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  One




  ‘TWIRL.’




  Jane Boyle spun obligingly, her skirt flaring in a satisfying burst of green silk. She craned her neck for a glimpse of the back in the boutique’s narrow mirror, but it was hard to tell what she’d look like when she wasn’t twisting around like a lime-coloured flamingo. This, she reminded herself, was why friends were so essential to the shopping process – especially when shopping to impress a man who was an unrepentant fan of the back view. Jane had spent every lunch hour that week hunting for the perfect dress, but by Thursday it had become clear that she needed an expert’s help.




  Fortunately, Atelier Antoine, the boutique architectural design firm where Jane had worked for the past two years, was also home to Elodie Dessaix, a fiercely talented shopper. Elodie was nearly as invested in Jane’s budding romance as she was in finding the perfect Swarovski-studded slingbacks. Jane cocked an eyebrow at her friend, whose long, brown legs were swinging cheerfully from her perch on a stool in the changing room of the très chic and très cher Soie et Vin boutique.




  After a thoughtful pause, Elodie shook her head. ‘It’s just so green,’ she explained unhelpfully in her charming British-French lilt before shoving a dusty-lavender sheath dress into Jane’s hands.




  ‘I’ll freeze,’ Jane muttered grouchily. She started to hand the dress back, but the steely look in Elodie’s espresso eyes changed her mind. ‘Are we down to the dregs?’




  Elodie nodded crisply, her curly black bob swinging above her shoulders. Jane headed back into the gold-and-marble dressing room, complete with an ornate gilt-framed mirror. It had been Elodie’s idea to target the pricey boutiques just steps off the fabled Champs-Elysées. ‘Quality shows,’ she had argued passionately and convincingly. Jane had allowed herself to be persuaded because, in her trim camel-hair coat and suede Lacroix heels, Elodie looked like a million bucks.




  The drawback of the plan was soon apparent, though: Jane could only afford to shop the clearance rack, and even that was a stretch at some of the places Elodie had dragged her into. And the drawback of that was it was the middle of December and Jane was contemplating putting on a gauzy halter dress that had all the substance of tissue paper.




  At least I’ll look like I belong with Malcolm, she told herself grimly as she pulled over her head what felt like the hundredth dress. The thought of Malcolm brought a rush of heat to her cheeks and, well, other parts of her, too.




  Malcolm Doran had swept her off her feet – literally – a month before, when they’d met over a chipped fifth-century vase at an antiquities auction. She had been there bidding on pieces with Madame Godinaux, her first solo client; Malcolm was expanding his enormous art collection. He was tall, with broad shoulders, dark-blond hair, and perfectly kissable lips. The attraction had been immediate and overwhelming, and she’d lingered outside after the auction to light a cigarette in the bitter winter chill, hoping for another glimpse of him. Two puffs in, she had begun to try to talk her naïve and giddy self down. Malcolm’s accent and business card agreed: he was American. Whether he was in France for business or pleasure, he wouldn’t be there long. Casual flirting was as close as she could afford to get.




  She’d dropped the barely charred cigarette on the cobblestone sidewalk and crushed it under the heel of her black Carel boot, trying to stamp out any attraction to Malcolm along with it. Instead, the stiletto had promptly snapped off. Just as she lost her balance, wobbling and stumbling ungracefully, Malcolm had appeared – golden, muscular, delicious-smelling – to steady her. His dark eyes had glittered in the lamplight, although he was evidently too gentlemanly to laugh out loud at her awkwardness. ‘My car is right here,’ he’d said in a wonderful, liquid-gold rumble of a voice, gesturing toward the street, ‘and I’m going to have to insist on giving you a ride home, if only for the safety of other pedestrians.’




  Before she’d realized what was happening, he’d scooped her up in his arms and strode easily toward a waiting limousine. Then she was ensconced in the warm, leather-covered back of the car, and Malcolm was handing her a flute of champagne.




  Elodie’s head popped through the curtain of the dressing room, curls bouncing like springs. ‘You look gorgeous,’ she cooed, interrupting Jane’s reverie and bringing her crashing back to the reality of the boutique: flimsy clothes, ludicrous price tags, and a saleswoman who clearly knew she wasn’t dealing with her usual clientele, as she’d been chatting on the phone incessantly since the two of them had walked in. ‘Your sexy American will never know what hit him.’




  ‘I wish,’ Jane admitted honestly. ‘At least then we’d be even.’ She’d done her share of dating, naturally; you couldn’t be a curvy twenty-four-year-old blonde in Paris without getting asked out one or two million times a day. But she’d never understood what people meant by ‘chemistry’ until she met Malcolm. Even the air around him felt heady and intoxicating, and she simply couldn’t get enough. Her resolve to keep a safe distance had lasted all of two minutes once they were alone together in his limo, as had, in fact, her resolve to keep any distance between them whatsoever.




  Then she had been on the sidewalk, and the car was a pair of red lights vanishing around the corner, and the streetlight above her head had blown out with a rather spectacular shower of sparks that seemed to capture her frustration quite perfectly.




  Luckily for the city’s electrical grid, we spent every night after that together, Jane thought ruefully. She and electronics had always had an uneasy relationship: lights flickering, computers crashing, photocopiers spitting out reams of chewed-up paper, Mètro trains breaking down when she was in a hurry. Fortunately, her relationship with Malcolm was nothing short of blissful. They’d spent three weeks eating (when necessary), sleeping (barely), and making love more or less constantly, until Malcolm had regretfully announced an unavoidable business meeting in Italy. But tonight he would be back, and had suggested they try to maintain their composure long enough to have an actual date. And, apparently, it was going to be a rather dressy occasion.




