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  Chapter One




  When the two Englishwomen arrived at the house called Les Châtaigniers, the gates were unfastened by a man in blue working clothes who informed them, with a vague

  gesture, that Monsieur Bonard was awaiting them on the terrace. They thanked him and, being in no hurry, paused for a few moments to admire in silence the rambling, ancient edifice of sun-baked

  brick, with its attendant huddle of outbuildings, before allowing their eyes to move away across the gravelled courtyard to the gardens, lush and flower-splashed like a Monet canvas, and thence

  onwards and upwards to the majestic backdrop of the Cévennes mountains.




  Melissa brought them back to earth by remarking that it would make an ideal setting for a glitzy murder plot and Iris responded rather tartly that she hoped Melissa wasn’t having one of

  her premonitions.




  ‘And don’t let Philippe hear you say that,’ she added, chewing her bottom lip.




  ‘Why not? Is he superstitious?’




  ‘Not that I know of.’




  ‘Then what’s the problem?’




  ‘Just don’t think he’d like it, that’s all.’




  It crossed Melissa’s mind that Iris had become progressively more jumpy from the moment they landed in France and throughout their journey southwards. For weeks she had been full of

  enthusiasm for the trip; now that it was a reality she seemed as nervous as a kitten.




  Melissa tucked a hand under her friend’s arm. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be terribly circumspect,’ she promised. ‘Come on, it must be this way.’




  Following the sound of voices, they rounded the angle of the building. About a dozen men and women of various ages were assembled on a paved terrace overlooking a swimming pool, sipping drinks

  and making conversation in the slightly forced manner of extras on a film set awaiting the entrance of the star. At the same moment, as if their arrival had been his cue, a tall figure moved from

  the far corner to centre stage.




  ‘Get the Rossano Brazzi look-alike in the Armani suit!’ Melissa murmured out of the corner of her mouth.




  Iris’s grey eyes shone and the tan in her cheeks deepened to a glowing red. ‘That’s Philippe! Handsome, isn’t he?’ She hurried forward; he came to meet her

  half-way, took both her hands in his and kissed her on both cheeks before leading her back to where Melissa stood waiting.




  ‘This must be your friend, Madame Craig, of whom you speak so much!’ He bowed low over Melissa’s hand. ‘I look forward to this pleasure since a long time.’




  ‘I’m delighted to meet you, Monsieur Bonard,’ said Melissa warmly. ‘Iris has told me so much about you and your work in the field of education.’




  He had greeted her in heavily accented English; her reward for replying in the French that she had recently been at pains to brush up was a smile of devastating charm.




  ‘I am most flattered. She has likewise told me of your fame as a writer but not’ – Bonard wagged a reproachful finger at Iris – ‘of your excellent command of our

  language. Permit me to compliment you on your superb accent.’




  ‘Monsieur is very kind.’




  ‘Bah! Let us not be so formal. One is among friends, no? You will call me Philippe and permit me to say “Melissa”?’




  ‘But of course.’ She was conscious of being the focus of two pairs of expressive eyes. Bonard’s, black and brilliant, were full of admiration, while Iris’s held a hint of

  proprietorial pride as she glanced from one friend to the other.




  ‘Splendid!’ Their host took each of them by an arm. ‘Come and meet my family of students.’ He clapped his hands to call for attention.




  ‘Mesdames et Messieurs,’ he announced. ‘I have the honour to present two very famous ladies. Madame Iris Ash’ – he inclined his head in her direction and received a

  self-conscious smirk in return – ‘will, as you know, be directing our art course entitled “Nature’s Designs”. Her dear friend, Madame Melissa Craig, the well-known

  novelist,’ – here it was Melissa’s turn to receive the gracious bow, which she acknowledged with a brisk nod – ‘is also honouring us with her presence while she

  carries out research for a new book.’




  He paused briefly to allow the company to respond with friendly smiles and murmurs of interest. ‘Now, we will take lunch.’ He turned to a severe-looking woman presiding over a laden

  buffet table. ‘Come, Juliette, will you serve my guests some of your excellent cuisine?’




  ‘Yes, Monsieur.’ The woman’s face was expressionless as, with a minimum of words, and speaking French with a strong local accent, she invited them to make their selection from

  the various dishes. ‘There is bread in that basket,’ she gestured towards the end of the table, ‘and you have sauces, butter, cheese, wine . . .’ There was an indefinable

  quality in her manner; unsmiling, yet by no means hostile, respectful but not in the least subservient, she had an air of detachment and composure that could have been a mask for almost any

  emotion.




  ‘Is she the housekeeper?’ asked Melissa as she and Iris helped themselves to glasses of chilled rosé and went in search of somewhere to sit.




  ‘Could be. Never seen her before. He’s the only one I recognise.’ Iris nodded towards a man in impeccably cut slacks and a monogrammed shirt, who was explaining to a fat,

  perspiring woman and her tall, thin husband the nature of the dishes on offer. ‘Alain Gebrec, Philippe’s indispensable assistant.’




  There was an edge to her voice which made Melissa raise an eyebrow. She glanced at the man; he was of slim build and medium height and she guessed his age to be in the mid-forties, although his

  fresh colouring and the lock of brown hair falling over his forehead gave him a boyish appearance.




