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Paris, 1789


Yves Rencourt, the chandler’s apprentice, had lost his wig.


After the last customer left the shop, he searched through baskets of curling wicks and blocks of beeswax and teetering stacks of bills. Rien. It was nowhere to be found. And he needed the wig for tonight: he alone was to deliver candles for the Comte d’Astignac’s party, which would last until the sun came up. This was Yves’s chance to be noticed. To rise. And he didn’t want to show up wearing his own hair, looking ridiculous. He had to look promising. Like someone who could be Somebody.


At least his coat was good, he thought, as he lifted the dove-grey silk from its hook and shrugged it on. And voilà – there the damned wig was, its long white hair tied back with a black satin bow. He pulled the wig on and cocked an admiring eyebrow at his reflection in the window: he was no longer a tradesman’s apprentice. He was absolument parfait.


Into a canvas satchel he tucked his most precious candles, the ones he’d tinted the hazy apricots and violets of dawn. All he needed now was money for the carriage. From under the counter he heaved up the strongbox and lifted its lid to reveal a shining pile of coins: rivulets of gold louis and livres and tiny sous. Candles were good business. No matter how little bread there was, how few people bought snuffboxes or plumed hats, they all needed light. In the back, Maître Orland kept the cheap tallow candles that reeked of hooves. They sold more of those every day. But in the front of the shop, nestled in boxes and dangling from their wicks, were Yves’s own lovelies: wax candles, their colours like enchantments. A rose pink that made old women seem young; a watery grey that reminded him of the ocean. And one day soon – he hoped – he’d make candles for the queen.


For, like himself, Marie Antoinette loved extraordinary things. Yves would make candles to suit her every fancy, candles she’d never even dreamed of. He’d be asked to make thousands because, in the endless rooms and halls of Versailles, candles were never lit twice.


From his coat pocket he pulled a leather purse and began to flick livres into the bag. Clink, clink, clink. But one coin made him pause. It was a louis d’or, seemingly no different from the others. Yet to someone who handled candles, always checking the soft wax for imperfections, it felt off. Holding it to the fading afternoon light, he saw nothing wrong. He put the gold coin between his teeth and bit it. It was as hard as any other. And yet. He found another louis and held one in each hand, weighing them. He closed his eyes. Yes – the one in his right hand was lighter. Still, who but a true craftsman such as himself would notice? He was about toss it back in the box when it twitched.


The louis d’or was moving.


Yves yelped and flung it on to the counter. The coin spun in a tight circle and dropped flat. As it lay there, its edges began to ripple, like beeswax in a flame.


‘Mon Dieu,’ he muttered. What in God’s name was happening?


The louis twisted upon itself and flipped over. The king’s face with its curved nose had vanished, the familiar crown and shield too. And as Yves stared, the coin lost its roundness, thinning and separating until it looked like a bent harness buckle. He reached out a tentative finger to touch it.


It was a bent harness buckle.


With a cry, he reached for the strongbox. Mixed in with the coins was an ugly tin button, dented on one side, and a crooked piece of type, a letter Q. Worthless scraps of metal.


He remembered her exactly. He’d even flirted with her. Red hair, freckles across her sharp cheekbones. Hungry. Not that that excused it. How she’d done it he had no idea – but what a fool he was to take a gold louis from a girl in a threadbare cloak. If he hadn’t been dreaming of the figure he’d cut at the comte’s house, he would have thought twice. Idiot! Maître Orland was going to kill him.


He wrenched open the door and yelled into the crowded street. ‘Help! Police! We’ve been robbed!’
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But Camille had already slipped away through the arches of an arcade, across a tiny cobbled square, down a narrow lane perfumed by the scent of fresh bread, and into the bakery, where she now stood. She set her heavy basket, filled with candles and a rind of cheese, on the floor between her feet.


She inhaled deeply. Heaven must be like this. Like piles of raisin-studded rolls, braided brioches that flaked a rain of buttery gold when you bit into them, baguettes as long as your arm and still warm inside, sweet pastries that made your mouth water. The women ahead of her took their time, complaining about the cost of bread.


‘Don’t blame me,’ the baker’s wife snapped. ‘Blame the weather! Blame the queen! She’d rather fill her wardrobe than her people’s bellies.’


‘It’s true!’ another woman grumbled. ‘Madame Déficit spends money like it’s going out of style. And how does she pay for it all?’ The woman grimaced. ‘With our money! They’ll tax us even after we’re dead and in the ground.’


Camille’s fingers twitched with impatience. People complained about the king and queen and they complained about the nobles, even when there was absolutely nothing that could be done to change things. Her father the printer had called the nobles bloodsuckers, but even he’d needed their business.


Hurry. Soon it would be evening, shadows gathering in the city’s crooked places. Pickpockets would slink out, madams looking to trap young girls, men who didn’t keep their hands to themselves.


‘Oui, mademoiselle?’


Camille nodded at the day-old loaves. ‘I’ll take one of those.’ She hesitated. ‘And a sweet pastry, s’il vous plaît.’


Snuggling her cloak round her shoulders, Camille stepped out into the lane. Over the rooftops of Paris, the sky hung like a lead curtain, and the air tasted of metal. This morning she’d found a skin of ice stretched over the water jug in the kitchen. But cold May or not, there was nothing for it; she had one last errand and the blurry sun was already sinking behind the towers of Notre-Dame. Leaving the lane for a busy street, Camille dodged piles of manure and pools of horse piss, not to mention whatever filth people tossed from their windows. To keep from gagging, she burrowed her nose into her worn cloak. It smelt faintly of her mother’s perfume.


Her pocket felt too large and empty, only a few sous wedged against its lining. With her fingertips, she traced the coins’ thin edges. Still round. She didn’t dare to take them out and count them, not on the street. There’d be enough for Alain’s wine.


As long as the coins didn’t change.


At the wine merchant’s, she chewed the edge of her fingernail, waiting for him to fill a wine bottle from a barrel. When she left, she kept her basket pressed close to her side. She avoided the quarter’s crumbling passageways, their entrances as narrow as the doors of tombs. She could almost feel the hands that waited there. Somewhere above her in the tilting buildings, a child sobbed.


As Camille turned the corner, a girl as young as her sister came running down the street. Her white face was rouged with hectic circles, her hair aflame, her eyebrows darkened to seduce, and her corset pulled tight to give curves to her child’s body. Under the dirty hem of her dress, bare feet flashed as she dodged shoppers and workmen.


‘Stop, whore!’ shouted a constable as he pushed through the crowd.


A prickling of fear made Camille pull her cloak up over her own red hair. But she couldn’t take her eyes from the half-dressed girl, running like a spreading fire. She was living the life Camille feared – her nightmares made flesh.


‘You there!’ the constable shouted at Camille. ‘Stop her!’


Camille shrank back against the wall. As the running girl dashed closer, Camille glimpsed the whites of her eyes in the half-dark. The raw leanness of her face, the bruises on her arms – and the tiny roll of bread she clutched in her hand. How many days could she make that last while her stomach churned with hunger? And then what? Camille felt in her pocket for her last few real sous.


‘Thief!’ yelled the constable. His face was wild with anger as the girl slipped away through the crowds.


It was too risky. Camille clenched her empty hand as the sadness welled up inside her. It was wrong not to help – but it was too dangerous. With the constable coming, there was nothing she could do. The horror of living on the streets was too big, a wall of fear that blocked out everything.


As the girl fled past, her scared eyes flicked to Camille’s.


Then both girls vanished into darkening Paris.
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Camille lived at the top of an ancient building on the rue Charlot. The stone edifice had once stood proudly, but now it leaned against its neighbour, as if tired from standing straight all those years. Unlocking a heavy door, Camille let herself into the courtyard. In the close darkness, a dog yelped; a neighbour’s hen flapped against her skirts. Up in their garret window, a light glowed: Alain had returned. She imagined her older brother hanging up his officer’s cloak and kicking off his boots, sitting by the fire and roaring with laughter at some jest, tickling the cat. The way he used to be.


