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Prologue

 

The great, rambling mansion-house of Landricourt stood quiet and empty, for the winemakers had finished their labour and gone home. Only one still lingered in the cooling halls, her footsteps echoing in the hushed silence of the twilight hours. She loved the crumbling stone walls and the great windows, bare now of glass, through which the warm summer breezes drifted softly through the corridors. At this time of the year, the scent of rose hung heavy upon the air, so thickly floral that it grew almost cloying. The winemaker lingered near the long, empty windows of the long gallery, grateful for the cool, evening wind that brought respite from the clinging heat of the day.

It pleased her, when she walked there alone, to cast her mind back and back, through years of lost time, to the days when Landricourt was new. She imagined, as best she could, the elegance of the wood-panelled walls, when they had been whole and intact; the grandeur of the house’s winding stone staircases, sound and adorned with statuary; its great, imposing windows, glittering with panes of glass. A tapestry remained, here and there, though they hung in ragged shreds, naught left of them but a glimpse of the vivid colour that must once have flooded these abandoned halls. Some furniture lingered, a mismatched array evocative of Landricourt’s long history: the great, heavy oak table that stood in the hall was largely untouched by time, while the chaise longue that lingered in the drawing-room had lost most of its exquisite amber silk upholstery, and none now dared to recline upon its fragile mahogany frame.

She had been gathering rose petals all afternoon, and when she had gazed her fill at the long gallery, and wandered through the decayed beauty of the drawing-room, she bore her two wide trugs down to the cellar, and emptied their contents into the vat that stood waiting. Others had already filled it half full, and on the morrow, the process of preserving the pale, delicate petals as rosewater would begin. She would have lingered longer in the cellar, for it was cool and dark where the day had been too bright and too hot. But the aroma of rose filled the confined space, too pungent, and she made her escape. At least twilight had carried away the glare of the sun, giving her tired eyes some respite.

She turned from the vat full of petals, and from the stone jars filled with the produce of weeks prior, and set out to return to the narrow stone staircase that had brought her into the depths of the house. Her work done, she had little excuse to linger any longer, and duties awaited her at home.

But as she set her foot upon the first of those steps, wincing at the ache in her calves that protested against the forthcoming climb, a glimmer of light caught her eye. Prominent in the twilight-darkened cellar, the light was silvery and strange, and instinctively she turned towards it. It glimmered again, beckoning her some way down a shadowy passageway she had seldom had cause to explore before, and at last through an arched doorway whose door was long since lost.

The light glittered, turning from silver-pale to faintly blue, and — somehow — it came from the far wall, a wall that was naught but bare, unadorned stone. No lantern hung there, no torch, no window.

She approached, curious and puzzled. It would not be the first time that odd things had happened at Landricourt; the winemakers sometimes shared tales amongst themselves, little anecdotes of strange happenings and peculiarities. But she did not recall that anyone had yet mentioned a light like this, as pale and tantalising as the stars, its presence there incomprehensible.

Upon the wall hung a mirror without a frame. It hung by no visible means, the glass flat against the stone, and dark; so much so that she had not seen it from the other side of the room. It could scarcely be distinguished from the wall at all, save only when that glimmer came.

And there it came again, and winked out.

Like a pale torch flaring in the distance, its intermittent comings and goings resembled that of a lantern held by someone who passed, periodically, behind a tree or perhaps a pillar. Her hand stretched forth, only half voluntary, and when her fingers met the glass it gave beneath her touch in a way that cold, hard glass should not.

She thought she heard the distant sound of bells upon the air, and a note or two of a melody sung in high, strange voices.

And then she was no longer in the twilit cellar, and her half-formed wishes of a quarter of an hour before were abruptly given her. For she stood somewhere else — somewhere new, but familiar. She would have said she had not moved at all; that the sensation of falling, the momentary disorientation she had experienced, had all occurred inside her own mind, and signified nothing. The cellar-room in which she now stood was identical, in all its particulars, to the one that she had left.

Except that the light was wrong.  A moment ago, she had stood shrouded in the deepening shadows of twilight, the cellar almost full dark around her. This cellar-chamber was bright with the soft daylight that streamed through its single, high-positioned window, so golden a glow that she would have placed the time at high noon.