  ‘Don’t you like him?’ she asked. ‘He looks pleasant enough.’




  Iris shrugged, pushing a morsel of charcuterie to the edge of her plate with a grimace of disgust. ‘Told the woman I don’t eat meat,’ she muttered pettishly.

  ‘Might as well talk to myself.’




  ‘It’s only a tiny bit, it must have got in by accident. Tell me what you’ve got against Alain Gebrec.’




  Iris made a dismissive gesture with her fork. ‘Nothing really. Does his job well enough. Philippe thinks the world of him.’




  ‘Ah!’ Melissa took a mouthful of wine and set down her glass. They had settled into the shade of a canvas umbrella on one of the numerous seats dotted round the edge of the pool. At

  their back was an expanse of grass with an orchard beyond where pear and apple trees drooped under the weight of ripening fruit. Iris, her irritation forgotten, glanced round with a contented

  sigh.




  ‘Lovely place, isn’t it?’




  ‘It certainly is.’




  ‘You made a hit with Philippe, speaking the language so well. Sure way of pleasing him. Do my best, but I know my accent makes him cringe.’ Iris sighed deeply; it was evident that

  she regarded the approval of Philippe Bonard as something to be sought after and cherished.




  ‘Is he one of those Frenchmen who make a sacred cow of their mother-tongue?’ asked Melissa.




  Iris shook her head in mild disapproval. ‘He has a deep love of and respect for the language, and makes it his mission to encourage others to feel the same,’ she pronounced. This

  utterance was, for her, an unusually long and formal one, instantly recognisable as a quotation from the glossy brochure issued by the newly established Centre Cévenol d’Etudes, of

  which their host was the proprietor.




  Melissa’s lips twitched. ‘I suppose he believes it should never be polluted by the intrusion of foreign expressions like “le dirty week-end” for example?’ she

  murmured.




  Iris was not amused. ‘Don’t make fun. Means a lot to him.’




  ‘Oh, don’t worry, I won’t take the mickey to his face, but you’ll have to excuse me if I can’t take him quite so seriously as he takes himself.’ Or as you

  seem to take him, she added mentally.




  Iris sniffed and looked offended. A trace of chill in the air was relieved by the approach of a genial-looking man of fifty or so.




  ‘May I introduce myself? Jack Hammond.’ His smile was directed principally at Iris. ‘I’m enrolled on your art course, Miss Ash.’




  Iris squinted up at him, shading her eyes with a thin brown hand. ‘How d’y’do,’ she said.




  ‘I’ve been looking forward to it for weeks. It’s such a pleasure to meet you . . . and you too, Mrs Craig,’ he added hastily.




  ‘Thank you,’ said Melissa, as Iris acknowledged the compliment with the briefest of nods.




  ‘May I take your plates? How about some dessert?’




  ‘What a nice man!’ said Melissa as he went off on his errand.




  Iris, still shading her eyes as she searched the sunlit garden, did not seem to have heard. ‘Wonder where Philippe’s got to. Supposed to be giving a little talk,’ she

  muttered.




  ‘He’s probably waiting till we’ve all finished scoffing,’ said Melissa. ‘Here comes our waiter,’ she added as Jack returned with bowls of chilled fruit in

  white wine. ‘Thank you so much. Why don’t you join us.’




  ‘Thank you.’




  He found an unoccupied chair and pulled it across. Melissa observed him with approval as he settled into it. He obviously spent much time in the open air, for his face, neck and arms were deeply

  tanned and his light brown hair had a bleached appearance. His eyes were blue and clear, and there was an air of openness about him that appealed to her. Someone you could rely on in a crisis, she

  thought.




  ‘Nice idea this, inviting all the participants for a get-together before the start of the courses,’ he commented. ‘I must say, it’s a most beautiful spot. Should be an

  inspiration, don’t you think?’




  ‘Hope so,’ said Iris.




  ‘Quite a mixture of ages and types, too,’ he continued showing no sign of being discouraged by her laconic responses. ‘I’ve just been chatting to those two over

  there.’ He indicated a young man and woman who had slipped off their shoes and were sitting on the edge of the pool, dabbling their toes in the water. ‘Proper pair of young hippies they

  are – living in an old motor caravan on a neighbouring farm.’




  ‘Good luck to ’em,’ Iris observed without looking. ‘Takes all sorts.’




  ‘I wonder why Monsieur Bonard invited us for lunch instead of supper?’ said Melissa in an effort to compensate for Iris’s lack of interest. ‘I understand some people

  aren’t arriving until this evening.’




  ‘Always keeps Sunday evenings free. Likes to plan his lectures for the week.’ Iris stood up and Jack leapt from his chair and stood aside to let her pass. ‘Want a word with

  him. See you later.’




  They watched her as she headed towards the house, arms swinging, her thin figure held stiffly erect.




  ‘I take it she knows the old boy?’ Jack said off-handedly.




  ‘He used to live in a village near Avignon where Iris has a cottage,’ Melissa explained. ‘He ran vacation courses from his home for several years, more as a hobby than a

  business. Setting up on this scale was a lifetime’s ambition, so Iris tells me.’




  ‘He’s got a big investment here.’ Jack’s glance took in the extensive, well-maintained grounds and the complex of carefully renovated buildings that had once been a farm.

