways of this estate—knew that knowledge was power. That’s why Philippe and now Claire refined it rather than creating it. They inherited it. They perfected it.”




Camille shivered slightly. “And the people who came before? Are they… dead?”




Grace’s fingers hovered over a set of initials, then slowly moved to the next bundle. “Many of them. But some may still be here, in shadows. Or in memory. And if the wrong people find these…” She didn’t finish the sentence, but the implication hung like mist in the room.




She spent the next hour methodically sorting, grouping, and cross-referencing the papers. Her mind moved like a machine, tracking connections, noting anomalies, highlighting inconsistencies. The older ledgers provided context for the newer ones she had found in the cellar, revealing patterns: a rhythm of deceit, a cycle of leverage, and a careful orchestration of fear.




At one point, Camille gently touched a paper near the center of the desk. “This one… it mentions a name I don’t recognize. It’s not Philippe. Not Julien. Not even Claire.”




Grace leaned over, scanning the writing. Her eyes narrowed. “It’s a name that has been erased from living memory. Someone who helped establish the foundation for Valerie Noir. Someone who never wanted to be remembered. And yet…” She tapped the corner of the page. “…they left a mark anyway.”




Luc tilted his head. “Are you suggesting Claire’s methods were… borrowed?”




“Not borrowed,” Grace said. “Inherited. Built upon. Someone else laid the groundwork. Claire merely polished it, gave it a face and a name the village could recognize. But the bones… the bones are older than any of us realized.”




The sound of a distant door closing interrupted her thoughts. Grace stiffened, listening. The house had a rhythm of its own, and every creak, every shift of air, carried a message. She knew instinctively that they were being watched.




“Who’s there?” she called softly, her voice steady. Hemingway growled low in his throat, a subtle warning.




No answer. Only the faint rustle of movement in the upper halls. Grace’s eyes scanned the desk, the box, the papers, memorizing every detail. Whoever had been in the house—or still was—could not be allowed to disturb these records.




Luc exhaled slowly. “Do you think she sent someone?”




Grace shook her head. “Claire doesn’t send anyone unless she wants to manipulate from a distance. This is her style: presence, observation, intimidation.”




Camille’s hands trembled slightly as she stacked papers carefully. “Then why leave this here? Why not take it?”




Grace considered. “Because she wants us to see it. Wants us to understand it—but not act on it yet. That’s her leverage. Patience. Knowledge.”




The realization settled over the room like a fog. Grace leaned back, eyes scanning the organized piles one last time. “This is only the beginning. If we are to protect Camille, Luc, and this estate, we have to anticipate Claire’s next move.”




Hemingway nuzzled her leg, breaking the tension. Grace bent down and scratched behind his ears. “And that means we stay one step ahead, old boy. Always one step ahead.”




She looked at the papers again, memorizing dates, symbols, and the burned fleur-de-lis. The patterns were unmistakable. Each mark, each omission, was deliberate. Whoever had maintained this ledger system understood the village, the families, and the vineyard in ways no outsider could ever grasp. And now, Grace and her small team were entwined in it.




Hours passed as they worked quietly. The sunlight shifted across the room, slipping into shadows, and the air grew cooler. Grace’s mind did not rest; even when she closed her eyes briefly, the sequences of dates, initials, and codes swirled, forming a lattice of hidden connections and suppressed truths.




Eventually, Grace leaned back in her chair, rubbing her temples. “We have a foundation now,” she said. “Not the whole picture, but enough to anticipate actions. Enough to protect ourselves. Enough to recognize danger when it arrives.”




Luc nodded slowly. “And yet, it feels like we’re already behind.”




Grace’s gaze hardened. “We are never behind. Only unaware. Once we understand, we can act.”




Camille looked at her, eyes wide. “Do you think Claire will come back?”




Grace’s expression did not waver. “I know she will. The question isn’t if—it’s when. And when that happens, we need to be ready to respond, not react. Control the narrative, control the outcome.”




They carefully returned the papers to the box, securing it with the frayed twine. The act felt ceremonial, almost ritualistic: a recognition that some truths, once revealed, had to be handled with precision. Grace set the box on the highest shelf in the study, out of immediate reach but accessible, a silent promise to herself that she would not let these secrets be manipulated again.




“Tomorrow,” Grace said quietly, “we begin mapping the connections. Every name, every transaction, every ledger entry. We’ll chart it out. Every move Claire or Philippe or anyone else made, we will understand. And then we’ll anticipate them.”




Camille exhaled, a mixture of relief and apprehension. Luc rubbed his hands together, preparing mentally for the challenge ahead. Grace felt a surge of determination. The vineyard, the house, the histories buried within these walls—all of it would be understood, piece by piece, until nothing remained hidden.




Even the past that had tried to stay buried in stone and dust could not resist the persistence of observation.




By nightfall, the study was quiet, lit by a single lamp. Hemingway curled at Grace’s feet, and she allowed herself a brief moment of stillness. She knew Claire’s influence would loom over every decision, every step they took. But now, armed with the evidence and understanding its breadth, Grace felt capable of confronting it.




The past, she realized, was a living thing. And tonight, she had glimpsed enough to know how to navigate it.




A soft knock echoed from the hallway. Grace looked up. Camille hesitated at the door.




“It’s Sabine,” Camille whispered. “She wants to know what we found.”




Grace rose, smoothing her blouse. “Then she shall see. But only with context.”




Because context, Grace knew, was everything. Without it, truth became weaponized, stories twisted, and power consolidated in the wrong hands. And Grace had no intention of letting that happen again.




The cellar had revealed its secrets. The question now was what would come next—and Grace intended to meet it head-on.
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