  Jane stepped out of the dressing room to examine herself in the full-length mirror on the main floor. She scowled in frustration at the embroidery along the hem. ‘I’m so last season it hurts.’




  At the counter, the saleswoman, a thin and rather pinched-looking blonde woman in her mid-thirties, laughed as if on cue. She lowered her voice to a hush, no doubt whispering about her fiscally challenged customers. Jane blushed, and then mentally kicked herself for blushing.




  ‘Men don’t notice things like that,’ Elodie told her soothingly, but Jane remained stubbornly un-soothed. Maybe the guys Elodie knew didn’t, but Malcolm wasn’t any ordinary man.




  Although he was quite casual about it, Malcolm was loaded. The only child of a wealthy family in Manhattan, he was an art dealer out of passion, not necessity. His car, coat, voice, suits – everything about him – oozed the kind of wealth and breeding that an orphan from French farm country could barely imagine. Jane knew that she couldn’t possibly manage to dress to his level, but at the very least she could avoid embarrassing herself. She picked at the hem. Maybe.




  ‘The black one wasn’t bad,’ Elodie reminded her, holding up an admittedly boring, but affordable strapless gown with a tired silk flower bobbing at the waist.




  ‘Mesdemoiselles?’ the saleswoman said, finally hanging up the phone with a clatter. ‘Excuse me,’ she went on in heavily accented English, surprising Jane. The woman had barely seemed to be aware that she had customers at all, but apparently she had been listening in between gossipy phone calls. Jane had always spoken English at home with her American-born grandmother, and Elodie was the daughter of a British diplomat. They enjoyed getting to speak their first language too much to care about being mistaken – frequently – for tourists in Paris. The saleswoman nodded her blonde head to the back of the store. ‘I believe that there is something perfect for you in our new collection. It is not supposed to be for sale yet, but . . .’ Her long-fingered hands curled expressively in the air.




  Jane’s heart sank: perfect would be nice, but she couldn’t even begin to guess what perfect would cost. ‘Thank you,’ she began slowly, feeling heat rise to her cheeks, ‘but I was really just looking . . .’ She trailed off, unable to find just the right excuse. From her perch, Elodie held up the black dress brightly.




  ‘But a Monsieur Doran called,’ the saleswoman told them briskly, and Jane’s head snapped up. Malcolm. ‘You are Mademoiselle Boyle, yes? He has instructed me to charge anything you like to his account. Anything. And this, I think you will like.’ She smiled, which seemed to strain the tight muscles of her face almost to the breaking point, then clicked her way to the back room.




  ‘And he’s generous, too,’ Elodie sighed, wrapping a Beaujolais-coloured scarf around her neck and pursing her lips at the mirror. ‘Here I’ve been wasting my prime dating years on French boys when there were men like that just a tiny little ocean away!’




  Before Jane could respond, the saleswoman returned, holding out a gorgeous dress in sapphire chiffon. Jane gasped. The elegantly pleated bodice plunged to a deep V, and the folds of the long skirt cascaded down to Jane’s toes. It was truly extraordinary.




  The cash register’s drawer slammed open of its own accord with a ringing crash, and all three of them jumped. ‘Cette fichue chose; c’est la quatrième fois . . .’ The saleswoman stormed away, muttering darkly at the misbehaving register, leaving Jane with an armful of whisper-soft chiffon that cost approximately as much as her monthly rent.




  ‘Try it,’ Elodie whispered excitedly, and Jane practically skipped behind the curtain to do exactly that.




  Two




  BY THAT EVENING, Jane’s confidence had completely evaporated. She looked doubtfully at the address in her hands for what had to be the thousandth time before stepping out of the taxi in front of 25 Avenue Montaigne, which just so happened to be the iconic Plaza Athénée. Thank God I’m dressed right. She took a deep lungful of the humid winter air, and smiled at the uniformed doorman who ushered her deferentially into the impossibly magnificent five-star hotel. The lobby was a sumptuous mixture of marble, velvet and crystal that set her teeth on edge, and Jane felt a pang of longing for the clean lines and simple track lighting of her studio apartment.




  She fought the urge to panic and instead focused on her image in the mirror across the lobby. Her pale blonde hair was swept loosely into a low knot, and she’d opted for minimal makeup. Her grey eyes looked wide and innocent; the blue of the dress set them off nicely – and showed a tantalizing stretch of creamy décolletage. She looked sexy, but tasteful . . . almost as though she belonged here.




  Of course, she also looked a bit vain, since standing there, over her reflection’s shoulder, was Malcolm. Watching her watch herself. Perfect.




  She turned and pressed her lips to his, wiping the amused smile off his face. She inhaled deeply; she had forgotten how delicious he smelled. His spiced-champagne scent made her feel half-drunk already.




  ‘You look good enough to eat,’ he whispered in her ear when they broke apart, and she had to fight off a sudden impulse to point out that he could easily skip dinner and do just that.




  A real date. Like civilized people. In chairs.




  As if he had read her thoughts – the second, less scandalous set of them, anyway – he took her arm and led her into the restaurant. He held a white-silk-cushioned chair for her, and she sat carefully, scooping and arranging the full skirt of her dress in a futile attempt to keep it from creasing or pulling.




