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Dear Reader,

Undoubtedly, you have heard tales of the Scarlet Pimpernel and his League. You know of his daring, his cunning, his outright bravery in the face of death. You may have been privy to accounts from those he rescued—French aristocrats and commoners alike condemned to death in France’s Reign of Terror, saved from the blade of the National Razor by the Pimpernel and his men. These stories are no myth.

The legend is true.

But what you know is not the whole story. . .
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Paris, The Reign of Terror

The king was dead. The queen was dead. The country was at war and thousands faced starvation as winter approached, promising to be just as harsh and unforgiving as in years past. Tumbrels stacked with corpses fouled the streets, the bodies polluting the Seine when they were dumped unceremoniously into its waters. The cemeteries were filled to bursting. Death and the stench of death was a pall over the city of Paris. And this man—this so-called patriot—thought to lecture her on the theater’s choice of play.

Alexandra Martin—Alex to her friends and lovers—tapped her foot impatiently. Her foot was hidden by her skirts. Her face was not, and that she schooled into an expression of rapt attention.

“Voltaire’s Irène and The Marriage of Figaro,” the patriot droned. “Those are the only acceptable plays to be performed in the Republic.”

The patriot’s name was Citoyen Chevalier—Tristan Chevalier—and Alex knew where he lived, what he ate for breakfast, whom he slept with, and where he’d received the scar on his jaw. He had been a printer before he’d joined the revolution. His father had been one of the delegates sent to the National Assembly, and the son had stayed in Paris and run the family business. His parents and his sister were dead now. His brother fought with the army on the front, and Tristan Chevalier no longer printed inflammatory pamphlets and libelles. Now he worked for Robespierre, doing the bloodthirsty leader’s dirty work.

Today that included warning the actors and owners of the People’s Theater, where Alex had been part of the company for the past eight years, that the doors to the theater would be closed and the actors imprisoned if they did not abandon their current offering—Julius Caesar.

“Shakespeare’s plays,” Chevalier said, reading from a small notebook with a worn blue leather cover, “most especially the histories, such as Julius Caesar, are not permitted.”

“Why not?” one of the actors asked.

Chevalier raised eyes the color of café au lait. He looked at each of the actors in turn, trying to discern who had spoken. His eyes rested on Alex only briefly. It had been a man’s voice, so she did not interest him. Nevertheless, in that brief instant, she felt her neck grow warm and the heat rise to her face.

“Because,” Chevalier answered, “Robespierre has deemed it so.”

And Robespierre had probably read Shakespeare and realized that a play about a tyrant might provoke unwanted comparisons in the citizens who viewed it. Much better to keep the public’s enmity focused on the ancien régime, now being systematically eradicated on the guillotine’s scaffold each day.

“I am happy to answer any further questions,” Chevalier said, closing his notebook and securing it in his waistcoat, “at the Salle des Machines.”

And from thence the offending actor could easily be sent to the Conciergerie to await trial—or what passed for a trial in this city forsaken by justice.

When no one else spoke, Chevalier turned neatly on the heel of his polished boots and started for the steps. The actors had been called together on the stage of the theater, as it was the only location in the building large enough to fit all of them, and now he walked off the stage and into the rows of seats. The theater was dark, the stage lit only by a scattering of candles and lamps, and his dark blue coat—much in the style of that worn by the National Guard—quickly blended in with the darkness.

She couldn’t let him go. In a sense, she’d orchestrated his presence here. She was the one who’d suggested the theater perform Julius Caesar and then coaxed and cajoled Deville until he had persuaded the other theater managers. She’d known the play would not be permitted and Tristan Chevalier would be sent to shut it down. Bringing Robespierre’s lapdog here seemed the easiest and least suspicious way to carry out her mission. She’d been ordered to make contact with Chevalier by none other than the Scarlet Pimpernel. The Scarlet Pimpernel—the British hero who had saved so many from the guillotine and who many still argued was only a fiction.

As part of the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel, Alex knew he was no fiction.

Alex went after Chevalier, lifting the hem of her tunic so she would not trip over it. She had been dressing for a rehearsal of the play when Chevalier had arrived and demanded their presence on the stage. Alex might have wished she wore something other than the white tunic with the gaudy gold piping and the black wig of tight curls encircled by a gold band, but she rather thought the flimsy white material might attract Chevalier’s attention.

“Citoyen!” she called, running lightly on her sandaled feet. Even in the semi-darkness, she saw his back stiffen. Then he paused and turned sharply to watch her approach.