  ‘Hope he makes a go of it. Ah, there he is!’




  Philippe Bonard emerged from the house, advanced to the terrace and clapped his hands.




  ‘Mesdames et Messieurs, may I say once again what a pleasure it is to meet you all. I trust that you will find your course of study here both instructive and rewarding. I also trust that

  the arrangements we have made for your logement prove satisfactory, but if you have any problems, my aide’ – he gestured at Alain Gebrec, who had materialised silently at his

  elbow – ‘will be pleased to assist you. I speak English’ – here a hint of condescension crept into his voice – ‘for the benefit of those who are here to study

  subjects other than French. However, it is a rule of the centre that French is spoken at all times whenever possible. And now, Alain, you have a little excursion to propose, no?’




  Gebrec cleared his throat and stepped forward.




  ‘I suggest we make a short walk to a belvedere which affords a particularly splendid view,’ he said.




  ‘How far?’ demanded the fat woman.




  ‘Perhaps ten or fifteen minutes. The way is a little steep, but we will walk slowly.’




  ‘Bit hot for hiking, isn’t it, Eric?’ she complained, turning to her husband.




  ‘You’re right, Daphne,’ he agreed and raised a hand to attract Gebrec’s attention. ‘Can’t it wait till it’s a bit cooler, Monsieur?’




  ‘It is that the light is particularly effective at this time of day,’ explained Gebrec. ‘Of course, no one is obliged to undertake the excursion, but I do most sincerely

  recommend that you do so. The prospect is quite spectacular.’




  ‘Come on, Daph, let’s make the effort,’ coaxed Eric. ‘Might see some wildlife. I’ll get my binoculars from the car.’




  After a short consultation, the rest of the party also made up their minds to make the effort. Gebrec led the way across the garden and through a gate in the metal perimeter fence which enclosed

  it.




  ‘This gate, it is locked at night for reasons of security, but students at the centre are free to pass through into the forest during the daytime,’ he informed them. ‘Please,

  however, do not attempt the path to the belvedere without a guide, in case of accident.’




  He set off at a gentle pace and everyone followed in a straggling line. After a few minutes of easy walking along a grassy track among the trees, he clambered through a gap in a stone wall and

  they found themselves scrambling up a steep, uneven pathway that appeared to have been only recently cut through the undergrowth.




  Conversation was sporadic, limited mainly to generalities. This was not entirely due to the heat; most people were still trying to absorb names and remember who was following which course of

  study. The exceptions were two middle-aged Englishwomen and a handsome young German, all of whom, it emerged, had already spent a week at the centre improving their French. These three walked a

  little apart from the others.




  Melissa, observing them with the eye of a novelist, noted how Rose Kettle kept a shade closer to Dieter Erdle than was absolutely necessary, responding with coy smiles and fluttering eyelashes

  every time he spoke to her; how she seemed to make a point of stumbling now and then, and how ready he was with a steadying hand beneath her arm. Dora Lavender strode beside them, wielding a

  golfing umbrella like a walking stick, giving monosyllabic responses when addressed, but otherwise keeping silent and unsmiling, her eyes watchful.




  ‘Do I detect an atmosphere?’ whispered Iris in Melissa’s ear.




  ‘A distinct whiff of disapproval, I’d say,’ Melissa whispered back.




  ‘Expect he’s after her money.’




  ‘What makes you think she’s got any?’




  ‘Got to be some attraction.’




  ‘Iris, you’re being catty!’




  The path climbed rapidly, densely shaded at first by mature chestnut trees. Alain Gebrec, delicately picking his way over the rough ground, turned occasionally to exchange a word with those

  nearest to him. Presently, they came to a wider track leading down the hill to their right.




  ‘Why didn’t we come that way?’ demanded Daphne. ‘It looks much easier.’




  ‘It is also much longer,’ Gebrec explained. ‘It joins the road nearly a kilometre from the house. We can take a short rest, if you wish.’




  ‘Oh, might as well get it over with,’ she grumbled, but Eric had adjusted his binoculars to track a squirrel scurrying along a branch, and the rest of the party craned their necks

  and pointed as the little creature appeared and disappeared among the foliage.




  Melissa glanced back the way they had come. The main part of the house was hidden, but the central portion, a circular tower with a roof shaped like the lid of a honey-pot, was visible above the

  treetops.




  ‘There must be a superb view from those top windows,’ she said enviously to Iris, who was standing next to her. ‘If I lived here, I’d never get any work done for gawping

  out of them.’




  ‘Yes, it’s pretty spectacular,’ Iris agreed. ‘Windows all round.’




  ‘You’ve been up there?’




  Iris coloured. ‘Philippe showed me round when he was negotiating to buy the place. Wanted my opinion,’ she added defensively, as if to forestall possible disapproval.




  ‘Shall we continue?’ Alain Gebrec was becoming restless. ‘The light, it changes all the time.’ Obediently, the party moved off again. A short way further on they came to

  a clearing where a man was unloading wooden rails from a trailer hitched to a small tractor.




  ‘Isn’t that the chap who let us in?’ said Melissa.




  Iris glanced across. ‘Looks like it.’