  ‘God, I missed you,’ Malcolm’s deep voice rumbled, and she forgot all about the chiffon. The candle at their table flickered, making his deep, dark eyes glow orange. ‘Those were the six longest days of my life.’




  ‘I missed you, too,’ she told him softly, and she meant it. She couldn’t quite explain it, but whenever she was around Malcolm, every part of her body hummed, desperate to be touching him. But at the same time, her mind felt peaceful, calm, as if it were perfectly happy to step out of the way and let her body take over. She was glad that their table was tucked in a private corner of the room, at least ten feet from the nearest other couple; an entire meal in public suddenly seemed like an awfully long time to avoid doing or saying something embarrassingly intimate.




  ‘The auction house delivered my vase today,’ Malcolm told her conversationally, unfolding his crème-coloured napkin and placing it on his lap. She smiled automatically – of course he would make this easier with small talk. She felt her mind adjust itself to match the lightness of his tone.




  ‘They did?’ Jane said teasingly. His carbon-dated tastes had been their very first topic of conversation. ‘Let me guess: you’ll put it in some corner where no one will bump into it by accident, and then go tell all your friends how yours is two centuries older than theirs.’




  He laughed. ‘You know, I didn’t think France gave passports to people who weren’t fanatical about preserving history. We’re surrounded by people who haven’t changed their traffic laws since horse-drawn carriages were the cool new hybrids. How did a serial renovator ever manage to slip through airport security?’




  ‘I looked surprisingly innocent as a baby,’ she answered. On their second date (they’d made it as far as her tiny kitchen table), she’d confessed that she was actually an American citizen, too, although she had lived in France with her grandmother since she was ten months old.




  A white-jacketed waiter appeared just then with glistening flutes of champagne and two small glass bowls of radish foam with caramelized leeks.




  Jane cocked a suspicious eyebrow. It smelled good, but it looked like shaving cream. ‘You know, they don’t eat foam in Alsace. This is strictly a pretentious Parisian thing,’ she joked as the waiter glided off.




  ‘Tell me more about your farm,’ he suggested, taking a sip of the effervescing wine.




  ‘You mean my own personal juvenile detention centre?’ She poked her bottom lip with the prongs of her fork. Malcolm’s eyes shifted for the briefest moment. ‘You don’t want to know about that.’




  ‘I want to know everything about you.’ His toe touched hers under the table, and a shiver ran from her pearl-painted toenails all the way up to her spine. She thought about all the luxury rooms in the floors above and had to clutch her chair to keep from dragging Malcolm upstairs. But that was the whole point of the evening, she reminded herself: to stay out of bed long enough to exchange more than pillow talk.




  ‘Well, Gran keeps a fully stocked bomb shelter,’ Jane admitted with a wry grin, feeling the warmth of the champagne begin to spread outward from her stomach. Six years away from her childhood home had given her the ability to see some humour in her unusual upbringing . . . as long as she didn’t linger on it for too long. ‘She was convinced we would one day be under siege.’




  Malcolm laughed. ‘That sounds a little paranoid.’




  Jane smiled and took another sip of champagne. Her grandmother was more than paranoid, but it wasn’t entirely without merit. Her daughter – Jane’s mother – and son-in-law had died in a car crash in North Carolina just ten months after Jane was born. The woman was so petrified of losing her granddaughter, too, that she’d moved her to her home in a tiny village in France and barely let Jane out of her sight. And when that had been completely unavoidable, Gran had sent her faithful dog, Honey, along to watch over her. ‘She was very . . . protective of me.’




  The delicate sounds of a Mozart sonata filtered down from hidden speakers, and the waiter wordlessly refilled her water glass.




  ‘Well I guess we have that in common then,’ Malcolm said. A few tables over, a couple dug into goat cheese salads and fresh bread. ‘What’s your grandmother’s stand on antique art?’ he teased, wriggling an eyebrow comically.




  Jane smirked. ‘The woman has the absolute worst taste – even worse than yours, Mr Quaint-French-Whatever. She has all these awful china plates on the wall and everything’s huge and floral and heavy. She can’t hang her hideous knickknacks and depressing oil paintings to save her life, so they’re constantly slipping and falling and breaking, and she was convinced that I was going around knocking them down myself. It didn’t even matter that I was in my room or outside; she always thought it was me. Let me tell you, though: if just hating those things was enough, then I broke every last one just by looking at them.’




  ‘Now that’s quite a talent,’ Malcolm said, an unreadable expression in his eyes.




  ‘Wouldn’t it be? I could redecorate without lifting a finger.’ Jane chuckled, lifting a polished fingernail in demonstration. ‘It would certainly make my job a lot easier. Madame Godinaux has me running all over the city to pick up light fixtures and furniture. I don’t know how she thinks it’ll all fit into one house. I’d love to be able to get rid of a display nook or six without leaving fingerprints.’




  Malcolm leaned forward, his gaze suddenly intent. His abrupt intensity made her breath catch in her throat. ‘You’re amazing, Jane. Do you know that?’ He reached across the table and grasped her hand. ‘I had this whole plan in place, but . . .’ he trailed off, shaking his head ruefully.




  Jane’s heart started pounding, and her skin sizzled at his touch.




  ‘Jane, I’ve always believed that when you meet the one, you know it.’




  Jane glanced around, sure that her heartbeat must be echoing through the whole room.