The mirror was gone.

A few brisk steps carrying her to the door, she saw that the passageway was the same one down which she had walked only a few minutes before, or it looked the same. Only now it was neat and clean and well-swept, and flooded with light.

Quickly, she half-ran along that passage and up the stairs, and thence through a maze of passages and halls and chambers which she knew as well as she knew her own home; only this Landricourt was not ruined at all. Tapestries hung against pristine walls; carved wooden panels were well-kept and polished; everywhere there were drapes and rugs and furniture, and though it struck her, on the very edge of her flustered awareness, that they were of a style she had never before seen, and could never have dreamed, they were distinctly whole. The only mark of familiarity about the place was the occasional gap in the ceiling, through which an array of invasive rose-vines had determinedly crept. But these blooms were not silver or even white; they were pink and crimson and violet, a range of hues not seen at Landricourt for many long years.

She was not alone, either, for she passed men and women clad in raiment equally outlandish. They moved as quickly as she herself, only with purpose rather than fear, and paid scant attention to her hurried flight through the halls. Their garb was simple, their movements brisk, efficient; were these guests, residents or servants? She could not tell, and none paused to address her, nor gave her opportunity to ask. They did not seem even to see her.

When she arrived at last at the long gallery, she found it filled with people full strange to look upon, their attire the finest she had ever seen. Though it was broad daylight, somehow, in this place that was other, they were drinking a rich wine, and there was much laughter and merriment among them. These were the voices she had heard singing, perhaps.

For some time they did not notice her, and she began to wonder whether, in addition to her involuntary translocation, she was also turned invisible. But when at last one of them glanced her way — a gentleman of some age, she judged from his silvery-white hair, his coat the colour of plums in red wine — she found herself fixed with a stare neither welcoming nor otherwise.

‘Ah,’ he said at last, and she could discern nothing from his colourless tone.

Where was she? This was not her Landricourt. She was come, somehow, to a vision of the past — the past it must be, by some means beyond her comprehension. But who were the folk who dwelled here, and who gazed upon her with at least as much curiosity as she beheld them? For the faces of all in the gallery were turned towards her now, and she felt obliged to make a trembling curtsey, mindful, among such magnificence, of the stained and much-mended state of her cotton petticoats.

She wished in her secret heart that she had never wished at all, for she was alone in this Landricourt of strangers, and how was she ever to return home?

‘Your name,’ said the gentleman in the plum coat. He was not peremptory, but nor was he kind, and to her regret her discomfort caused her to stammer as she answered: ‘I am c-called Oriane, Seigneur. Oriane Travere.’

His pale eyes narrowed as she spoke, his gaze sharpened upon her. Did she imagine an increase in alertness, an air of suppressed excitement about him? He looked at her closely; her face, her hair, her clothes, all came under his scrutiny. At last he said: ‘And where have you come from, Oriane Travere?’

‘Landricourt,’ she whispered. She did not know how to explain, did not expect to be believed; how could she tell these strange, grand folk that she had come from some other Landricourt, a ruined one, which even now was sunk in the twilight of the Gloaming?

But she did not need to, for at her words his face cleared, and again he said: ‘Ahh.’




Part One: Margot
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The day was warm for hard work, and Margot De Courcey hitched her green cotton skirts a little higher, tucking folds of the fabric into the waistband until the hems rose above her knees. She spared a blush for propriety’s sake, but only a fleeting one, for who was to see her, save those employed in a similar labour? And every one of the winemakers of Landricourt wore their skirts the same way, today.

The summer was well on its way towards the fall of the leaves, and the air was thick and close. Margot had made her way as far as the dining-room, where the empty windows allowed only occasional wisps of a sluggish breeze to touch her damp skin. The roses had come in through the ceiling in this part of the rambling old house, and by now the thicket of thorns and bright, burnished leaves had claimed two of the walls and half of a third. All summer long they had been abundant with fat, heavy blossoms, their translucent petals hovering somewhere between silver and white; pale like the moon, folded around a clear glimmering heart like the wrappings of some promised gift. Such roses only grew at Landricourt. Some of them flourished still, but many had bowed their majestic heads and spilled their petals all across the dining-room floor. Only the hearts remained, and these plumped and fattened as the days passed, forming round, polished hips fragrant with a tantalising scent all their own.