She started to climb the stairs, the heavy basket bumping against her legs. The once-grand staircase spiralled up seven treacherous flights, but she knew where the rotten spots were. As she passed the third-floor landing, a door swung open.


‘Mademoiselle Durbonne? A word.’ Wearing a grease-flecked apron, Madame Lamotte raised her candlestick towards Camille. ‘The rent is two weeks overdue. This is not a charity home.’


Camille blinked. She had nothing close to the full rent of two hundred livres – eight fat gold louis – and she couldn’t risk giving magicked coins to Madame. When they reverted to scraps – and they would, because Camille couldn’t get the metal to hold its shape – Madame would throw them out, bien sûr, no matter how much she’d liked their parents and felt sorry for the orphans. Then they would be tramps, living under a bridge. Prostitutes. Or dead.


Camille hated to beg. ‘A few days?’


Madame Lamotte nodded begrudgingly.


Camille curtsied and began to climb the stairs again.


‘One more thing,’ the landlady called after her. ‘Your brother.’


Camille stopped. Even Madame had noticed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, trying to keep the exasperation from her voice.


‘I haven’t said anything yet!’


‘Go on, madame.’ If it had to do with Alain, it was bound to be bad news.


The landlady pitched her voice low. ‘Just be careful. Keep an eye on him.’


‘Of course, madame.’ It was impossible, a fairytale task. It’d take a thousand eyes to watch him.


When Camille reached the seventh floor, she paused, listening. Was that . . . music? She opened the door to their apartment. In the middle of the bare room, her little sister, Sophie, was dancing a sarabande while Alain piped on his army piccolo. In the candlelight, her hair shone pale gold, her wide-set blue eyes bright with amusement. She looked so much like their mother with her delicate features and slightly upturned nose, a princess in one of Perrault’s fairy tales. Sophie had always been small: feet and hands dainty as cats’ paws, an enviable waist that seemed even tinier as her skirts spun around her.


When Sophie saw Camille, she paused midstep. Her face was happy but flushed, the pulse racing in her neck.


‘Join the revels, Camille!’ Alain lounged in the best chair, boots on the table. The fire’s light caught on the scruff of his unshaven cheek, while the cocked hat he wore slid the rest of his face into shadow. His hair, once golden like Sophie’s, had darkened to amber and was tied with a black ribbon that threatened to come undone.


‘I know you love to dance, darling,’ Camille said carefully as she watched Alain out of the corner of her eye, ‘but you’ve been so ill—’


‘Alain asked me to.’ Sophie’s narrow chest heaved. ‘He wanted to see if I was still a good dancer.’


‘And she is!’ Alain’s smile gleamed. ‘I’ll find her a husband yet. See if I don’t.’


‘Don’t tease, Alain. No one will marry me now.’ Sophie bent her head so her hair hid the few smallpox scars on her forehead. ‘Isn’t that so, Camille?’


Camille hesitated. There was no good answer to this question.


‘Whatever Camille says, don’t listen! At court the grand ladies wear beauty patches to cover their pocks.’ Alain raised his wine glass. ‘To Sophie! Keep up your dancing and your needlework, and we’ll find you a husband, handsome as a prince.’


‘She’s fifteen, Alain.’ Camille shot him a dark look. ‘Come sit by the fire, Sophie. Catch your breath while I put out the food. Boots down, Alain.’ She gave his feet a shove; it was a relief to set the heavy basket down. Brushing off the table, she placed the cheese and bread, along with a knife, on a scarred wooden board. The sweet pastry she handed to Sophie.


‘Oh, it’s too much,’ she said, but her face shone.


‘Bien! Fatten her up, Camille. You’ve let her go to skin and bones.’


Camille nearly snapped: I let her? It was my fault? But she pressed the words down.


‘Something in the basket for me?’ Alain demanded.


Camille set the flask of wine on the table.


‘Nicely done,’ he said. ‘Pour yourself a little glass, too. We’ve plenty now.’


‘What do you mean, “plenty”?’ She saw a bottle by the fireplace and her heart sank. ‘Alain, where’s the chicken?’


‘What chicken?’


Camille sensed Sophie stiffen. The room suddenly felt very, very small.


‘You know how Monsieur Dimnier always admired Maman?’ Camille kept her voice even. ‘I asked you to pick up the chicken he’d set aside for us. One that hadn’t gained weight; one he’d had to kill early.’


Alain frowned. ‘You didn’t tell me anything about a skinny chicken.’


She had, but it didn’t matter now. ‘I’ll go fetch it; it’s not far.’ Camille held out her hand. ‘I’ll need the money back.’


Alain laughed. ‘You’d better make some more, then, because I don’t have it.’


‘What?’


‘Just what I said.’ Alain took a swig of wine and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. ‘It’s gone.’


‘You can’t just squander our real money!’ She reached into her pocket. Just as she’d thought, apart from a few real sous, the rest had lost their magic and were now what they’d been this morning: bent, useless nails she’d prised out of a broken door. ‘I can’t pay Dimnier with this!’ she stormed. ‘We have to give him real money, remember? If he stops selling to us, what then?’ She threw the nails on to the table so hard they ricocheted to the floor.


Alain shrugged. ‘Just go further away.’


Camille stamped her foot. ‘There is nowhere else! You’ve no idea how far I had to go just for the bread. Dimnier’s the last one in our quarter who trusts us. And you threw away our chicken for a bottle of wine.’


‘How was I to know you’d remember to buy some?’


Blood thrummed in Camille’s head. It wasn’t easy to make ends meet using la magie ordinaire – everyday magic – to transform bits of metal into coins. These days, her hands never stopped shaking, and she’d become nearly as thin as Sophie. Little by little, magic was erasing her. Sometimes she felt it might kill her.


She grabbed the bottle of wine.


‘Don’t.’ Alain swayed to his feet. ‘Give that to me.’


‘You don’t deserve it!’ Hoisting the bottle over her head, Camille hurled it into the washing tub. A grinding shatter – and the acrid scent of wine filled the room.


Alain grabbed the knife on the table and pointed it at her. ‘That was my wine.’


‘It was mine, idiot. I worked for it. I bought it.’


‘Hush, Camille!’ Sophie said, desperate. ‘Please don’t argue! Alain stands in our father’s place now. You must listen to him.’


Camille rounded on her sister. ‘Our father wasn’t a nineteen-year-old wastrel!’


Alain lurched towards Camille, steadying himself on the table. Despite the cold, his face glistened with sweat. His eyes had a faraway look that raised the tiny hairs on her neck.


‘Go sleep it off, Alain. I’ll clean up – comme d’habitude,’ she added in an undertone. As always.


Before she could think, his knife was at her throat. She froze, sensing each throb of her pulse just under the skin.


‘What are you doing, Alain? Put away the knife.’


Alain’s hand shook, and then – a bright line of pain. A trickle of blood curled into the hollow of her collarbone, hot and wet. All these weeks of threatening to hurt her, and now, drunk on who knows how many bottles of wine, he finally had. She wanted to rage and to weep at the injustice of it. But she did not flinch.


‘You aren’t my master, Camille Durbonne,’ Alain growled. ‘I’m a soldier, and I earn my keep.’


‘Then go earn it. Show up for duty for once. Pay the rent.’ She didn’t move. Everything in her was shouting at her to run, but she would never let him see her fear. Never. ‘I can’t keep on like this.’


‘Oh, I’ll do my part. And in the meantime,’ he said, so close that Camille was forced to inhale the sour stink of his breath, ‘do the only thing you’re good for. Go work la magie.’ Dropping the knife, he stumbled towards the door and flung it open.


Furious and heartsick, she listened as his stumbling footsteps echoed down the stairs. Working magic would be easy now, thanks to him. The petty magic of la magie ordinaire took all the skill she’d honed under her mother’s supervision – and it took sorrow. Without sorrow, there was no transformation, no magic.