  ‘I’m not a patient man’, Malcolm continued, ‘and a month is already too long.’ He set a small box covered in deep blue velvet on the table between them like a challenge, and gave her one last long look before snapping it open. Set on a platinum band, the diamond – an emerald-cut solitaire of at least five carats – sparkled fiercely in the candlelight. ‘Jane,’ Malcolm said, his voice throbbing with passion, ‘you’re the one. I don’t want to spend another day away from you, and I don’t want to wait. Please,’ he added, but there was no pleading in his tone, ‘Jane, say you’ll be my wife.’




  The room spun fast. Jane’s heart was in her throat and her cheeks flamed, as though the heat had been turned up full-blast. Marrying Malcolm would mean leaving France behind: her job at Atelier Antoine, her adorable apartment in the fifth arrondissement with its charming view of Notre Dame from the fire escape, her friends, her entire life . . .




  The choice was easy.




  ‘Of course. Of course I will.’ She held out her left hand so he could slip the ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly.




  Three




  JANE SANK LOWER in the bathtub, the bubbles tickling her collarbone. She lifted one lazy hand out of the water and turned it over: her engagement ring sparkled wildly even in the muted light. She stared at it, trying to convince herself that the evening had really happened. There was the evidence, certainly: the ring itself, for one thing, and then also the fact that she was lounging in a massive marble tub with a panoramic view of the Eiffel Tower, for another. But as soon as Malcolm had left the suite to pick up a quart of salted-caramel ice cream – Jane’s favourite – a feeling of unreality had set in.




  She glanced involuntarily toward the door; it was too soon for Malcolm to be back yet, but she couldn’t help hoping anyway. She had objected to his going out – wasn’t that what the hotel staff was there for? – but he had been too intent to talk down. He had insisted that this was the sort of thing that fiancés did, and Jane, who had never had a fiancé before, had been hard-pressed to argue otherwise.




  A curl of steam rose off the water, and outside a crow landed on the roof across the street. Jane wondered if it should bother her that she seemed to be adjusting to Malcolm’s lavish lifestyle of concierges and penthouse suites so quickly, but she inhaled the steam and brushed the worry aside. Why shouldn’t she be comfortable? It was her lifestyle now, too.




  There would be loose ends to tie up, of course. She had an apartment lease to terminate, and friends to say goodbye to. She began mentally tallying her projects at work, all in various stages of completion. And my very first solo client, she thought, feeling a tiny pang of regret, but she was a talented architect, and New York was a perfectly good place to be that . . . especially with some newly acquired family connections to smooth the way. I’ll have a family, she thought happily, and wiggled her toes to watch the ripples spread.




  Even when she had lived with Gran, she’d felt alone. Gran loved her, certainly, but in the old woman’s nervous mind, ‘love’ seemed to mean ‘worry’, pretty much to the exclusion of anything else. Even if the standoffish villagers in their Alsatian town had wanted to be friends, Jane wouldn’t have been allowed to spend time with them unchaperoned. She hadn’t even been allowed to attend the half-timbered school in the centre of town, and Gran would come looking for her if her market shopping took five minutes longer than usual. Gran had never been willing or able to explain what it was that she thought was so dangerous in the outside world, but her determination that Jane should never encounter it had formed a wedge between them, and every passing year had driven it deeper. Jane, beside herself with frustration, had left the little grey farmhouse nestled at the base of the foothills the day she’d received her letter of acceptance to the university. She had not gone back once in the six years since.




  The sconces lining the bathroom wall flickered, the shadows shifting like the branches of ancient trees. She’d have to tell Gran she was leaving, Jane realized, shivering a little in spite of the steam. They had exchanged a few stiff and awkward letters over the years, but the farmhouse didn’t have a phone. A visit felt more appropriate now – and, of course, Gran would want to meet her fiancé. But it would be so cold and dark this time of year . . .




  Gran might be happy for her, she reflected; stranger things had surely happened. She wouldn’t be thrilled about Jane moving all the way across an ocean. She had never even approved of Jane’s move to Paris, referring to it unfailingly as ‘when you ran away’, and Jane really wasn’t looking forward to breaking the news that she planned to leave the country entirely. But Gran’s main concern had always been Jane’s safety, and no parent (or grandparent) could ask for a better protector than Malcolm Doran. He was kind, caring, attentive, and had the resources to take very, very good care of her. All that aside, he was madly, desperately, head-over-heels in love with her, just as she was with him.




  As soon as Jane lowered her hand back under the water, a low, scratching sound snagged through the silence, interrupting her reverie. It was a small noise: a scrape of metal on metal, but in the silence it sounded hard . . . and close. The bathroom lights abruptly flashed and died. Water splashed around her, and moonlight streamed in through the windows, turning the room as flat and cold as Alsace’s landscape in wintertime. It took a few moments of listening to her heart pounding before she noticed that no light was coming in under the door. Somehow, the entire suite had gone dark.




  Then she heard another sound. It was soft at first, but as it drew closer, the steady fall of shoes on carpet became unmistakable.




  Someone’s here.




  Jane felt panic bubble up in her throat. There was no way Malcolm could be back yet. He’d only been gone ten minutes. She had just enough time to wonder if the panoramic windows behind her could be opened before the door of the bathroom swung toward her. In the deep shadows on the other side, there was an even deeper shadow in the unmistakable shape of a very tall man.




  Jane shrieked, and tried to stand up, but her feet skidded on the slick bottom of the tub. She fell back heavily into the bath, smashing her elbow hard on the marble and sending soapy water racing across the floor.




  ‘Jane?’




  She froze.




  The Eiffel Tower’s festive hourly sparkling lit up the sky, as well as the face of the intruder. ‘Malcolm, you scared me!’ She sighed and cradled her elbow, feeling too foolish for words. ‘I wasn’t expecting you back so soon.’