  ‘Hé, Fernand!’ called Gebrec as they passed. The man raised his head, nodded, and returned to his task. ‘Fernard is a most valuable employee,’ Gebrec

  continued, speaking French in accordance with the recently stated rules and raising his voice a little. ‘He can turn his hand to anything. Isn’t that right, Fernand?’




  The man stood gazing at the party for a moment with an expression as wooden as the rail he had just lifted from the trailer. Then, without a word, he added it to a growing heap on the ground

  before reaching for another. Either he had not heard the praise, or cared nothing for it.




  ‘Not exactly a chatterbox, is he?’ someone observed.




  ‘Looks a bit of an oddball to me,’ said someone else.




  ‘He’s Juliette’s brother,’ said Dora Lavender. ‘I understand they belong to one of the oldest families in Roziac.’ It was the first spontaneous remark she had

  made since they set off.




  ‘Does he always work on Sundays?’ Eric wondered.




  ‘I have the impression that days of the week mean little to him,’ Dora replied. Her implication was obvious. There were murmurs and curious glances. One of the party asked if Fernand

  had been in the Resistance.




  Gebrec shook his head. ‘I have no idea. It is possible.’




  Rose Kettle gave an excited squeak. ‘Perhaps he thinks we’re the Gestapo!’ she giggled, earning a look of scorn from her friend, but a chuckle and a squeeze on the arm from

  Erdle.




  ‘Or spies?’ he suggested, with a sly glance in Gebrec’s direction.




  The Frenchman reddened, nervously flicking the lock of hair from his forehead. He had removed his sunglasses and his pale blue eyes blinked in the strong light.




  ‘Oh, Fernand is a good fellow really,’ he said hurriedly. ‘A little suspicious of strangers perhaps – like quite a few of the people round here.’




  ‘Never take him for a Frenchman, would you?’ Iris commented to Melissa.




  ‘You mean Gebrec? No, he’s not exactly typical.’




  ‘Didn’t seem to appreciate the joke.’




  ‘I’m not surprised. That young man should have known better – life wasn’t funny for these people during the Occupation.’ A thought struck Melissa. ‘You go on

  – I’ll catch up.’




  She returned to the clearing, where Fernand was stooping over his pile of rails. He straightened up as she approached, his black eyes watchful. He was a wiry man of fifty or so with strong

  weather-beaten features and sinewy arms as brown as the chestnuts for which the region was famous.




  ‘That must be hard work in this heat,’ she said with a smile.




  His expression did not relax. ‘Hard enough.’




  ‘They tell me you have always lived in Roziac.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘I’m a writer – I’m interested in the history of these parts. I’ve read a lot about the Camisards and their struggles and I thought perhaps . . .’




  The word ‘Camisards’ had an extraordinary effect on Fernand. He grabbed Melissa by the arm, a fanatical gleam in his eyes.




  ‘I am with Roland!’ he said in a hoarse whisper. ‘Villars is not to be trusted. Tell the others!’ He released her arm and made agitated gestures to where the last of the

  party were vanishing among the trees. ‘Tell them! Warn them to go to the secret refuge!’




  ‘The secret refuge?’ Melissa was nonplussed. ‘Where is that?’




  Fernand’s manner became suddenly hostile. ‘Who are you? One of Villars’ spies?’




  ‘No, of course not,’ she said uneasily, taking a step backwards. ‘I . . . I’m with Roland too . . . but I come from Florac.’




  ‘Ah! You bring news?’




  ‘Only . . . that the fight goes on,’ said Melissa, desperately improvising.




  The man nodded eagerly. ‘To the death!’ His eyes switched to the path the group had taken. ‘Hurry! Warn them!’




  ‘Yes . . . yes, immediately.’ Melissa beat a hasty retreat. As she rejoined the track, she glanced over her shoulder. Fernand was calmly sorting rails as if he had forgotten her

  existence.




  When she caught up with the others, they had come to a halt just short of the point where the path emerged into the open and were standing in a little knot around Gebrec.




  ‘What was all that about?’ Iris wanted to know.




  ‘Just some preliminary research. Don’t worry, I’ll tell you later,’ she added, as Iris gave a dubious frown.




  ‘Mesdames et Messieurs, please listen carefully,’ Gebrec was saying. ‘We are approaching the belvedere. The cliff here is some two hundred metres high with a sheer drop into

  the river. There is a guard rail, but in places it is broken. Please, under no circumstances go too close to the edge as it may be unstable. Does everyone understand?’




  One or two people exchanged doubtful glances and shook their heads.




  ‘Could you say that in English, please?’ said Daphne, looking up from the guide-book she was studying.




  ‘It is against the rules, but in the interests of safety . . .’ Gebrec repeated the warning in impeccable English.




  ‘And in German, if you please!’ The request, accompanied by a bland smile, came from Dieter Erdle. ‘In the interests of safety, of course!’




  There was no answering smile from Gebrec. ‘I am sorry, I do not speak German,’ he said stiffly, in French.




  ‘You surprise me. It was my impression that you were . . . multilingual.’




  For the second time Gebrec’s colour rose. ‘I know only French and English,’ he declared.




  ‘My mistake.’ Erdle gave a little bow. ‘Entschuldigen Sie bitte . . . excuse me, please.’




  ‘Did you not understand my warning about the guard rail?’