Tonight she would have plenty to spare.
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That night, nightmares tore through Sophie’s sleep. They’d begun when she was sick with the pox. Sometimes in her dreams, she’d told Camille, she went back in time, six months, a year, to when their parents were alive, kind and happy. Other times they only seemed alive, for when Sophie embraced them, they crumbled to ash in her arms. Or it was three months ago, when they were dying of smallpox, and Sophie had to retch up whatever scrap of food she’d managed to eat in order to feed them. It was an endless horror of fear, guilt and anguish.


Perched on the edge of Sophie’s bed, Camille watched as Sophie’s eyes see-sawed under their bluish lids and tensed each time Sophie drew a shuddering breath. When she was close to waking, she gasped for air, like someone drowning.


Then she woke, her eyes pinched tight. ‘Please,’ she begged. ‘My sleep medicine.’


Camille held the brown bottle of laudanum up against the candle flame. It was nearly empty. She spooned the last few mouthfuls between Sophie’s lips. It didn’t take long before the drug worked its drowsy lull. Her eyelids fluttering, Sophie sank back into the pillow.


‘In my dream, Maman had no fingers,’ Sophie mumbled. ‘She had sold them all for food. Stay with me, Camille, so the dreams don’t come back.’


Holding Sophie’s thin hand, Camille tucked her knees up under her chemise and rested against the wall. Sophie’s coverlet rose and fell, rose and fell, as her breathing slowed, grew even. When the fire sank to embers, Camille pulled the blankets from Alain’s empty bed and tucked Sophie under them all. Her black cat curled himself against her stomach, his low-pitched purr thrumming in the air.


‘Ah, Fantôme,’ Sophie breathed, letting go of Camille’s hand to clutch at his fur.


‘That’s right. Sleep now, ma chèrie.’ Camille smoothed Sophie’s sweat-dark hair off her forehead. Her hair would need washing in the morning. For that, they’d need more wood to heat the water. More wood, more money, more medicine, more magie.


She tentatively touched the place above her collarbone where Alain’s knife had cut her. It had already stopped bleeding. It could have been worse, she told herself as she fingered the wound. Sometimes she hoped he’d never come back. It would make Sophie sad, of course. Camille knew she should pity Alain, or have sympathy for him, since he’d tried, at least in the beginning, to feed and clothe them. It wasn’t his fault that he couldn’t work magic; Dieu, he had wanted to. But all that came after? How he seemed to take refuge in the gambling and the drinking? That wasn’t the brother she knew.


Perhaps her real brother was never coming back.


Alain had little money in his pockets, but that wouldn’t stop him: soon he’d be shouting out his bets at the gaming rooms at the Palais-Royal, the grand Parisian palace belonging to the king’s cousin and notorious gambler, the duc d’Orléans, who’d opened his house to the public. There Alain would stake whatever he had to win whatever he could, drinking on credit until he could no longer sign his name. She knew how the story went. In a week or two the collector would be standing on their threshold, Madame Lamotte peering in behind him, the man jabbing a grimy bill in Camille’s face.


This was a certainty.


Leaving Sophie sleeping, Camille padded barefoot into the other room and paused at its far end, where a small door led to a room under the eaves. Slipping a key from its hiding place beneath a loose floorboard, she turned it in the lock. The little room was wallpapered with a faded pattern of cabbage roses. In the half-light, the flowers gawked at her like a crowd of faces. A few rolled-up old carpets, too worn to sell, lay in the gloom, and next to them, two wooden trunks. One of them looked as if it had been burned in a fire, its charred black surface greasy in the candlelight. Camille stepped past it, trying to pretend it wasn’t there. Though of course that was impossible. Because just to think of it was to hear Maman’s warning in her head – Do not touch the burned box, for it is more dangerous than you could ever imagine – and to feel a haunted breath along the back of her neck.


Maman had taught her that there were three kinds of magic. Magie ordinaire, for changing things. Glamoire, for changing oneself. And magie bibelot, for imbuing objects with magic, making them sentient.


It was ridiculous to think the burned trunk was looking at her, but it felt that way. She pulled her shawl closer.


The other trunk was a strongbox, bolted to the floor.


From a secret pocket she’d sewn into the seam of her skirt, Camille took out a handful of coins: the change from the magicked louis she’d used at the chandler’s shop. Twenty whole livres. Alain had drunk up the money she’d given him for the chicken. But he hadn’t got any of this, the real money. She felt a twinge of regret as she dropped the coins into the box and locked it. Sophie certainly needed strengthening. But money for the rent was more important than meat, and she had only a few days to get another hundred and eighty livres.


Though her body swayed with fatigue, sleep felt like a distant country. There was so much to do. Closing the little door and locking it behind her, Camille stepped through the pale lozenges of moonlight that lay on the floor to kneel by the fireplace and warm her hands over the embers. From a stack nearby, she took a handful of smudged proofs left over from her father’s print shop – Rise Up, Citizens, one of the pamphlets encouraged, Our Day Is Come! – and tossed them on the coals. Flames stretched up through the paper, bright and hungry, illuminating the mantel. The costlier curios that had once stood there – a porcelain shepherdess, a Chinese lacquerware lion with a wavy mane – were sold when her parents died. Now only a few paper figures tilted against the wall. She picked up a tiny boat and blew at the sails so they billowed.


Bagatelles, Papa had called them – little nothings. Queens with towering wigs and milkmaids dangling pails from their hands, knights with lances and dragons breathing flame: all made from inky test sheets for the pamphlets Papa had written. Even now, his words marched across the schooner’s sails: It Is Time We Act. The flames sparking from the dragon’s mouth spelled out Liberté! – though the L faced backwards.


She prickled with embarrassment, remembering. It took skill and practice to set the type backwards into the frame so that all the letters came out facing the right way, or so Camille had learned when she’d begged Papa to let her be his apprentice. He’d swept her up in his wiry arms and swung her in a circle when she’d asked, his face a blur of joy and pride. It was hard labour for a little girl. It wasn’t just the hours standing on a stool while she set the type, but also rubbing the type with ink balls so it was black as black, hanging on the lever that brought the plate down so the inked letters kissed the paper. And inevitably she made mistakes: mixed-up letters, blots and streaks. She didn’t want Papa to see, but he found the sheets where she’d hidden them. He knuckled away her tears and told her: To try is to be brave. Be brave.


So she wouldn’t feel like her smeared test sheets were worthless, he folded them into ships, cut them into wigs, or made them into dancing bears. Most of the bagatelles had worn out long ago. The paper didn’t hold. One icy night someone had burned most of them for fuel. But a few survived.


She kept them so she’d never forget.


She’d never forget the way Papa taught her his craft and art so that she might one day be the best printer in Paris, even though all the printers were men.


Nor the way his pride gleamed when her broadsheets hung drying on the line. She’d not forgotten the thrill when the paper went from blank to black, nor the excitement that came from knowing Papa thought her old enough and clever enough to think about the world they lived in. And by setting letters into a printing frame, to change it. A printing press took the thoughts from someone’s mind and inked them on to a piece of paper anyone might read. It was a kind of magic. A magic to alter the world.


But that was all put away. Sometimes when she tucked into the bed next to Sophie, her feet aching from tramping and her soul bruised from working magic, she’d console herself that she’d get a chance at it again one day. Yet each day, that some day raced further and further away until she couldn’t see it any more. She tried to press the rising sadness down but it raked at her ribs, her throat. She could even feel it throb in her little finger: a pulsing ache.


She didn’t want to do it – not now, she was so tired – but she had no choice. If she was awake, she might as well.


Setting down the paper boat, she fetched a heavy hatbox that rattled with metal bits. In it was broken type from the printing press. She ran her finger along the letters’ curves: their metal edges remained unbent. They’d come from an experimental border she’d been working on before Papa had to close the printing shop and sell the press. How empty the workshop had been when everything – presses, paper, cases, type – was gone. All that remained was dust motes hanging in the light and the liquid scent of ink.