  ‘Clearly.’ He chuckled. ‘The power went out right after I came in. No wonder you’re jumpy.’ He moved quickly to the side of the tub, offering a hand to help her up. She noticed a frosted carton of ice cream in his other hand. ‘There’s nothing to be scared of,’ he told her gently. He folded her tightly against him, and her shivering subsided in his warmth.




  ‘There is one thing, actually,’ she murmured against his chest, remembering the wide, grey landscape that had invaded the room just ahead of Malcolm’s steadying presence.




  He drew away sharply. ‘Did something happen? Are you hurt?’




  Her heart melted at his immediate concern. ‘Nothing like that,’ she assured him quickly. ‘I was just thinking that I’d like to see my grandmother before I leave France. And I’d really like you to meet her.’ She held up her left hand and wiggled her fingers meaningfully; the diamond threw the glittering tower lights around the room like merry, blue fireflies.




  She had expected him to relax a little at her explanation, but he remained in the same posture: holding her stiffly away, a line of worry creasing his forehead. They stayed that way for a few tense moments, and then he seemed to finally register that she was truly okay.




  ‘Of course,’ he agreed hastily. ‘We could go for Christmas, if you’d like.’ With that, he pressed his lips to hers and slid his hands lightly across the slick, wet skin of her breasts. She moaned softly. ‘I feel overdressed,’ he added, smiling into her cheek.




  Agreeing wholeheartedly, she unbuttoned his shirt with the speed of frequent practice. His perfectly creased black pants followed easily to the floor while Jane kissed the golden skin of his chest, inhaling his spiced scent the way a drowning woman would inhale air. Maybe I should be scared, a tiny part of her brain told her. This can’t be normal.




  Then his fingers found her, stroking expertly, and she could feel him hard and ready in the darkness between them, and she shut off the thinking, worrying part of her brain entirely. With a wolfish grin, Malcolm lifted her by the hips and set her down on the counter next to the sink. She dug her nails into his back as he entered her, and wrapped her legs around his waist, trying to pull him as deeply inside as she could. He braced himself with one hand against the mirror, and with the other he began to stroke her again, so when they climaxed, it was together.




  The lights came back on as he carried her to the bed, kissing her sore elbow tenderly. It seemed as though every lamp in the suite was glowing – far more than she remembered turning on before – but Malcolm tapped the master switch beside the bed, and she was asleep almost as soon as the room was dark again.




  Four




  ‘YOU KNOW, I’VE never actually seen you drive,’ Jane pointed out as Malcolm slid behind the wheel of the rental car. It was Christmas Eve, and their flight had landed in Strasbourg ahead of schedule. From the air, the highways had looked reassuringly clear, but that wouldn’t help them much if Malcolm was as uncomfortable in the driver’s seat as he looked. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to drive?’




  ‘Don’t be silly,’ Malcolm insisted, fumbling with the keys. ‘Just because I have a chauffeur or three doesn’t mean – huh.’ He gave the gearshift a dubious look. ‘Is this a manual transmission?’




  ‘Out,’ Jane laughed, giving him a little shove as she hitched up her belted grey coat and slid across the seats. Once he was settled on the passenger side (looking a little chagrined, she thought), she started the car and began making her way to the parking lot’s exit. ‘It’s still a good two hours away,’ she told him, feeling oddly giddy, as though her nerve endings were firing off at random.




  ‘Are you okay?’ he asked, buckling his seatbelt and giving it an experimental tug. ‘You haven’t been yourself since we boarded the plane.’




  I’m not really sure, Jane thought, trying to suppress a shiver. ‘It’s just that when I left home, I really, really didn’t plan to come back,’ she explained.




  ‘I thought we were talking “quaint French farm village” here,’ Malcolm said. ‘What could be so bad about that?’




  Jane forced a laugh; it came out as a nervous, high-pitched sound. ‘That’s why I don’t date Americans. You all think Europe is some kind of theme park – as long as you can go back to your glass high-rises with the never-ending supply of hot water, France is just adorable.’




  ‘You object to your hometown on architectural grounds?’ Malcolm’s eyebrow was sceptically high.




  ‘Of course! And of course not just that,’ she admitted. ‘My relationship with my grandmother is . . . complicated.’




  She frowned and changed lanes abruptly to pass a truck that was struggling on the incline. She knew that ‘complicated’ didn’t really capture the years of conflict and strain between her and Gran, but that part of her life was over now. All she wanted to do was focus on her future with Malcolm. Just have to make it through this one little errand first, and then we’re home free.




  ‘I know a thing or two about complicated families,’ Malcolm replied, startling her out of her thoughts.




  ‘Oh yeah? Did your mother ever chase the neighbour kids off with a broom, or read your diary and then yell at you about what you’d written?’ At age nine, a precocious and very bored Jane had entertained herself by imagining an illicit affair between their neighbour Monsieur Dupuis (a thin man with an extremely long black beard) and Madame Foucheaux, the butcher’s wife (a round and rosy woman who seemed to have a meat cleaver perpetually in hand). Every time she had seen them together, she’d imagined a whole secret communication happening. The neighbour would say, ‘Half a kilo,’ and Jane would hear: ‘Meet me at six so I can ravage you again.’ When the reply came, ‘Like this much?’ to Jane it would sound like ‘Make it seven.’