  ‘Aber natürlich. I merely thought there might be other German speakers present.’ With eyebrows raised, he glanced round the group but no one responded. ‘In that

  case . . .’ He turned back to Gebrec. ‘Shall we continue with our promenade?’




  ‘That looked like deliberate aggro,’ whispered Melissa. ‘I wonder what the game is.’




  ‘After the same woman?’ suggested Iris.




  Melissa shook her head. ‘More to it than that.’




  The party moved on. Through the thinning trees they caught glimpses of massive peaks soaring above their heads, stacked one behind the other like shapes on a collage, the lower slopes wooded,

  the bare, rocky crests baking in the sun. There was no movement in the air; as they emerged into the open, they were met by a searing blast of heat. Sunglasses were adjusted against the glare, hats

  tipped over eyes. Daphne reeled back into the shade and began fanning herself with her guide-book.




  ‘I’ve had enough of this – you can keep your vue panoramique!’ she gasped.




  Her husband tenderly mopped her brow with his handkerchief.




  ‘Just rest for a tick and you’ll be all right, lovey,’ he assured her. ‘Can’t miss it after coming all this way, can we?’




  Dora Lavender unfurled her umbrella and beckoned to Rose Kettle. ‘Come under here,’ she commanded. ‘You know you can’t stand the direct sun.’ Her voice was resonant

  and authoritarian, in total contrast to her friend’s high-pitched, excited chatter.




  Rose, still keeping close to Dieter Erdle, shook her head. ‘I’ll be all right. I’ve got my shady hat . . . and my new sunglasses.’ She adjusted both items as she spoke,

  beaming archly up at Erdle. ‘Balenciaga!’ she informed him. ‘The glasses, I mean. Dreadfully expensive, of course, but I couldn’t resist them. Do you think they suit

  me?’




  ‘Most becoming,’ he assured her. ‘Now, let us admire this so-magnificent view that fellow keeps talking about.’




  ‘There’s no need to look so cross, Dora,’ she said pettishly, over her shoulder.




  ‘You’ll have a migraine this evening.’




  ‘No I won’t.’ She trotted after Erdle. Dora shrugged and turned away, biting her lip.




  ‘What did I tell you?’ Iris hissed in Melissa’s ear. ‘I’ll bet she’s loaded.’




  ‘Never mind them. Just look at that!’




  Gebrec had not exaggerated. Far below them, the little river Mauzère boiled and foamed over huge boulders between sheer, apparently unscaleable cliffs. The sun poured into the canyon like

  a giant searchlight, turning the spray to rainbows and the naked rock to glistening gold against the hard blue of the sky.




  Uttering exclamations of admiration and delight, the members of the party split into twos and threes and wandered about, commenting and pointing, occasionally turning to their guide with a

  question. Cameras were focused, clicked and focused again. Daphne was coaxed into the open, still poring over her guide-book.




  ‘Come on, can’t miss this!’ urged her husband.




  ‘What’s this place called, Eric? I can’t find it in here.’




  Gebrec, standing a few feet away, turned to explain. ‘The fact is, Madame Lovell, that compared with, say, the Gorges du Tarn, this is really not so well known. Still, I am sure you will

  agree that it is quite impressive.’




  ‘Oh rather, jolly impressive!’ agreed Eric with enthusiasm, adjusting his binoculars. ‘Look there, Daph! A red kite! What a bit of luck!’




  A few heads turned to watch the majestic flight of the bird, lazily circling in the still air.




  Melissa and Iris wandered over to what remained of the guard rail, a short distance from the edge of the cliff. From where they stood, they had a clear view in both directions.




  ‘There must have been some mighty powerful volcanic activity to chuck this lot up in the air,’ commented Melissa. ‘Look at the strata lines in that rock, they’re almost

  zig-zag!’




  Iris nodded. ‘Awesome, isn’t it? Wonderful patterns, though.’ She craned forward to look down at the tossing, tumbling waters. ‘Hullo, there’s someone down there.

  Must have abseiled.’




  ‘Where?’




  Iris pointed. ‘Lying on that ledge with his arm in the water. Trying to catch a fish by the looks of him. Or having a drink.’




  ‘He’s not moving,’ said Melissa, suddenly anxious.




  ‘Damn! Lost him!’ Eric stood behind them, gesticulating with his binoculars. ‘Got a good long look, though! Splendid specimen!’




  ‘I wonder if you’d mind lending me those for a moment?’ said Melissa.




  ‘Certainly!’ He unhooked the strap and handed them over. ‘Seen something interesting?’




  Trying to conceal her anxiety for fear of causing unnecessary alarm, she fumbled with the focus. ‘There’s something at the foot of the cliff.’




  Eric leaned on the rail and peered into the canyon. ‘Good Lord, it’s a man! Looks as if he’s fallen over.’ He turned and beckoned to Gebrec. ‘Monsieur, come here a

  minute! No Daphne, you stay away! Someone’s been badly hurt.’




  ‘Oh, mon Dieu!’ Gebrec recoiled in horror, clawing at his mouth with shaking fingers. ‘What shall we do?’




  ‘Is there a way down?’ asked Eric. ‘Someone ought to try and get help to him.’




  Melissa had at last succeeded in focusing the binoculars. What she saw made her stomach turn over.




  ‘I’m afraid he’s beyond help,’ she said.