Empty, empty, empty.


As Camille remembered, sorrow rose in her and ran like wine or laudanum, dark and bitter and relentless. She didn’t try to stop it. She didn’t tell herself that one day things would be better.


Instead she worked the broken type between her fingers until it warmed and began to lose its shape. She smoothed it, over and over, while she held the memory of her parents’ deaths in her mind. How the first spots had pricked their skin like bites before they swelled. How the angry marks were followed by weeping sores on her mother’s arms and chest, and how her father raved as his fever swallowed him up. How lonely Camille felt when Maman told her she would have to work magic now; that it was up to Camille to tap the source of her sorrow and use it to keep the family alive.


She hated la magie, but it was all she had.


Sitting at the worn table, Camille went back, again and again, to the shadowy, bottomless well, to the memory of their deaths and, beyond that, to her memories of their lives as they used to be. Then she reached past even those for a deeper sorrow, one that glimmered darkly, like a silvery fish deep in a black pond. Maman. Papa. Alain, too, the brother who’d held her safe on a window ledge to show her a swallow’s nestlings, was gone into that fathomless water. Tears came, but she kept working the metal, until what once had been broken took on the hard, useful shape of a coin.
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In the morning, Sophie’s cough was better. She’d been up before Camille, rekindling the fire in the stove, deftly toasting ragged ends of bread and heating old tea leaves for breakfast, which she brought in and set on the floor next to the chair in which Camille had fallen asleep.


‘It smells like summer.’ There was a tiny, unexpected thrill in Sophie’s voice.


Camille sat up and squinted. Sunlight poured in through the little window above the eaves. ‘What time is it?’ She touched Sophie’s hair where the sunlight warmed it to gold. ‘You’ve washed your hair.’


‘Clever of me, wasn’t it?’ Sophie fanned it across her shoulders. ‘And it’s nearly dry.’


‘Alain carried the water up this morning?’


‘Last night. Before you came home.’ Sophie’s face clouded. ‘Do you think something’s happened to him?’


Beyond drinking himself into a stupor? Wishing she had sugar for the tea, Camille swivelled the cup so the chip faced away and drank. ‘No.’


‘But imagine if he were pickpocketed at the Palais-Royal? It happens there all the time, he told me. Or – what if he’s fallen into the Seine?’


‘I’m certain he’s somewhere safe, sleeping off his . . . mood.’ In her hand, the teacup shivered on its saucer.


‘You’re shaking.’


‘A little tired, that’s all.’


Sophie stretched her fingers towards Camille’s throat, but she didn’t touch the wound. ‘It’s not right.’


Camille raised an eyebrow. It wasn’t like Sophie to see anything negative in her big brother. ‘He frightens me, sometimes. I don’t know what’s happened to him to make him like this.’


‘Not that it’s an excuse,’ Sophie said, ‘but he gets so angry about our situation.’


‘Does he?’ Camille bit back the rest of her words. Once, Alain had been a real older brother who’d cared for her. A brother she’d adored. But now he was a burden, one she seemed to bear the brunt of more and more.


‘You needn’t have turned coins last night. It takes too much from you. I know Alain will bring us his winnings.’ Sophie squeezed Camille’s hand. ‘Écoute-moi. I have an idea – let’s go out and have fun, just this once? I don’t mind walking however far we need to. We both need new shoes.’


Camille drank the last of her weak tea. ‘You want new shoes.’


‘I need them. How else can I look becoming? S’il te plaît?’ She draped her arms around Camille’s shoulders and whispered in her ear: ‘Please.’


‘Some day soon, ma chère,’ Camille said. ‘And until then, you do know you’re becoming no matter what, don’t you?’ Camille slipped out of her sister’s arms and stood up. Through the doorway she could see the table, and on it, the scratched green tin that served as their money box. Last night she’d used all the dented type in the hatbox, and even that wasn’t enough; in the end, she’d resorted to prising nails out of the walls.


‘But we’ve got so much now—’


‘We don’t!’ The words burst out, meaner than she’d meant. ‘I’m sorry, darling. Madame Lamotte stopped me yesterday when I was coming up the stairs. The rent is past due. And Alain—’


‘Fine.’ Sophie pushed her shoulders back stiff and tight, like a toy soldier’s. ‘So where are we going to go?’
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At the edges of Paris, the tall buildings shrank, and the cloud-dark sky reasserted itself. The houses, a few with thatched roofs, stood close to the road, sometimes separated from its dust and mud by stone walls. Peering over them, Camille spied the green relief of gardens: bright leaves of apple trees, a tangle of peas twined with pink blossoms.


Sophie tilted her head up and wrinkled her nose. ‘It was so nice earlier. Now it feels like it’s going to rain.’


‘We’re almost there.’


Attached to one of the larger houses was a farrier’s shop, its back built into the wall that ran along the lane. Smoke drifted over the roof; from inside the workshop door, sparks flew out to fizzle in the dirt yard where horses were shod.


‘Here?’ Sophie looked as if she were expecting handsome apprentices to hand them boxes full of metal scraps.


Camille laughed. There was no point in being frustrated with Sophie. Tucking her skirts behind her, Camille squatted in the dirt. Digging with a fingernail, she prised a bent nail out of the earth and held it up to Sophie. ‘See? No need for apprentices.’


‘I disagree,’ Sophie said petulantly, but after breaking off a couple of twigs from a branch that hung over the wall and giving one to Camille, she too sank to the ground and started digging.


Slowly, slowly a dingy pile of scraps grew between them. It wasn’t hard work, but it was dirty, and it would be days before their fingernails were clean again. With each shard of metal, each nail she tossed on to the pile, Camille’s resentment simmered towards boiling. Alain never helped dig. Nor did he wander the streets, eyes on the muck, ready to paw through it when metal glinted there. He didn’t need to. He was full of puffed-up promises – when he rose through the ranks of the Guard, there would be plenty for them all! Camille prised a long nail out of the earth and flung it on the pile. Alain couldn’t even keep his uniform clean. He seemed rarely to report for duty. How would he ever rise through the ranks? And his gambling debts only grew bigger and murkier, though he insisted they were nothing.


She continued to dig in the dirt, wrenching the metal bits free and hurling them at the bag, where they clinked dully together. Alain’s promises were as worthless as the pieces of paper Papa’s noble customers used to sign. They meant nothing. And it always fell to her to make something from that nothing.


‘Any more and we won’t be able to carry the bag home,’ Camille said, hoisting the flour sack they’d brought with them.


‘Grace à Dieu,’ Sophie muttered as she stood up. ‘We need gloves, Camille. There’s so much dirt under my nails, they hurt.’


A horse cart rumbled towards them along the lane, kicking up clouds of dust. Before it’d even passed them, Sophie was bent over her knees, coughing.


‘Shh, now.’ Camille hugged Sophie close. ‘Are you all right?’


‘My lungs – not quite – better,’ she gasped.


Nearby, a low wall ran towards an open field. On the other side of it, farmhands were cutting an early crop, their sickles flashing. A low wind billowed in their shirtsleeves. Behind the men, a band of trees crouched under a darkening sky. Camille dropped down on to the wall, pulling Sophie close beside her. Through the thin cloth of Sophie’s dress, her shoulder blades jutted out; her breath hitched in her throat in a way that made Camille wish she could breathe for her and spare her the pain. With Sophie’s fair head tucked against her neck, Camille closed her eyes and wished hard: somehow. Some day. Soon.


A moment later Sophie was kicking her heels dully against the stones.


‘You’ll ruin your shoes that way.’


Sophie shrugged as if to say, They’re already ruined. ‘I could take in more work from Madame Bénard. She’s always saying I’ve got clever hands for trimming hats. I might even wait on customers in the shop.’


It would certainly help. ‘Are you certain? With your health?’