  She had written down every last lurid detail. When Gran had found the diary, she’d screamed herself hoarse about the evils of gossip and what happened to little girls who told vicious stories. Jane shuddered as she remembered the thunderstorm that had rolled in while Gran yelled. Although she never would have said so out loud, Jane always thought that Gran had the same kind of luck with the weather as Jane herself did with electronics. Crashing thunder had been the soundtrack to Jane’s in Trouble for her whole life, and even now she couldn’t hear a storm coming without flinching.




  Malcolm shook his head. ‘Well, no. Then again, I didn’t keep a diary, so . . .’




  Jane let out a mirthless laugh. ‘Smart boy.’




  ‘How did your boss take the news that you were leaving?’ Malcolm asked, and Jane forced her mind to change gears.




  ‘Much better than I expected, actually.’ Elodie had scowled around the office, referring to Malcolm as ‘that kidnapper’, but as soon as Jane had said, ‘I’m in love,’ the renowned Antoine of Atelier Antoine had squealed with pure French joie. Within moments, he had gone racing through his Treo, e-mailing her contact after contact in Manhattan. Just that morning, she’d spoken to a bubbly voiced woman named Pamela, who was ecstatic to meet Jane. Apparently, Jane’s overseas experience was crucial to Pamela’s business plan. ‘I have a promising lead at Conran and Associates; they’re in the Village somewhere,’ she told Malcolm. She hoped that sounded right. Didn’t New Yorkers on TV talk about ‘the Village’?




  ‘That’s great.’ She could hear his supportive smile, and she made her lips curve upward in a matching one.




  They rode that way for a while, talking about everything and nothing, passing from flat fields into a thick tangle of trees, whose greedy limbs seemed to reach out to swallow the road.




  Within moments, the sky was largely invisible. Ten in the morning and it might as well be nighttime. Welcome home. The air felt almost too oppressive to inhale. She opened the window a crack, hoping that it would help, but cold wind whipped around the car, making her ears and fingers numb, and she had to close it again. They rode the rest of the way in strained silence.




  When the red, black and white sign for Saint-Croix-sur-Amaury appeared, Jane gripped the steering wheel tight. Within moments, they would be in the village’s tiny centre, where the shops huddled together like old friends along the main route – the only road in the town large enough to rate a name of its own. Farther along, there would be the patchwork clusters of farmhouses, surrounded by amber, green or brown fields, depending on the season. Gran’s place was even farther beyond that, down a long dirt track that was headed determinedly toward the mountain. Gran’s house, unlike the others, stood completely alone.




  ‘We should bring something,’ Jane announced suddenly, trying not to hear how flat her words fell in the car’s silence. As a Christmas present for her grandmother, she’d wrapped a warm wool shawl in metallic green paper, but she suspected that after six years and with no warning, a hostess gift was probably warranted. ‘She’s big on manners.’ Gran may never have been friendly or even neighbourly, but she had always insisted that Jane observe proper etiquette.




  ‘There’s a flower shop over there.’ Malcolm pointed to a tired-looking building on the right. Dark tracks of a century’s worth of rain snaked down the stone façade, making it seem as though the upper windows were crying.




  Jane nodded, and jerked to an unsteady stop by the curb. The road was so narrow that the ancient black Mercedes behind her had barely enough room to squeeze by.




  Locking the car doors behind them, Malcolm and Jane entered the store. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust. The tiny shop was overflowing with flowers – tulips, peonies, delphiniums, and rows and rows of waxy green fronds. The low beams of the ceiling seemed to press down on them, and the air was thick with growth.




  ‘These are fine,’ she said randomly, grabbing the first wrapped bunch she passed and handing them to Malcolm. He nodded amiably and carried them to a pitted wooden counter that held an ancient-looking cash register.




  ‘Is strange,’ a creaky voice said from behind her. The accent was thick to the point of being unrecognizable, but it was English. Jane spun to see an old man sitting on a stool just inside the doorway, a high-crowned hat shoved down low on his forehead. Tufty eyebrows poked out from under the brim like opportunistic shrubs.




  ‘Strange?’ she prompted. ‘Quelque chose d’étrange, Monsieur?’




  ‘Normal people come one time,’ he explained, pressing doggedly on in English in spite of Jane’s native accent. French pride, she thought with a mental eye-roll. Half of them refuse to speak English ever, and you can’t get the other half to cut it out. ‘They do not again,’ the man elaborated. ‘Saint-Croix is not good for the touring.’




  ‘Do I know you?’ she asked, confused. Was he a friend of her grandmother’s? The man didn’t look like he’d remember what he had for breakfast, never mind a face from six years ago. Behind her, Malcolm quietly thanked the shopkeeper for the flowers.




  Jane peered a little more closely at the old man’s parchment-skinned face, trying to make out any familiar detail. Malcolm materialized by her elbow, and the man’s watery eyes flicked between their two faces. Malcolm pressed her elbow a little more urgently, and she let him steer her out of the shop.




  ‘Was he bothering you?’ Malcolm asked her, an edge of anxiety in his voice. Jane felt a small twinge of satisfaction at his realization that her ‘quaint French farm village’ wasn’t exactly picture-perfect. ‘What did he say?’




  ‘It was nothing,’ she assured him. She turned back once more to look at the old man, but his stool beside the door was empty, and there was no sign of him anywhere.