These Margot was engaged in gathering, her hands clad in thick leather gloves against the prickling thorns. It was a shame to wrest them from their stems, she always thought; they glittered faintly, as though a mote of starlight slumbered somewhere within, and she felt like a thief stealing nature’s finest jewels. But they were succulent and fragrant, and the wine made from these fruits of autumn was beyond compare.

‘They are a gift,’ Maewen Brionnet had once said, and she had been a winemaker at Landricourt for years beyond counting. ‘Shall we leave them to rot, ungathered? Tsh! Such would be a crime.’

It sometimes fell to Margot to cut the roses from their stems before they had chance to wither, for it was also tradition that the petals should be pressed and distilled into rosewater, and this added to the brew. Where these traditions had come from, no one knew; nor who had been the first to harvest the strange, moon-pale roses of Landricourt and craft them into wine. It was only known that this was done, year upon year, and under Maewen’s direction the process had continued uninterrupted since before Margot’s birth.

It must be growing late, Margot felt, and even as she formed the thought the song began: a low, wordless humming, Adelaide’s rich voice leading the others. The Quincy family had always led the song, and Adelaide was a true daughter of theirs. For a few moments Margot merely listened, for Adelaide’s voice was like warm, rich chocolate mixed with honey — if her glorious notes could be likened to anything earthly at all. When Margot’s ears had drunk their fill of the melody, she lifted her own, less spectacular voice in her accustomed harmony. There were never words to the eventide song, but all knew the melody — even if its source was as lost to time as the tradition of winemaking.

The chimes came, melding with the music so perfectly that Margot struggled to make them out at all. One chime, two, three — grand, ringing sounds which echoed across the whole of Vale Argantel, emanating from the very skies.

A fourth resonant chime announced the arrival of four o’ clock, and, as was the way of things, the Gloaming swept across the valley. The sun dimmed and faded, lingering only as a faint, muted presence upon the far horizon. Shadows crept out of the corners and danced across the dining-room, and what light remained turned as silvery as the stars.

The sun took most of the day’s fierce heat away with it, and Margot wilted with relief. She clambered down from her perch atop an aged wooden step-ladder near the grand double-doors, holding her skirts carefully to keep her harvest of rosehips from spilling to the floor. Maewen had given her a basket the week before, a lovely woven thing more than capacious enough to hold many a rosehip. But Margot found it cumbersome, and preferred to continue using a fold of her skirt, turned up at the hem to form a cloth bag.

She regretted this a moment later, when a sudden hollering at the door caused her to start so severely that she dropped her skirt altogether. Her rosehips bounced and rolled away all over the floor, and Margot was left to curse both her own clumsiness and that of the visitor as she chased after them. She loved the evensong; it soothed and transported her, perhaps rather too much.

‘I suppose you have brought something, Master Talleyrand?’ she said tartly, for the noisy young man who had upset her harvest was Florian from the emporium in town. In the doorway he stood with his hands in his pockets, a flush staining his brown cheeks. He had got flour onto the tan cotton of his waistcoat somehow, and wisps of grass stuck out of the sage-green thicket of his hair.

Raucous he might sometimes be, but he was not boorish, for he flushed with dismay at the results of his too-eager greeting and hastened to help Margot collect them all up. ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled, and by the time all the pale rosehips were gathered and placed in Maewen’s wicker basket, he was as red and perspiring as she.

Margot straightened her aching back with a wince, feeling far older than she ought at her relatively youthful age. Working all day in the heat had its deleterious effects; that must be her excuse. ‘Well, what is it?’ she prompted, when Florian seemed disposed only to stand there and observe her discomfort in silence.

‘Actually, Seigneur Chanteraine requests your presence.’ Recovering his composure, Florian said this with a bow, as though he were inviting her to attend a dance rather than to attend upon his employer at a moment’s notice.