With her dirty fingers, Sophie carefully straightened the pleats on Camille’s sleeve. ‘Then you wouldn’t have to work la magie—’


‘That would be a lot of hats.’ Camille dropped her smile when she saw Sophie’s eyes darkening.


‘Not everyone can work magic.’


It had been a vexed subject ever since the beginning, when Maman had begun teaching Sophie the simplest kind of magic, la magie ordinaire. Sophie insisted she couldn’t do it. Camille knew she didn’t want to. And unlike Camille, who could do it and who must, Sophie had walked away from working magic at all.


‘Everyone’s struggling these days,’ Camille said, pressing down her resentment. ‘We’re not the only ones. Apart from the nobles, all the people of France are hungry.’ In the field, the farmhands worked their way through the green rows. ‘Perhaps this year’s harvest will be better.’


‘One harvest won’t make our lives better. Bread will cost a bit less, bien sûr. But we’ll still be scraping through the mud for scraps of metal.’


‘We won’t live off la magie forever. Something will change.’


Sophie glanced sidelong at Camille. ‘Alain said he would take me to a dance at the Palais-Royal.’


‘And?’ Camille said, uneasy.


‘And,’ said Sophie, dragging her finger in curlicues along the top of the wall, ‘he said I might meet someone there. Plenty of noblemen come to the Palais-Royal for the duc d’Orléans’ entertainments. He said he’d buy me a dress to wear and a friend of his would loan me some jewels.’


‘Oh?’ If Sophie went, what would she find there, at the crowded gaming tables or on the polished parquet floor of the ballroom? An aristocrat looking for a wife? Hardly. A girl for an evening or maybe a week. Not the fairy-tale romance she was wishing for. ‘Who’ll buy you a dress: Alain or the duc?’


‘Alain, silly.’ Sophie gave Camille’s shoulder a little push. ‘I can marry rich, I know it. Find someone who’d take care of us.’


Camille wanted to scream. Or give up. Of all the things that Alain did – his drinking, his gambling, his utter disregard for money – encouraging Sophie to marry high was the worst. Even when their parents were alive, this had been ridiculous. And Maman had encouraged it with her stories. She told them she’d lived at Versailles when she was a little girl: she’d had a pretty dog on a red ribbon, a white pony, her own enamelled box for her rings. But her stories had the dim, dappled feel of dreams – nothing to hold on to. And after Papa had to sell the press, after her parents died, a rich husband for Sophie was a very dangerous daydream. She caught Sophie looking at her: her blue eyes large in her face, her lips parted, waiting. Hoping.


She took Sophie’s hand, the bones under her skin light as a bird’s. ‘You’re only fifteen, ma chère.’


‘The queen married at fourteen.’ Sophie sniffed.


Much good that did her, Camille thought. The French people despised Marie Antoinette. ‘Still, why not wait? You might—’


‘Look!’ Sophie slid off the wall. ‘There’s something in the sky!’ Up, up against the slate-grey clouds, a large object shimmered. Something that hadn’t been there before. It was yellow and white, like a striped silk purse tossed high in the air.


‘Dieu, it’s a montgolfière!’ Camille cried. ‘Remember?’


Sophie drifted into the lane, watching the flying machine. ‘How could I forget?’


Six years ago, Papa had taken them all the way out to the Palace of Versailles. Before they left, at home, he’d hoisted Camille up underneath the ceiling to feel how warm it was there compared to the cold morning floor. Hot air rises, he’d said. Remember that. She and Sophie were little then, and three bumpy hours from Paris to Versailles in a dray wagon had felt like a long way to go for a sack of hot air. Papa knew someone at the palace, a gardener, who let them in through a narrow iron gate. There, in an enormous, crowded courtyard, it waited: a flying machine, its balloon made of paper and decorated like an embroidered pillow.


Her father held her and Sophie in his arms so they could watch as the animals – a sheep, a duck and a rooster – were loaded into the basket. The stiff balloon tilted in the breeze. People clapped and cheered, chanting, ‘Montauciel! Montauciel!’ Camille shouted in her father’s ear to ask who Montauciel was; her father laughed and tweaked her nose. Montauciel was the name of the sheep, ‘Rise-to-the-Sky’. How the crowd roared when the assistants released the restraints and the flying machine rose into the sky.


It rose, but not like a bird. Like a saint in a church painting, straight up to heaven.


That balloon had been made of paper – the Montgolfiers were paper-makers – but this one was made of a rippling fabric, silk perhaps. In its chariot-like basket, silhouettes moved back and forth.


‘We’ll get a better view by the field,’ Sophie said. ‘Hurry! I think people are in it!’


The balloon sailed towards them, higher than any church’s tower. Higher than anything. Like a dandelion seed, Camille thought. Like a wish.


One of the two silhouettes bent over the brazier in the centre. The other stood at the chariot’s edge, a spyglass to his eye. The wind caught his dark hair. Behind him, banks of clouds darkened to storm as the pale undersides of the poplar trees flipped over. Rain was coming.


‘It’s like something from a fairy tale,’ Camille said, her voice low and reverent.


‘There aren’t balloons in fairy tales.’


‘In mine there are.’ Though Camille knew hot air kept the balloon afloat, it still seemed impossible. The balloon rushed down towards them, its gondola swooping over the treetops.


‘It’s going to land right here!’ Sophie dragged Camille forward, towards a gate in the wall. ‘Come!’


As the balloon crested the trees, moving faster now, one of the figures heaved something large over the edge of the basket: an anchor. It plummeted to the ground, then scudded into the dirt. But the balloon continued to speed across the field, the anchor dragging uselessly below.


Thick smoke billowed from the brazier. The machine floated too low, neither landing nor going up.


‘Something’s wrong, isn’t it?’ Sophie bit her lip.


Over the field, the balloon’s silk shuddered as it rushed along. One of the figures in the balloon shouted to the farmhands, ‘Help us, mes frères! Catch hold of the basket!’


Frozen by fear or wonder, the workers stared gape-mouthed, sickles dangling from their hands, as the balloon dropped. Inside the gondola, the two silhouettes braced themselves.


‘They will die!’ Sophie wailed, pressing her face into Camille’s shoulder. ‘Why won’t the farmers help them?’


Suddenly the balloon careened into the ground, spraying dirt and stones. The impact flung the gondola and the balloonists back into the air, like leaves tossed in a storm. Lost. Powerless. Almost gone.


In death, her parents’ bodies had looked heavy, but empty. As Sophie wept, they were hoisted on to wooden boards and carried down seven dark flights of stairs. Camille followed them. Papa’s arm had fallen loose of the winding sheet, his skin blackened with smallpox, the tips of his fingers grey with faded ink. All that light, snuffed out. She wanted to weep when she thought of the space Maman and Papa had left behind, like holes scissored from the sky.


‘Stay here!’ Camille shouted. Then she grabbed her skirts and ran.
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Past the flowering chestnut trees near the fence, through the open gate, and into the soft soil of the field, Camille ran. She ignored the shouts of the farmhands and the violent jump of her pulse.


The balloon sped towards her, now only a few feet above the ground.


‘Messieurs! Save us!’ yelled the dark-haired balloonist. But the farmhands scattered, shielding their heads with their arms and careening towards the trees.


Camille lost her footing in the loose soil, caught herself, kept running. With each breath, her chest fought against her stays. Her lungs ached, sharp dust in her throat.


As she drew closer she saw the balloonists weren’t men at all but boys, not much older than she. One of them – small, thin in his shirtsleeves – was pulling hard on a rope tied to the balloon’s opening over the brazier.


‘The release valve is broken, Lazare!’ he yelled.


‘Whose fault is that?’ the other one said. Behind him, his hair streamed out like a flag, his cravat a flash of white under his soot-streaked face.


‘Yours!’


‘If we’d had enough ballast, we wouldn’t be in this predicament!’ the dark-haired one shouted back. His face was tight with fear.