  Chapter Two




  Like the interlude between lightning and thunderclap, there were several moments of silence as the party absorbed the news. Eyes widened, hands flew to mouths; everyone’s

  gaze, at first riveted on Melissa, travelled beyond her to the sagging rail, over the edge of the cliff and into the void. There were horrified gasps, exclamations of ‘How dreadful!’,

  ‘My God!’ and ‘Are you sure?’ before the spell of immobility broke and everyone rushed to see for themselves.




  ‘Mesdames, Messieurs, have a care, I beg you!’ Alain Gebrec, his face grey, flew after them like a distraught sheepdog. ‘Keep away from the edge or there will be a

  disaster!’




  Rose Kettle, peering downwards, appeared to recognise the victim. ‘It’s Wolfgang – Wolfgang Klein!’ she screamed and broke into wild sobs. Dora Lavender took her by the

  hand and tried to lead her away, but she broke free and threw herself at Dieter Erdle, who obligingly took her into his arms and began patting her shoulder, murmuring soothing words in German.




  ‘Rose, stop that ridiculous noise at once. You’re making a complete fool of yourself!’ Dora snapped. ‘You shouldn’t encourage her,’ she told Erdle, making

  another futile attempt to draw her friend away.




  ‘She has had a great shock.’ Erdle, still embracing Rose’s quivering form, returned Dora’s glare with a frown of reproof. Melissa, who had hastily stepped clear of the

  scramble to view the body, thought she detected a gleam of malice and the hint of a smile as he added, ‘She is a very sensitive lady.’




  ‘We’re all shocked, but we’re not screeching like hysterical schoolgirls.’ Scowling with fury and frustration, Dora rounded on Gebrec, who was wringing his hands and

  whimpering. ‘Don’t stand there with your mouth open! We must return to the house at once and report the accident,’ she scolded him in French.




  ‘Yes, yes, of course.’ He seemed grateful that someone else was taking charge.




  ‘There’s discipline for you,’ Melissa murmured. ‘Sticking to the school rules even in a crisis!’




  ‘Tough lady, that,’ Iris whispered back.




  Hardly speaking a word, the party hurried back the way they had come, slipping and stumbling over the uneven ground. Halfway between the top and the clearing where Fernand had left his tractor,

  they met him hauling a bundle of rails across the track by a rope. He stood aside to let them go by, his face inscrutable. Gebrec stopped and blurted out the news, but the man’s expression

  hardly changed. Glancing over her shoulder, Melissa saw him dump the bundle in some undergrowth before following at a short distance when everyone else had passed.




  The ancient mas which was now the home of the Centre Cévenol d’Etudes was called Les Châtaigniers after the stately chestnut trees among which it was

  set. It was built on two floors, with thick walls, small windows and a low-pitched roof covered in tiles shaped like flattened scallop shells. In the centre of the original façade,

  effectively dividing the house into two separate wings, rose the tower which Melissa had observed from the forest path; below it, an archway led to a gravelled courtyard dotted with huge pottery

  urns overflowing with geraniums. On the far side, an opening in a stone wall led into the garden through a pergola hung with clematis and trumpet vines.




  No expense had been spared in the conversion. In addition to the three lecture rooms and a well-stocked library, an extension at the rear housed a salon, a games room with sliding glass doors on

  to the terrace and a conservatory which doubled as a second salon when rain or cold drove the students indoors.




  Bonard must have been watching from his private quarters in the tower as the party returned and guessed from their demeanour that something was wrong. When they straggled into the courtyard, he

  came hurrying out to meet them. Alain Gebrec rushed at him and buried his face on the older man’s shoulder. Bonard patted his head as if comforting a hurt child, murmuring, ‘Quietly!

  Quietly! Tell Philippe what has happened.’




  Gebrec began babbling incoherently.




  ‘There’s been an accident,’ Dora interposed, eyeing the pair with an expression of mingled contempt and disgust. ‘Someone – we think it may be young Wolfgang Klein

  – has fallen on to the rocks below the belvedere. We’re afraid he may be dead.’




  Bonard gasped in horror. ‘But this is terrible! We must call the garde champêtre . . . the sapeurs pompiers . . . an ambulance . . . come, Alain!’ Leading his

  shaken assistant by the arm, he hurried indoors, leaving the others standing about in small groups, uncertain what to do.




  ‘Revolting display!’ snorted Dora. She strode across to a line of cars parked under an awning of bamboo canes. Opening the boot of a dark red Sierra, she flung in the golfing

  umbrella, slammed the lid and glanced at her watch. ‘It’s nearly tea-time!’ she announced to the world at large. ‘We could all use a cup. Let’s go into the

  garden.’ She led the way and the others trailed after her.




  ‘Rose, you’d better go and lie down in the salon,’ continued Dora. I’ll bring your tea in to you.’




  ‘I’m all right, really. Dieter is looking after me,’ simpered Rose. She gazed up at Erdle with a besotted smile on her round face as he installed her on a chaise-longue,

  adjusted a sunshade over her head and arranged cushions at her back.




  Dora flushed and turned away. ‘I’ll go and have a word with Juliette about the tea,’ she muttered and disappeared into the house.




  Iris and Melissa exchanged glances.




  ‘Going to be an explosion before long,’ whispered Iris.