‘I shall come at once,’ she replied with a small sigh, for she had hoped to go directly to one of the streams behind Landricourt and wash away the day’s aches and grime. But a leisurely walk home through the cool of the Gloaming would be pleasant enough. ‘Why is it that I am wanted there?’ she enquired. The request had perhaps come from Sylvaine, Seigneur Chanteraine’s daughter and her occasional friend.

‘He asks that you bring a bottle of the new season’s rosewater.’

‘I?’ This was curious. ‘Why does he not direct such a request to Oriane? She is his usual aide at Landricourt, is she not?’

‘He did in fact ask for her at first, but I am told there is no sign of her today. I could only find Madame Brionnet, who sent me in search of you instead.’ He added, with his swift grin, ‘I found her at the top of the south-west turret, all used up for the day. I didn’t know that snoring was a component in the evensong.’

Margot felt a moment’s chagrin, for while she had been breaking her back in the dining-room, Maewen had been resting at her ease in a breezy tower-top! But the feeling melted away soon enough, for Madame Brionnet rarely allowed her age to slow her down. Instead, she laughed. ‘Only if it is suitably melodic snoring, in keeping with the harmony.’

‘It was, of course,’ said Florian, undoubtedly with more gallantry than truth.

‘Help me carry this basket,’ she pleaded, for though she was strong she was weary, and Florian made a fine picture of boundless energy. He fell to the task willingly enough, and accompanied her through the rambling old mansion as she went in search of the rosewater. They left the basket in the main hall, with the rest of the day’s harvest; a fine medley of containers was already deposited there, all brimming with rosehips.

Madame Brionnet stood over them as superintendent, and fixed Florian with a gimlet eye as he passed.

‘I have said nothing, ma’am,’ he assured her, mendaciously and in a loud whisper.

‘I am sure there is nothing of which to speak,’ said she stiffly. To Margot she added: ‘Take two bottles of the water, my dear, and quickly. Seigneur Chanteraine may be pleased to have a little to spare.’

Maewen’s eagerness to oblige the Chanteraines did not surprise Margot, for it was an attitude shared by many in Argantel. She hastened to obey the directive, glad to have Florian to assist her, for the great clay bottles were large and bulky and she did not feel equal to carting more than one of them across the valley.

As they left Landricourt in the deep twilight, the roses woke up around them, stretching their sparse petals under the soft, blue light. Their hearts swelled and shone, drinking up the effulgence, and Margot knew that when she returned in the morning there would be many more to collect. It was raining a little, though the sky was clear, and the distant strains of long-lost melodies drifted upon the wind.

 

Vale Argantel was not large. Landricourt was built against the downward slope of the hillside to the far west of the valley, and the town of Argantel nestled in the centre, at the valley’s lowest point. It was a safe spot, protected from high winds by the steep-sloping hills that rose all around it. Mist gathered in the early mornings and was slow to lift, clinging to the stone cottages and grey brick townhouses in a soft, white shroud.

Several small shops clustered around the central square. Arnaud Morel’s bakery was famed for the excellence of its bread, freshly baked every morning; Heloise Guillory made gowns and coats all day long in the establishment beside; Osmont Charron and his wife Nolwenn sold the fresh produce grown in the fields that covered half of Vale Argantel. But chief among them all was Chanteraine & Daughter, a shop central to the needs of all Argantellians. No one could say where old Pharamond Chanteraine and his daughter Sylvaine procured their dazzling array of wares, the likes of which were seen nowhere else. Nor could the emporium’s proprietors be drawn upon the subject. When asked, Pharamond merely shook his head in his mild way, and smiled a small smile, while Sylvaine could be relied upon to raise a single brow, and stare down the asker in formidable silence.

Margot had long since stopped asking, for though Sylvaine and she were approximately of an age with one another and had long been friends, on this topic the younger Chanteraine steadfastly refused to be drawn.