Far away, as if in a dream, Sophie called her name.


Camille was almost there. She saw how the gondola was fashioned only of woven willow branches, with simple leather straps holding its door closed; she saw how the taut ropes vibrated with strain. It was so fragile. In an instant, it could be smashed. Smoke poured from the brazier as the white-faced boy braced himself against the basket’s edge.


Faster. Faster. She forced her legs to pump.


The chariot thudded hard against the ground. The basket did not break; the boys clung on.


Four lengths. Two lengths. Then she was an arm’s length away.


Crouched against the railing, the black-haired boy braved a smile, his eyes on Camille as she ran alongside them. ‘Save us, mademoiselle! Grab the edge!’


In his gaze, she saw herself as someone else. Someone who might do something.


She grabbed the gondola with both hands.


The balloon’s momentum yanked her into the air. Under her feet, the field rushed sickeningly away. Scrambling over the objects in the gondola, the black-haired one grabbed her arms and pulled her higher. ‘Hold tight, mademoiselle, and watch your feet!’ he shouted into the wind.


‘Don’t let go,’ she managed to say. His face was so near, she saw the flecks of gold in his eyes, the determination in his face.


One agonizing breath.


Two. Three breaths.


And then it was over. With a sudden shudder, the balloon plunged to the ground, sending up a cloud of dust. The gondola rocked and then was still. Camille clung on, breathless, her mouth sandy with grit. Her legs were shaking so badly she wished she could sink to her knees, right there, in the dirt.


The boy was laughing.


Camille wiped the dirt from her mouth. ‘This is funny?’


‘We’re not dead!’ The boy threw an arm round his friend, then reached out to Camille. ‘But you, mademoiselle! You saved us!’


A wild laugh burst out of her. She had. She, Camille Durbonne, whose only talent, according to Alain, was to briefly turn nails to coins, had saved them. And, yet here stood both boys, unbroken and solid.


‘I was happy to do it,’ she said, and she meant it.


The other boy sighed. ‘We were never in any danger.’


‘Never in any danger?’ Camille couldn’t help herself. ‘What would you have done if I hadn’t been here? Your balloon would have smashed to pieces!’


‘Bah,’ the other one said. ‘It would have bounced.’


But the dark-haired one, the one who had held her as they raced above the earth, didn’t reply. Instead, he leaned on the basket’s edge and looked at her.


Even beneath the soot and dirt, he was ridiculously handsome, with his warm, copper-brown skin and glossy ebony hair. High, finely cut cheekbones set off his deep-brown eyes, which were fringed with lashes a girl might envy. Black, expressive eyebrows curved above them; a scar skipped through the left one, slicing it in half. But what was most striking about him was that his whole face was animated with a kind of light that made him the most alive thing in the landscape, as if an artist, sketching out the scene, had used a grey pencil to draw everything except one figure, on which he’d lavished his richest paints.


‘Incroyable,’ the boy said.


‘What is?’ Camille wondered aloud.


‘You have to ask?’ he said, surprised. ‘You, of course. Our rescuer.’ Leaping lightly over the basket’s edge, he stood suddenly in front of her. ‘Lazare Mellais,’ he said, bowing very low, ‘your servant, for life.’


She curtsied. ‘Camille Durbonne.’


‘Mademoiselle Durbonne, there aren’t many people I can say this about, but after what you did today I’d hazard that your disregard for your own life is probably equal to mine.’


She wouldn’t have thought that before today. The way he was looking at her made her feel braver. A bit reckless. ‘What else is there to do with a life than spend it?’


‘Fetch the champagne, Armand,’ the boy said, his gaze not leaving her. ‘Let’s celebrate.’


‘I’m not your servant,’ the pale boy snapped from inside the basket. ‘Besides, it’s going to rain.’


It was true. Behind the trees, anvil-shaped clouds loomed. Their bottoms were iron-grey with rain. Soon the storm would be upon them.


‘I know it’s going to rain,’ Lazare said. ‘Tell me, quickly – why did you do it?’


Camille shifted her weight, uncomfortable. How could she explain? After her parents died, her life had become so narrow, tight as a fetter. But sometimes surviving wasn’t enough. A person needed more than a roof and food. She needed to hope, to believe she could do something.


‘I thought I could,’ she said.


‘We wouldn’t have needed her help if we hadn’t run out of fuel,’ the other boy said, coming forward. He was slight, narrow-shouldered, a streak of white running through his brown hair like a badger’s. His fingers were stained blue with ink and black with soot; in his hand he held a pair of shell-rimmed glasses, which he polished determinedly on his sleeve. ‘That was your job, Lazare.’


‘Mademoiselle, may I introduce our head engineer, Monsieur Armand?’


Camille curtsied, but the badger-haired boy merely nodded and went on talking. ‘You should have brought more straw for fuel!’ He polished his glasses harder. ‘The air in the balloon got too cold.’


‘And extra fuel would have helped?’


‘More straw equals more heat!’ Armand said.


It isn’t as simple as that, Camille thought. ‘When you burn your fuel, you also burn some of your ballast, don’t you?’


The boy replaced his glasses and squinted at her. ‘And?’


‘And then, if you need to rise, you’ve nothing to throw over to lighten the load.’


A fierce blush crept up the boy’s neck. ‘How could you possibly know that?’


She was about to explain, but Armand looked away, crossing his arms. She’d been so desperate to join in the conversation that she’d offended him. And she didn’t want to be shut out from this new world that had appeared in front of her.


She tried again. ‘Do you know? Yours isn’t the first balloon I’ve seen. My father took me to Versailles to see a montgolfière.’


‘In eighty-three?’ Lazare exclaimed. ‘I was there, too.’ Something faraway flickered in his eyes. ‘I kept wishing I were in the gondola with those animals.’


‘But instead you got me,’ Armand muttered as a cool wind rushed along the field, tugging at their clothes, the collapsed silk of the balloon.


‘Don’t be angry, mon ami. We need a better release valve to let out the hot air. Otherwise we’re left hoping the hot air cools precisely as we’re flying over a field. Or that Mademoiselle is here to help us.’


Armand scowled. ‘Where’s Rosier with the wagon? Any moment now the skies will empty on us.’


‘There’s still time to toast our saviour,’ Lazare said, bending his lanky form into the chariot and fishing out a wine bottle. ‘Lucky for us, I saved this one from being dashed on a farmer’s head.’


‘Any moment, those farmers will descend on us, ready to dismantle the basket for firewood,’ Armand snapped.


From somewhere else – his pockets? – Lazare produced a handful of glasses. ‘Let’s pretend Armand’s not here,’ he said in a stage whisper.


‘Really, Lazare, this is too much,’ Armand complained. ‘Besides,’ he said with something like glee, ‘here comes Mademoiselle’s sister.’


Sophie arrived, out of breath, blonde hair straggling down her back, skirts splattered with dirt. She threw her arms around Camille. ‘Grâce à Dieu,’ she said. ‘You frightened me!’


Camille burned with shame. She’d been so caught up in the moment that she’d forgotten Sophie. What if she had fallen from the balloon, been broken on the earth? What would happen to Sophie then? Sophie would be one more poor girl turned out on the dangerous streets of Paris.


Sophie’s blue eyes snapped with fury. ‘What were you thinking, monsieur? You might have killed my sister!’


‘My apologies, mademoiselle,’ Lazare said, true regret in his voice. ‘It was reckless of me to ask for her help. But, admit it, your sister was magnificent!’


‘She was,’ Sophie said, apparently unable to resist the handsome stranger. ‘Magnificent and mad.’


She had been reckless too. Thoughtless. She could see that now. And yet. For a moment, as she’d stumbled through the field, her lungs on fire, her heart a drum, she’d felt alive. Free.


Lazare held up the wine bottle. ‘Quick, a toast! To the mad dreamers. To all of us!’


The thunder growled again, closer now. But underneath the storm’s low rumble, Camille heard something else. Hoof beats.