  ‘What a dreadful thing to happen!’ Eric Lovell, mopping his face with a handkerchief, sank beside his perspiring wife on to a canopied swinging couch. The others settled down to

  discuss the situation, first in subdued whispers, then more animatedly, some even making vaguely flippant comments, at which one or two laughed nervously and then looked uneasy, as if they had been

  caught telling risqué jokes in church.




  ‘That lady and her friend seemed to recognise the . . . whoever it was,’ said a frizzy-haired girl called Sue.




  Everyone glanced in Rose’s direction.




  ‘I don’t see how they could have . . . not at that distance,’ said her friend Janey, frowning. She looked round from one to the other. ‘Anyway, you couldn’t see his

  face, could you?’




  ‘Perhaps it was by his clothes,’ suggested the bearded young man in torn T-shirt and cut-down jeans whom Jack had described as a hippie. Melissa had learned on the walk that he was

  called Mervyn and his girlfriend Chrissie.




  ‘They said it was a Wolfgang Klein,’ said Eric. ‘There’s no one of that name in our group, is there?’




  ‘Must have been in last week’s lot,’ suggested Jack, standing up. ‘I’ll go and ask Mrs Kettle.’




  ‘He seems a nice man. Is he on his own?’ enquired Daphne.




  ‘Think so. Here to do art,’ said Iris.




  ‘Ah, yes! You’re our tutor, aren’t you?’ Chrissie fixed light brown eyes on Iris. She was a wan-faced, earnest-looking girl clad in a shapeless, black-washed-to-grey

  cotton dress a size too large for her. ‘I’m so looking forward to having your guidance!’ She spoke in a low-pitched vibrato that Melissa suspected had been carefully cultivated.

  ‘There’s so much here to inspire one, don’t you think?’




  ‘Hm, yes, suppose so.’ Iris fidgeted her feet in her canvas shoes and looked away.




  ‘Thought so,’ said Jack, returning from his fact-finding errand. ‘They’re both pretty certain it’s a young chap from Munich who was here last week to study French.

  They recognised him by his gingery hair and the brightly patterned shirt he was wearing. It seems his hobby was pot-holing and he was staying on for a few days to poke around in

  grottoes.’




  ‘We keep using the past tense, but are we quite sure he’s dead?’ said Mervyn. ‘They should be getting medical help.’




  ‘He might not have fallen from the top. He could be just stunned,’ suggested Sue.




  For a moment, the atmosphere lightened. Perhaps there was hope after all.




  ‘I’m afraid not,’ said Melissa. ‘I looked at him through the binoculars, and . . .’ She put a hand to her mouth, suddenly and uncomfortably aware of what she had

  eaten for lunch. ‘The back of his head was bashed in, as if he’d hit it on a projecting piece of rock or something when he fell.’




  ‘That’s right,’ said Eric. ‘I saw it too. It was gruesome.’




  As if the shock of what he had seen had only just reached him, he covered his face with his hands. Daphne put a plump arm round him and he leaned against her while everyone murmured in

  sympathy.




  ‘Here we are!’ Dora emerged from the house carrying a large tea-pot. ‘Will one of you gentlemen kindly fetch the tray?’ It was a command, not a request; several

  volunteers leapt to their feet. ‘I had to do it myself, that’s why it took so long,’ she explained. ‘Juliette is in a terrible state and poor Fernand is getting a fine old

  telling-off.’




  ‘What about?’ asked Eric.




  ‘I’m afraid I couldn’t understand very well.’ Dora made the admission with evident reluctance. ‘They both seemed very agitated and they were speaking so fast, and

  using a lot of patois,’ she explained defensively. ‘But I did catch some references to the Camisards.’




  ‘What are they?’




  ‘I’m not sure. Weren’t they crusaders or something?’ Dora looked round for enlightenment.




  ‘My friend knows,’ said Iris. ‘She’s researching a novel about them.’




  All eyes turned on Melissa. Chrissie’s face lit up with admiration.




  ‘Of course, you’re a writer!’ she breathed. ‘I think that’s thrilling! I do feel’ – at this point she invited everyone with a sweep of her glowing eyes

  to share her sentiments – ‘that writers have a great deal in common with artists. Don’t you agree, Iris? I mean, like us, they go straight to the core of the meaning of

  life!’




  ‘Melissa goes to the core of the meaning of death!’ said Iris drily. ‘She writes crime novels.’




  ‘Oh!’ The monosyllable was heavily charged with disappointment and disdain.




  ‘Tell us about the Camisards,’ said Jack.




  ‘They were victims of religious persecution during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries,’ Melissa explained. ‘This has always been a strongly Protestant region

  and for years there was a kind of guerilla warfare between them and the Catholics, who were of course backed up by the King’s troops. It got pretty nasty at times.’




  ‘But what would that have to do with Klein’s death?’ asked Daphne.




  ‘Probably nothing, but Fernand seems to have a bit of a fixation about them.’ Melissa related her encounter on the way to the belvedere. ‘This area is riddled with grottoes

  that made splendid hideouts – incidentally, they were used by the Maquis as well, during the Occupation. There are some famous ones at Trabuc, but there could be any number of others, less

  well known or even undiscovered.’




  ‘And that’s what Klein was interested in. Maybe he’d been asking Fernand about them . . .’