As Margot and Florian trudged through the rear door of Chanteraine & Daughter, out of breath and more than ready to set down their burdens, Margot was disappointed to find no Sylvaine there. Seigneur Chanteraine presided over the shop’s counter; he could be heard selling a peach and clover cordial to Madame Courtney, his deep, mild voice instantly recognisable. Once madam was satisfied — and this took a few moments more, for she was unable to resist the additional purchase of a bar of wild thyme soap on her way out — Chanteraine came into the back room, and greeted Margot and his assistant with his customary courtesy. If he felt surprised at finding Margot there instead of Oriane, he concealed it with admirable aplomb, though he did direct one swift, keen look at Margot which she did not know how to interpret.

For all Pharamond’s exquisite manners, he could sometimes make an imposing figure. He was unusually tall, even for a man, and but little diminished by advancing age. His hair might be grey through-and-through, but it was still thick and shining, framing a grave face lit by bright blue eyes. He was never given to chatter, but the quality of this particular silence did not reassure Margot, and she found herself blurting out: ‘Oriane would have come, Seigneur, I am sure of it, were she not… indisposed.’

‘Indisposed?’ he repeated, one white brow lifting in enquiry.

‘She has not been seen at Landricourt today. I believe she must be ill, and—’

‘Has anybody gone to enquire after her?’

‘—and I am on my way to call on her this moment,’ finished Margot.

‘If she should be in need of anything,’ he answered, ‘you will send word?’

Margot understood what he had not said: that he would be pleased if she would find Oriane in want of something — anything, no matter how trifling — so that he may receive news of her condition, but without any trace of impropriety attaching to the exchange. Seigneur prescribed to the old ways, and could never be persuaded that he might express a gentlemanly interest in Oriane Travere without incurring the opprobrium of the townspeople.

‘You may expect it, Seigneur.’

Chanteraine made her a slight bow, his bright blue eyes flicking to Florian. ‘Attend Demoiselle De Courcey, Florian. And you will carry with you a little gift for her, if you please. A…’ He paused, perhaps undecided as to the nature of the gift he felt he might reasonably offer. He excused himself, and disappeared back into the shop for a few moments. When he returned, he bore two items in his large hands: a tiny, delicate glass bottle filled to the brim with a pale gold liquid, and a miniature book bound in peacock-blue silk, a length of violet ribbon fluttering from between its pages. ‘With our compliments,’ he said, handing both to Florian. ‘The elixir will prove restorative, I hope.’

He did not explain the book, and the brief glimpse Margot received of its cover revealed only that it had no words of any kind printed upon its spine.

‘Make haste, Florian,’ said Chanteraine, and Florian made a quick bow.

‘We go with all possible speed, Seigneur.’
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‘You had better give me one or other of those,’ said Margot, having watched Florian trudge the length of the Waldewiese with the book clutched in one hand and the fragile glass bottle swinging jauntily from the other.

He shot her an amused look. ‘I will not drop them, Margot.’

She eyed the bottle with misgivings she did not attempt to hide. He had hold of it by its slender neck, and she did not like the way the bottle swayed back and forth with the rhythm of his long steps.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘If it will make you feel better.’ He gave the bottle into her care, and she immediately took hold of it with both hands, cradling it gently. She was fascinated to find that the glass was warm to the touch.

‘You are not curious as to the nature of the book?’ she asked later, when silence had reigned between them for a few minutes.

‘Excessively.’

Which was to say that he had no intention of satisfying his curiosity, or hers. She sighed inwardly, for the contents of the Chanteraine Emporium were known for their tendency towards rarity, peculiarity and a strangeness which sometimes seemed almost magical.

Oriane’s little house was on the very edge of the town of Argantel, nothing standing between her cottage and Landricourt save the gentle upward slope of the valley, thick with grass and clover. A mere ten minutes brought Florian and Margot to Oriane’s blue-painted front door, which stood closed tight against the balmy eventide breeze. No lights shone within.

‘Perhaps she is asleep,’ said Florian, and rapped gently upon the nearest window. When nothing came of this tentative advance, he rapped more loudly upon the door.

Margot did not answer, for her attention had been drawn elsewhere. Nothing ought to be visible of Landricourt at this distance, and at this hour of the day; the Gloaming clad the great old house in deep, impenetrable shadow. But there was something there: a faint, white light, glittering like a star. It could not be a star in truth; it hung far too low, and besides, it was yet too early in the day for the stars to emerge. What, then, could it be?