  Five




  THE FIRST THING Jane noticed when she pulled the car into the long dirt driveway was the wide-open gate. ‘That’s not right,’ she muttered. Gran was a firm believer in physical barriers as well as social ones, and Jane couldn’t remember ever seeing the gate standing open. As if to compound the strangeness, a loud, hoarse noise came from the stand of trees that separated the little stone house from the road. Jane’s eyes widened as a rangy German shepherd came bounding across the Boyles’ land, barking furiously.




  ‘Honey?’ The dog stalked closer more slowly now, mouth twisted into a snarl. Its fur was matted and rough-looking.




  ‘He doesn’t seem to recognize you,’ Malcolm pointed out tensely as the dog crouched low to the ground, as if ready to pounce.




  ‘I don’t recognize him either,’ Jane explained. ‘But he might be new. My grandmother always names her dogs Honey. She said she got tired of thinking up names.’




  ‘Maybe it’s a stray?’ Malcolm suggested.




  Only Gran would never let her own dog get so skinny – or so aggressive. Jane fidgeted with the window, making sure that it was tightly closed. ‘Let’s just get to the house. I’m sure she’ll have heard the racket by now.’ She pulled the little car up the slope of the drive, feeling her jaw relax slightly when the dog bounded off into the trees, away from the house.




  Jane parked to the right of the dilapidated porch, whose white paint was peeling off in long strips. The house was dark, and there was no answer to Jane’s timid knock on the weathered wooden door.




  Her stomach churned and her toes started to tingle. Lips pressed into a tight line, she pushed the door; it opened easily. The air inside the house felt stale and cold. Jane shivered. ‘Malcolm, something’s not right.’




  ‘Maybe she’s travelling.’ Malcolm’s voice sounded far too loud in the house’s stillness. Goose bumps rose on her forearms.




  ‘She doesn’t travel,’ Jane told him flatly, but she felt a spark of hope. Maybe she does now, she thought wildly. Or she’s moved, and we’re trespassing on some stranger.




  She drifted down the front hall, taking stock of the familiar reproduction of Matisse’s ‘Red Studio’ on the wall and the worn-out Persian runner. But when she reached the low-ceilinged living room, where four-year-old Jane had built forts from overstuffed pillows and hand-knit afghans, she knew for sure Celine Boyle hadn’t gone on vacation or moved out. Her grandmother was right there, sitting on a floral chintz-covered chair, her hands folded primly on her lap. The skin of her fingers was grey, and her eyes stared through Jane, a white film covering her dark pupils.




  ‘Oh God.’ Jane instinctively held her breath, afraid to know how the air around her would smell.




  ‘Jane.’ Malcolm appeared at her side and gripped her elbow, trying to pull her from the room. But Jane couldn’t feel her feet, couldn’t move, couldn’t believe this was happening. She tried to speak, but her words couldn’t make it past the lump that had lodged itself in her throat. She felt like a ship whose moorings had come loose; her mind floated free and unattached. Her grandmother, the woman who had raised her, her only anchor in the world, the one constant, was dead.




  ‘Jane, we need to go outside. We have to call someone.’




  ‘No phone,’ Jane said automatically. ‘She never had anyone to call.’ Her voice sounded hollow, as though it was someone else’s. ‘You have to go to the neighbour’s.’




  ‘We’ll use my cell,’ he told her, his voice uncharacteristically snappish. ‘But let’s do it from outside.’ She didn’t move, and he was pulling at her arm again. ‘Jane, I’m not leaving you here.’




  Jane wondered why it mattered. She had already seen the body; there were no mysteries left in this room to protect her from. Malcolm could stay, go, talk, be silent . . . she just wanted to be here. Through the fog, she realized she had been away from this house for an unforgivably long time.




  Jane heard Malcolm rummaging through his jacket for his cell phone, and closed her eyes, waiting. Her heart counted out the seconds she knew it would take him to give up on getting any kind of signal. And then she heard his curse – a low, soft sound that barely moved the heavy air – confirming that he had realized just how far away they were from the rest of the world. ‘I’ll be right back with help,’ he told her firmly, and she wondered distantly if she was nodding, or acknowledging him at all. Either way, he stepped away from her side, and then the familiar snick of the door told her that she was alone with the dead body of her last family member in the world.




  Gran’s vacant eyes stared straight ahead, and Jane suddenly imagined that the woman could see her somehow. If anyone could . . . Gran had always seemed to be watching her, even when she wasn’t there. Jane abruptly turned and walked down the hallway.




  She paused in the small doorway to the kitchen. It was as if time had passed the farmhouse by, holding the wood structure constant while the rest of the world spun by. The same rough red curtains lined the leaded windows; the same curling but relentlessly clean linoleum covered the floor; the round breakfast table boasted Gran’s favourite blue-glazed vase exactly in the middle. The flowers in it were brown and shrivelled. She guessed that they had been daisies, but it was hard to tell. They had clearly been dead for a while. The thought made Jane wince, and she left the kitchen without another glance.




  She climbed the stairs and passed Gran’s room (bed neatly made, hospital corners and all), shutting the door on impulse to indicate its owner would not be back. There was only one place left to go now: the door at the end of the dark, narrow hall.




  Her old room felt brutally familiar and painfully small. Dark wooden beams held up the low adobe ceiling, and a water stain shaped like an elephant marred one of the white walls. Teenage Jane had done what she could with the space: mirrors bounced grey light around the room, the furniture was the simplest she’d been able to get her hands on, and the surfaces were entirely free of knickknacks. But the steep grey foothills of the mountain still loomed outside the only window, blocking the sun, and trapping her inside the darkness.




  Everything the same . . .