Riding towards them at a pounding gallop was a boy on a rangy grey horse, his mousy hair frizzing out under his hat so that it seemed in danger of pushing his hat off altogether. Tucked under one arm was a notebook, whose pages flapped in the wind. Behind him trundled the covered wagon, its horses keeping to the edge of the field.


‘Très bien!’ the boy on the horse shouted. ‘Stay just like that!


Lazare laughed. ‘Let me apologize in advance, mesdemoiselles.’ Before Camille could ask why, the curly-haired boy was hauling his horse to a stop and leaping to the ground. He dropped his reins in the dirt and sprinted towards the balloon, pressing his cocked hat to his head as he ran. He waved the notebook at them. ‘I saw it all! Wrote it down! Death-defying! A Great Moment in History!’


What? Camille snuck a sidelong glance at Lazare. He raised a dark eyebrow, the one with the scar. When the boy reached them, he flung himself to his knees before Camille and clasped her hand.


‘Mademoiselle! An angel!’ His clever black eyes scrutinized her. ‘No – scratch that out. A Jeanne d’Arc of the air! A true heroine!’


‘But I didn’t—’


‘Your name will be written in the annals of French history, mademoiselle!’ he said, rising to his feet and removing his hat with a flourish. ‘Charles Rosier, your servant.’


‘A pleasure to meet you.’ Camille tried to keep a straight face. Who were these people? It was as if she had stumbled into Astley’s circus or a play, something mad and wild and wonderful – completely apart from the rest of her life.


Rosier stood and bowed to Sophie, his hand on his heart. ‘Mademoiselle – thank you for coming to watch. We were lucky to have such a lovely audience.’


Sophie said with a laugh, ‘It was quite something.’


‘It looked well, did it not?’ Lazare threw an arm round Rosier’s shoulders.


Rosier kissed the tips of his fingers. ‘Very impressive. Accidents become you, Lazare. You might plan them, in the future. Though next time we’ll have a paying crowd for when you land.’


Just as Camille was about to ask how one might plan an accident, the skies cracked open. Cold, fat drops of rain pummelled their clothes and darkened the dirt in the field. The farmers, who’d been cautiously approaching, ran back towards the gate and away. Closer now, thunder rolled around them; a fork of lightning whitened the tops of the trees.


It was ending, and Camille did not want it to end.


‘Stop talking and help with the balloon!’ Armand shouted. He dropped to his knees, roughly rolling up the silk. ‘One more minute, and it’ll be drenched!’


Lazare reached for Camille’s hand. ‘Tell me, mademoiselle, do you live nearby?’


Camille had nearly given him her hand when she realized her mistake. Her fingernails were packed with dirt from digging up the scraps: five filthy black moons. Mortified, she pressed her fingers deep into her skirts.


‘I . . .’ she began.


But the light had gone out of Lazare’s face. For a moment he hesitated, as if he were going to say something else, then with a quick bow, joined Armand. Rosier helped manoeuvre the wagon into place. The wind snapping in the silk made the horses uneasy. The boys yelled encouragement and insults at each other as they struggled to get the balloon, the gondola and all the equipment on to the wagon.


‘If we don’t go now, we’ll be soaked to the skin.’ Sophie plucked at Camille’s arm. ‘Come. The boys are busy.’


In all the commotion, Camille tried to say adieu to Lazare, but his whole attention went to the balloon and getting it packed away on the wagon and out of the rain. It was as if she had never existed. She remembered how when the Montgolfiers’ balloon rose into the sky strangers in the crowd had embraced one another. In the excitement of the moment, people did strange things. But, as she and Sophie trudged back across the field, she couldn’t help looking back at him over her shoulder.


Lazare was steadying the lead cart horse, a reassuring hand flat on its curved neck. Slowly, as if he could feel her gaze, he turned his head. He waved, once, before his attention went back to the horse, the wagon, the balloon.


What had she expected? That, when the world made a door for her to step through, the door would stay open no matter what she did?


‘Camille,’ Sophie said. ‘Let’s go.’


Beneath Camille’s shoes, the earth became mud, marbled with bright green weeds crushed into the muck. The sack of metal scraps thumped dismally against her skirts.


She determined not to think of them any more. Out of sight, out of mind.


As they walked towards home, away from the fields at the city’s edges, the streets of Paris grew more cramped. More shadowy. Police paced through crowds of tired people going home; boys shouted the day’s scandals, broadsheets in hand, telling of smashed bakery windows and rising bread prices and taxmen burned in effigy. Horse carts and oxcarts churned in the filthy lanes, and over and through it all wove the church bells’ solemn tolling and the cries of the market-sellers and the melancholy glitter of rain.


This was the Paris of the strivers, of those who dwelt low, not high. This was not the Paris of balloonists. It was her Paris, and it was the same as it had been this morning.


But she, perhaps, was not.
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Back at their apartment, as the rain hushed in the half-light, Sophie began to plait a few silk roses into a hair ornament for Madame Bénard’s shop. ‘He liked you, you know.’


‘Who? The one with the white stripe in his hair? Or the curly-haired one who thinks I’m a Jeanne d’Arc of the Air? I think he liked you.’ Camille dried the last supper dish and put it away. In the bare cupboard, Alain’s plate waited like an accusation. Once, Alain had tried to juggle plates, like the jongleurs at Astley’s, and smashed two. How furious Papa had been until Camille called it an experiment, and they were spared.


Alain was the reason there had been so little to eat, but that would change tonight. On their way home, Sophie had stopped in the shop and told Madame Bénard that she would be happy to do more work. Thrilled, Madame had pressed a bundle of silk flowers and a small calico purse into Sophie’s hands. They’d have enough for something good to eat. Camille’s stomach tightened at the thought of it.


‘Obviously not the striped one,’ Sophie replied, wrapping a ribbon round the flower stems. ‘The dark one, who was so handsome. Like a character in a novel.’


‘Lazare Mellais, you mean,’ Camille said, as nonchalantly as she could. In her mouth, his name felt like an incantation, a charm to bring him back. Before Sophie could see her flush, Camille picked up a rag and ran it over the table.


‘I knew you liked him!’ Sophie laughed. ‘That must have been the strangest way for any lovers to meet!’


Camille still felt the warm strength of his hands on her shoulders, how he seemed to be the only thing holding her up in a landscape that was tilting and spinning. ‘How does someone our age come to have a balloon?’


Sophie pretended to think. ‘Money? He’s clearly quite rich.’


But the Montgolfiers who’d launched their balloon at Versailles had been paper-makers, nothing more. ‘Didn’t the curly-haired one, Rosier, say something about an audience? Perhaps they sell tickets?’


Sophie was about to reply when the sound of heavy footsteps echoed on the stairs.


‘It’s Madame Lamotte,’ Camille said in a hushed tone. ‘Tell her we have a plan for the money. She likes you best.’


Sophie stood up, the fabric roses in her hands. ‘But I thought we still had four days?’


The footsteps paused. Someone pounded on the door so it shook in its frame.


‘It’s not Madame,’ Sophie said.


The door swung open so hard it crashed against the wall.


Alain stood in the centre of the doorway. In the old days, before, Camille would have thrown her arms round his neck and kissed him. Not now. Now there was an empty pit where once there had been that feeling.


‘No smiles? No glad greeting?’ He shook out his coat. Water streamed on to the floor. ‘I’d have guessed you would have been happier to see me, sisters.’


‘We are!’ Sophie said, moving to greet him. ‘We were surprised, that’s all.’


‘To see your own brother?’ Alain sauntered into the room. His blond hair hung lank around his face, his cheeks unevenly shaven. He reeked of last night’s wine, and his shoes were caked in mud. ‘Well, I won’t trouble you much longer. Just give me what money you have.’


‘Our rent is due, Alain,’ Camille said as calmly as she could. She’d not let him provoke her this time.