‘Florian—’ she began, but stopped, for as she spoke the light winked out and left the horizon in darkness.

‘What is it?’ said he.

She shook her head. ‘I thought I saw…nothing. If Oriane is asleep, perhaps we ought not to disturb her?’

‘Seigneur will want his report. And the door rattles. I think it is not locked.’

‘Seigneur Chanteraine cares for Oriane. If she is ill, he will not wish for her repose to be disturbed merely to allay his own concern.’

Florian glanced uncertainly at the book he held. It was small enough to fit into the palm of his hand, and looked dwarfed there.

‘If the door is unlocked, perhaps we might leave these in her kitchen?’ Margot suggested. ‘She will find them when she wakes, and I am sure she will know who to thank for them.’

Florian remained uncertain, but he agreed to Margot’s proposal. The front door of Oriane’s cottage opened directly onto the kitchen, and thither they crept, careful to place down Pharamond’s offerings without making such noise as might wake her. The house was fully dark.

They turned immediately to leave, but Margot hesitated upon the threshold. She did not like to leave without seeing Oriane, any more than Florian did. And the unlocked door disturbed her.

‘Perhaps I will just look in on her,’ she proposed. ‘A mere moment, no more. I need not wake her.’

‘If she is very ill, she may need Doctor Davinier,’ Florian agreed.

This decided, Margot turned back from the door. She suffered a moment’s confusion in the tiny hall, for she could not remember which of the three other doors there led into Oriane’s bedchamber; she had visited the cottage only once or twice before, and not for some time.

But by good fortune, her hand alighted upon the correct one, for upon opening the door, she discovered the curtains to be undrawn; the low, silvery-blue light of the Gloaming illuminated a small bed neatly tucked up with rose-coloured blankets.

It was empty.

‘She is not here,’ said Margot in confusion.

Florian busied himself with searching the other chambers, tapping politely upon each door before entering. There came no reply, and he returned swiftly from each new exploration, shaking his head.

‘She is nowhere in the house? Where, then, can she be?’

‘Perhaps she has already seen the doctor,’ suggested Florian, ‘and been taken somewhere.’

Taken somewhere? ‘If so, then she is gravely ill indeed.’ Margot felt a flutter of alarm. ‘We had better see Madame Davinier at once.’

‘I will return to the Emporium,’ Florian said. ‘Seigneur Chanteraine will wish to be told.’

‘Not yet. We have nothing to tell, save that she is not at home. Let us receive the doctor’s report, first.’

Florian made no objection to this, and the two quickly left the silent and dark cottage. Though not without a small delay, for on the way back through Oriane’s tiny, neatly-kept kitchen, Margot observed something she had not noticed before.

There stood a sturdy rocking-chair in one corner of the kitchen, directly by the hearth. What Margot had taken for a blanket thrown over the back was no such thing, for it gave a strange glimmer in the half-light — a glister not unlike the misplaced star that had shone, briefly, over Landricourt.

‘Hold a moment,’ she told Florian. Quickly, she lit the modest candle that stood waiting upon the oaken table and held it nearer the bundle of fabric. This would not do; all she saw was a blossoming of colour — mauve — and an intensifying of the silvery glimmer. She gave the candle into Florian’s hands and, carefully, picked up the gossamer folds.

She held a gauzy coat, of such lightness it barely weighed anything, though she lifted it high. It was a strange thing, for the sweep of gossamer resembled a pair of folded moth’s wings, with flimsy sleeves attached to the rest only by a set of fluttering ribbons. Never had she seen its like; it could not be further removed from the simpler garb of cotton and linen and wool that the folk of Argantel customarily wore, sometimes enlivened by a rustle of silk.

‘How curious a thing,’ she murmured.

‘One of my master’s oddities, perhaps,’ suggested Florian.

‘Oh? Have you seen such a garment at the emporium?’

‘No,’ he admitted. ‘Never quite like that.’

Where had Oriane come by such a thing? For its delicacy alone proclaimed it a costly garment, and the wages of a winemaker were far from princely. And there was that glister besides, which came from intricate embroidery tracing the shapes and markings of the moth wings. It drank in the light of Florian’s candle and threw it out again, twice as intense and eerily moon-pale.