  Actually, Jane realized with a start, everything was not the same. On the far wall, right next to the watermark, Gran had hung a small, round mirror set in thick, dark wood. She had to know I’d hate it. Jane approached it curiously. Why would she put it here? Gran may not have shared Jane’s tastes, but she had never interfered with this room. Other than this one anomaly, it didn’t look like the place had been touched in six years, except to rid it of dust. Jane slipped her fingers behind the unfamiliar thick frame before she could even imagine what she was looking for.




  ‘Ow!’ Her hand struck something sharp, and she jerked it out again.




  She watched a drop of blood well up on her finger for a moment before reaching behind the mirror again, more carefully this time. Her fingers hit something hard and crisp, an envelope. It was marked ‘Jane’ in her grandmother’s unmistakable cursive, and bulged oddly in the middle.




  The heat in the hallway hissed on and the mournful yowl of a dog floated through the window. ‘What did you leave me, Gran?’ Jane whispered as she opened the envelope. A yellowed piece of stationery fluttered out, along with a silver ring that flashed in the muted light before settling into Jane’s palm. She blinked. For a moment, she could have sworn the ring was engraved with antique carvings, but when she ran her fingers over it, she saw that it was entirely plain: just a smooth silver band with bevelled edges. Kind of my style, she registered with vague surprise. She slipped it on her left middle finger and held it up to examine it more closely.




  A violent shock tore through her hand, as though she’d stuck it in a live outlet. ‘What the—’ Jane reached to tear the ring from her finger, but the silver object began to vibrate and hum. Jane’s eyes lost focus, and the edges of the room took on a weird, hazy glow. Take it off! her mind ordered frantically. The tingling flood of energy took over her arms, snaking through her veins like a shot of adrenaline, and there was nothing she could do to bring her limbs in line with her mind’s increasingly desperate commands. A burning pain flew down her torso and through her legs, pricking her skin as though she were being set on fire from the inside. She inhaled and tried to scream, but it was too late: the pulsing energy had reached her throat, and her vocal cords were as frozen as the rest of her.




  Images from nowhere flickered along the whitewashed room: a horse reared back with an armour-clad knight on its back; a ringletted child in Victorian dress pulled a trapdoor closed behind her; seven stars traced an ellipsis around the earth; a ship cracked and sank below a clear blue sky. A pale woman with sad eyes and a crown of leaves watched from the corner, twisting her long-fingered hands together.




  Jane felt herself torn in a hundred directions at once, unable to move or speak or even think. The invisible fire that held her still seemed to also be dragging her apart, and a more specific, familiar burn began in her chest. She had just enough time to wonder how long it had been since her last breath, when suddenly she was ten years old again, deep in the muddy water of Monsieur Pennette’s pond. She kicked for the surface, but the murky gloom and suspended tangle of flora made it impossible to tell which way was up. Gran had warned her almost daily to stay away from the water, but Jane had been desperate to see what lay beneath the lily-padded surface. As her lungs rebelled and her body went limp, she’d wished with all her strength that Gran would dive in and save her. And, just like magic, Gran had appeared. She had dragged Jane out of the dank standing water, and lectured her the whole way home about doing as she was told.




  Now Jane was drowning again, this time in heat and darkness, but there was no Gran to pull her to the light. In the very last instant before she passed out on her bedroom floor, Jane’s mind succumbed to the fiery energy, and in that instant, she understood everything.




  Six




  JANE PULLED HER body up into a sitting position and ran an absent hand through the disastrous tangle of her blonde hair. Her muscles felt loose and rubbery, as though she’d just run a marathon, and the world looked overly bright, the way it did when she awoke from a deep sleep. She turned her left hand curiously; the silver ring sat perfectly normally on her finger, looking as harmless as a declawed kitten. Her hand was trembling, yet her breathing was steady, her mind detached.




  The scrap of stationery that had fallen out with the ring was a few inches from her knee. She unfolded it with care; there was no real hurry now that she knew what was inside. The date was six years old, but the ink was barely faded.




  My dearest Jane,




  I am so very sorry, but there is no way to say this gently: you are a witch. So am I, so was your mother, and so are many others around the world. Magic is real and powerful and all too ready for the taking. I have spent my lifetime hiding myself, my daughter, and then you from those who would kill to steal this terrible gift from us.




  You left for Paris last night, and this morning at dawn I put the most powerful protection spells around you that I could. You are as safe as I can make you without telling you the truth about who you are. I simply cannot bring myself to do that, even now, even if in my bones I feel I should. When you were born, your mother, my darling Angeline, made me promise to never share our secret with you. She wanted to raise you as a normal girl, just as she had always wished to be. I had hoped to someday persuade her of the value of our heritage, but when she died, I had no choice but to honour her wish.




  Still, I fear it is a mistake. I feel my age a little deeper in my bones every winter, and when I die, my spells will die with me. I don’t know what you will do then, or how you can possibly be ready, and I do know that people will be looking for you. I have to hope that this last gift of mine will be enough to keep you safe then.




  Jane: you are powerful. Extraordinarily so. I have seen what you can do: the words you hear that haven’t been spoken, the things you move that haven’t been touched. The enclosed ring will add to your abilities, enhance them, make you as powerful as your enemies are desperate to be.




  If you are reading this, then I am dead, and that means that you are in danger. Please, please find a place to hide and learn how to use your gift so you can keep yourself safe. And under no circumstances tell anyone the truth about who you are; you’ll never know whom you can trust.




  I am so proud of you, my Jane, and I only wish that I could have done more to help you.
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