  ‘. . . and he’d told him where to look . . .’




  ‘. . . and now he’s getting it in the neck from Juliette . . .’




  ‘. . . blaming him for sending Klein to his death . . .’




  ‘. . . must be overcome by remorse . . .’




  ‘. . . absolutely ghastly . . .’




  Speculative remarks bounced around like ping-pong balls amid the rattle of cups and saucers as Dora poured the tea.




  ‘Rose would like hers weak with no sugar.’ Dieter Erdle approached with an ingratiating smile, which was not returned.




  ‘I’m well aware of how Rose likes her tea, thank you!’ Ignoring the outstretched hand, Dora swept past him with a full cup and marched towards the chaise-longue where Rose was

  still reclining, watching the others with a vague smile and apparently quite recovered.




  Everyone except Erdle looked uncomfortable at this open declaration of hostilities, but he merely shrugged, threw a mocking grimace at Dora’s back and strolled away in the opposite

  direction.




  ‘I do not drink tea. I shall take a swim,’ he announced and vanished into the changing room.




  At this point Philippe Bonard reappeared and everyone waited expectantly as he approached. His face was pale and his manner agitated.




  ‘What news?’ asked Jack.




  Bonard spread his hands in a helpless gesture. ‘It is terrible, terrible! The matter is in the hands of the Sécurité Civile, who are making arrangements to reach the

  unfortunate victim. We cannot be certain, but we fear it is poor young Wolfgang Klein.’




  ‘He was here on a French course last week, wasn’t he?’




  ‘Yes, that is so. He has been coming to me for tuition for several years – he was delighted when I moved here and he could combine his studies with his passion for speleology. What a

  tragedy!’




  Bonard seemed about to break down, but controlled himself. Iris went to his side and put a hand on his arm.




  ‘However will they get to him – Klein, I mean?’ asked Janey. ‘That ledge is an awfully long way down and the river’s too shallow for a boat.’




  The question was immediately answered by the clattering roar of a helicopter. Flying low, it passed overhead and disappeared behind the house.




  Janey gave a squeal of excitement. ‘How thrilling! Let’s go and watch!’




  Iris gave her a sharp look. ‘Not a sideshow. Someone’s been killed,’ she reproved.




  ‘Quite so,’ said Bonard.




  Janey looked abashed, but it was evident from the restless movements and craning necks that several others shared her curiosity.




  ‘The path to the belvedere has been closed,’ said Bonard. ‘It is to be kept clear for use by the rescue teams.’




  ‘Perhaps from up there?’ suggested Mervyn, glancing up at the central tower.




  ‘Please!’ begged Janey. One or two people moved forward expectantly.




  Bonard, apparently torn between a sense of propriety and a wish to please his paying clients, hesitated and then gave a resigned shrug. ‘Oh, very well. This way.’




  ‘Not you too!’ said Iris severely as Melissa made a move to follow.




  ‘I think I should . . . I might want to use a helicopter rescue some time.’




  ‘Suit yourself. I’ll wait here.’ Her features set in stony disapproval, Iris flopped on to a chair.




  There was a loud splash as Erdle took to the water. Glancing over her shoulder, Melissa saw Rose being led by her friend towards their car. ‘I think that round went to Dora,’ she

  murmured to herself as she followed the others into the house.










  Chapter Three




  Even to accommodate Philippe Bonard, to whose interests, it appeared to Melissa, she was excessively devoted, Iris would not have accepted his invitation to tutor a

  week’s art course if she had not been assured of a vegetarian diet and a room with enough floor space to practise her yoga. Fortunately, the Auberge de la Fontaine in the village of Roziac, a

  short distance from Les Châtaigniers, was able to meet all her requirements.




  Iris and Melissa were not the only members of the party to be staying there. When they walked into the little salon with their evening apéritif, they found Dora Lavender sitting alone in

  a corner, reading Madame Figaro and sipping a glass of muscat.




  ‘Hullo, Mrs Lavender,’ said Melissa. ‘May we join you?’




  ‘Of course. Do sit down, And please, call me Dora.’ She put the magazine aside with a smile of welcome. She had changed from the plain skirt and blouse she had worn earlier into a

  draped print dress that softened the rigid lines of her figure. Her features, too, had relaxed; caught unawares, she had a forlorn, almost wistful expression. ‘Do you know if they’ve

  recovered that poor young man’s body yet?’ she enquired.




  ‘I believe so,’ said Melissa, ‘but we couldn’t really see what was going on because of the trees.’




  ‘Hard luck!’ jeered Iris.




  ‘I suppose you were taking a professional interest,’ continued Dora. ‘Do you think there’ll be a police investigation?’ Her expression became more animated, as if

  talk of the tragedy provided a welcome diversion from her own thoughts.




  ‘I imagine so. They’ll want to know how he came to fall. The path is completely cordoned off and there are people in uniform all over the place.’ Melissa had been hoping for an

  opportunity to observe the proceedings on the ground, but had been sternly repelled by a portly gendarme.




  ‘Your friend got over her wobbly?’ asked Iris. The twitch of her mouth and the gleam in her eye made it plain that she regarded the whole episode of Rose Kettle’s hysterics as

  something not to be taken too seriously, but Dora’s expression darkened.
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