Margot laid the pretty coat down again, feeling oddly troubled by its presence. What harm could come of a mere coat? It was only Oriane’s absence that unsettled her, she told herself. Were it not for that, she would have admired the coat exceedingly, and felt no flicker of unease.

 

A visit to Madame Davinier, who lived quite on the other side of Argantel, established not only that she had issued no orders for Oriane to be cared for outside of her home; the doctor also denied having seen or heard from Oriane at all.

They found her at home in her study, shown there by a servant only slightly more elderly than she. The doctor sat hunched over her modest desk, the meagre glow from a single lamp casting back the evening gloom. ‘Travere?’ said Madame Davinier, looking up from her book in mild confusion. ‘No, no. I have not been called to attend upon her since the winter.’ She blinked brown eyes in blank incomprehension. ‘Is she unwell? I will come this moment.’

In so saying, she was already jumping out of her oak-carved chair and reaching past the shelves of leather-bound books for the capacious black bag that held all the tools of her trade.

‘No, no!’ cried Margot. ‘She is not unwell. That is, we are not sure.’

‘You are not sure?’ Madame Davinier slowly set down her bag again, her gaze darting from Margot to Florian and back in puzzlement.

‘She is not at home,’ Florian supplied. ‘And she has not been seen at Landricourt all day.’

‘Strange,’ said the doctor. ‘But she is caring for another who is sick, perhaps, or engaged upon some other urgent task.’

This was quite the possibility. ‘Depend upon it,’ said Margot as they left the doctor’s house, ‘Oriane is with her mother, or a neighbour who is sick. You know how kind a heart she has.’

‘With Seigneur’s help, she will be the more quickly found,’ suggested Florian.

‘I would not wish to worry him unduly.’

‘Why do you suppose he would be unduly worried?’

Margot could not explain, for her concern was based on nothing more distinct than the alert, intense look about Pharamond Chanteraine as he had spoken to her of Oriane. ‘As you wish,’ she said instead, for Florian must know his employer better than she.

 

Her misgivings were soon proved well-founded, for the moment Seigneur Chanteraine heard their news, he lost all his customary air of quiet serenity. The hour was growing late and he had closed the emporium for the night, but he lingered still in the stores at the back, checking the stock for the morrow. He set down his pen, looked long at Margot — who spared a thought to wish that he would not, for her long labours followed by her search for Oriane had left her in a state of some disorder — and demanded, ‘Tell me everything.’

He listened to their account in silence, though there was not much to be told. Once they had done, he stood in thought for some time, though Margot could not guess at what was running through his mind.

‘She is gone away on a journey, perhaps,’ he ventured after a while.

This was absurd, and he must know it. The nearest town was many miles away; such an expedition had to be meticulously planned. ‘The stage does not call at Argantel for two more days, Seigneur,’ Margot reminded him. ‘And the last coach was three days ago.’

The faint hope died in his eyes, and his lips tightened grimly. ‘Sylvie,’ he called, scarcely raising his deep voice at all.

Margot had not realised that Sylvaine was present, so quiet had she been. Her quick step was heard from the shop floor, and one slim brown hand appeared betwixt the dangling wooden beads that made up the dividing curtain. She stepped through, making the beads sing in a chorus of clicks and clatters, but the smile she directed at her father swiftly died. ‘What is the matter?’ she said.

Sylph-like Sylvie was as short as her father was tall, though he never looked down upon her with any condescension. Even now, in all his concern for Oriane, the soft look of approval and affection warmed his gaze, and a swift, unbidden thought flickered through Margot’s mind: had her own father ever looked upon her in that way, when he had lived?

‘Oriane is not to be found,’ said Seigneur Chanteraine very softly.

Sylvaine went still. ‘She has been searched for?’

‘To some degree. A proper search must be undertaken.’

Sylvaine touched one hand to the wispy halo of heathery-purple hair which framed her delicate face, and her gaze turned distant. Where did her thoughts go? Margot watched as something unidentifiable passed behind Sylvie’s eyes, and then she came back to them. ‘‘I will see to it,’ she said.
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