‘That’s fine.’ He shrugged. ‘Just give me whatever you have.’ ‘We can’t,’ Sophie said quietly. ‘We’ll be thrown out if we can’t pay Madame Lamotte.’


‘But you have it?’


Camille imagined the strongbox, the iron straps binding it to the floor, twenty real livres inside. That was all they had. The key was back under the floorboards, though knowing that didn’t make it any easier to breathe. She wished hard that he would give up and leave. ‘We were hoping you might have some money, Alain. We’re still short by a lot.’


‘If I had, why would I be here?’ Alain stalked towards Camille. ‘Don’t jest about that which you don’t understand.’


‘I wasn’t jesting.’


‘Help us understand, then,’ Sophie pleaded.


Alain clenched his hands. ‘I’m in debt to someone,’ he said in a strangled voice. Camille could not tell if he was angry or scared. ‘My debts to him are large. Larger than you can imagine. And he’s tired of waiting.’


As am I. As is Madame Lamotte. ‘We’re all tired, Alain,’ Camille said.


Sophie stepped sideways, closer to Camille and the table where the calico purse lay.


‘Still, he wants his money.’ Alain fumbled in his coat pocket and drew out a small bottle. He tipped his head back and drank, wiping his mouth on the cuff of his coat.


‘It’d be easier to pay him if you stopped drinking,’ Camille said grimly. ‘And went back to soldiering.’


Swaying a little, Alain let the bottle drop to the floor, where it rolled, clinking, towards the centre of the room. ‘I will, I promise, but I must give him something now so he knows I’m keeping my word.’


How could he ask such a thing of them? ‘Why not tell your creditor that you’ll pay him piecemeal, when you have the money? Tell him how Sophie’s getting better, but still needs medicine. Surely he can be reasonable.’


‘Reasonable is not the word I’d use,’ he said.


‘Look around this apartment,’ Camille said, bewildered. ‘We don’t have anything, brother. Not even a chicken bone.’


‘You think this is a joke?’ Alain snarled. ‘He is not a kind man. I’ve seen what he’s done to others. I could tell him where you live and he would come here and steal you away as payment for my debt. He’d eat your flesh and crunch up your bones.’ Alain wiped spit from his mouth. ‘Or make you his harlots. How would you like that, Camille?’


The girl in the street, her crimson lips, her filthy feet – a girl on fire. Camille would not let that happen to Sophie or herself.


‘You are incroyable,’ she said, furious. ‘You drink away the money I give you and return only to demand more. Then you threaten to sell me as a whore to your creditor?’ She took a step closer, eyes burning, chin up, defiant. ‘Whoring is something I will never do. And if you think I’d do it to save your pathetic skin, you are terribly mistaken.’


His demeanour changed then. She had only time for one thought – This is the real Alain – before he slammed his fist into her face.


Lightning exploded. The room collapsed.


Someone was wailing.


She didn’t know if it were Sophie, or herself.


Camille pulled herself to her elbows. Firelight flickered. Something was in her eye: a kind of red curtain. With the back of her hand, she rubbed at it. Blood caught on her eyelashes, trickled hot into her ear.


By the fireplace, two figures struggled. Alain, she realized dimly. And Sophie. His broad back was to Camille, one fist wrapped in Sophie’s hair. The other he shook at her white face. Something dangled from it. The calico purse.


‘Is this all you have?’ he shouted.


Camille struggled to get up. The room spun and she lurched on to her side. Everything blurred. He had gone too far. Her true brother was never coming back. She’d get the candlestick from the table and crack this one’s head open.


Camille grabbed at the floorboards with her fingernails, dragging herself forward.


‘This is your last chance, ma soeur,’ Alain slurred. ‘I know you and your lying sister have more hidden away somewhere.’ He raked at Sophie’s hair and she whimpered. ‘If our parents were alive, they would never say no to me.’


Yes, they would. You’re no longer their son. You’ve become someone else.


Camille slid a little closer to the table.


In that moment, Sophie’s eyes met Camille’s. They were enormous in her face, their pupils black. Behind Alain’s back, Sophie motioned urgently towards the floor. She wanted Camille to lie down.


The floor tilted. Camille met it with a thud.


All she could see were his boots, filthy from the street. Straw crushed into the mud on their heels. Under his rumpled coat, the thready gleam of his watch chain – the watch itself pawned long ago – was strangely bare. It was missing its last remaining fob: a miniature portrait of Sophie and Camille.


Sophie pointed wildly. ‘See what you’ve done to our sister! You’ve killed her!’


Ah. Camille closed her eyes, held her breath. My sister the actress.


‘Don’t be a fool. She’s not dead,”’ he faltered.


Sophie dropped to the floor next to Camille. ‘Open the window and call the constable!’


Alain stooped to peer at her. ‘She’s not moving.’


Sophie pressed gently on Camille’s throat. ‘Her heart’s still beating.’


‘God in heaven!’ he exclaimed. ‘Let her live! I never intended it. Never.’ He picked up her hand, held it to his cheek. ‘You must believe me.’


‘This time, she’s breathing. But Alain, think! What were you doing?’


Alain flinched. ‘You don’t understand. He’s not like other people.’ He started to cry, abjectly. ‘If he doesn’t get the money, he’ll kill me. Or worse.’


‘But you hurt your sister!’


‘To protect her!’ he wept. ‘To protect all of us!’


Sophie prised his hands loose from Camille’s; Camille saw a flash of silver as Sophie pressed some livres – how many, oh, how many? – into their brother’s hand.


‘Take this and go before I call for the police. You can never come back if you’re drunk.’


At the door, Alain hung on Sophie like a too-large child. He had always been the biggest, the oldest, the most daring – the one who carried both girls on his shoulders. Now he avoided Camille where she lay on the floor. ‘I promise. I will change. I will get rid of my tormentor and then, you’ll see, we’ll be free,’ he said.


She didn’t believe in his promises. She wished he would go away forever.


He was still moaning as Sophie pushed him into the hallway and closed the door behind him.


Sophie waited, still as a watched mouse, as his footsteps faded. Then she wrenched the key over in the lock and dragged the table, its candlesticks wobbling and legs screeching, against the door. Her chest was heaving when she crouched down next to Camille.


‘Does it hurt?’


Oh no, not at all. Camille’s ears were ringing, her thoughts banging around in her head like a door in the wind. He had hurt her. Badly. What about her made him so angry? Her mind reeled back: the snap of her neck when he hit her. The slow drop to the floor. Alain’s wet, crying mouth.


‘Can you get up?’ Sophie wriggled her arm under Camille’s shoulder and helped her sit.


The ceiling loomed too close. ‘Everything’s wobbly. Lean me against the wall. Is it bad?’


‘Awful,’ Sophie said quietly. ‘His ring cut you above the eyebrow. That’s why there’s so much blood.’


‘Merde.’ Camille reached up to touch her brow. The raw pain made her wince.


With water warmed on the stove and a soft rag in her hand, Sophie worked away at the blood. She wiped it out of Camille’s ears, off her neck where it had dried and cracked, soaked it out of her clotted hairline. When she was finished, Sophie looked grimly pleased. ‘It’s just a small cut. I won’t have to sew it.’


Camille’s stomach lurched when she thought of Sophie’s tiny, even stitches in her skin. ‘Alain took it all, didn’t he?’


Nothing stayed. No matter what Camille did. She gathered scraps of metal and dredged up sorrow to make them into coins, but they didn’t stay. Maman and Papa, the printing press, her dreams, her family the way they’d once been. Though she’d tried so hard to hold it all, in the end it ran away like water through her fingers.


Nothing stayed.


‘What do you mean, “all”?’ Sophie wrung out the bloody cloth and dropped it in the basin of pink water.


‘Didn’t he get into the strongbox?’


‘Oh, no. He took only what was in my purse.’


‘But that was your wages!’


‘Not all of it.’ Sophie smiled. ‘In fact, not very much of it at all.’
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