He was a tall man, though every man was tall to her as she was petite, but he must have been close to six feet. His straight brown hair, streaked with a few lighter strands here and there, had been pulled back into a simple queue and hung down his back to an inch or so below his collar. His eyebrows were dark slashes and his lips a soft peach amid a day’s growth of stubble. She imagined he let it grow to hide the angry red scar on his jaw. In time it would fade and turn white, but her information was that the scar was only a few years old and had been deep enough that it would take considerable time to disappear.

He nodded at her, clasping his hands behind his back. He was curt and perfunctory, and not at all the sort of man she was used to dealing with. “Citoyenne Martin.” His tongue stumbled slightly over her English name, as though he was not used to the harsher consonants of her native language. “How may I be of assistance?”

She paused as she stood before him and smiled up and into his eyes. “You know my name.”

“All of Paris knows your name, citoyenne. You are the famous English actress.” His tone was one of disdain, but Alex kept her smile in place.

“Then you know my work?”

He shook his head. “I do not have time to attend the theater. In fact, I am pressed for time now.”

Alex had not loved the ancien régime, but she had certainly appreciated the noblemen’s manners. These patriots had none. “Allow me to accompany you to your carriage.” She hooked her arm through his and waited for him to lead her. He gave her a weary look, one that said he did not have time to pretend he strolled in the gardens, but he placed his hand over hers and led her toward the exit anyway.

“I am afraid you have dealt the company quite a blow today,” she said, her voice pleasant and loud enough to be overhead by any who wished to listen. “Costumes and sets do not come cheaply, citoyen.”

“Then your company would do well not to waste funds on a play that has not been approved by the Committee of Public Safety.”

They stepped into the foyer, where two National Guardsmen jumped to attention and opened the door. Immediately, Alex clamped her teeth to keep them from chattering. It was mid-November, and the weather outside was wet and cold. A gentleman would not have taken her out in it, dressed as she was in a thin costume, her arms bare. But Chevalier was no gentleman.

He stepped outside, and the wind caught her skirts and slapped them against her calves. Her nipples puckered from the cold, but she did not cross her arms over them to warm herself. Instead, she watched Chevalier’s eyes, hoping his gaze might dip to the hardened points of her breasts, thereby proving he was human after all. But his eyes never left her face—or rather, a point just to the right of her face.

“Shakespeare is beloved by everyone, the world over. His plays are considered masterpieces.”

Chevalier’s eyes slid to hers, then back to that undefined point again. “The Committee considers them unpatriotic. You do not wish to participate in anything unpatriotic, do you, Citoyenne Martin?”

And there was the veiled threat. She’d been learning everything she could about Chevalier for weeks. He was known for his ability to offer veiled threats, and even more importantly, make good on them.

“No, of course not. The Committee will not find a more ardent patriot than I, citoyen.”

“I am pleased to hear it.” But his face was a mask of skepticism. She had not fooled him, nor had she expected to. “Good day, citoyenne.”

“Good day. And remember—

Great princes' favorites their fair leaves spread 


But as the marigold at the sun's eye,
And in themselves their pride lies buried,
For at a frown they in their glory die.”

He paused, hand on the door to his carriage. “Sonnet twenty-five,” he said, his gaze meeting hers directly now.

She raised her brows in both acknowledgment and admiration.

“Is it a warning?”

“Take it as you will.”

He climbed into the carriage, but looked out the window again before signaling to the coachman to drive on. “You play a dangerous game, citoyenne.”

She smiled. “There is no other kind worth playing. I do hope to see you again, citoyen.”

He looked at her long and hard, as though he might say something more, then he leaned back in the carriage and rapped on the roof.

Alex watched the carriage go, her smile fixed in place. She had not been certain he would know Shakespeare. Even after all she had gathered about him, she still did not know whether he was merely a sheep following the herd or an intelligent man with his own thoughts.

She was not pleased to have discovered the truth. An intelligent man was even more dangerous. It meant he was a true patriot. Such a man was much harder to sway with bribes or blackmail. This Chevalier did not seek fortune and fame but the ideals the revolution had been founded on.

Such a man could not be easily corrupted, and yet, that was what she must do if she were to save the little king.

Alex’s smile faded as the carriage rolled out of sight. It was time she had a serious discussion with the Scarlet Pimpernel.

***
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TRISTAN DID NOT RETURN to the Salle des Machines at the Tuileries Palace, where Robespierre and the National Convention were quartered. He had no desire to be sent on another tedious errand by a man whom he had once loved and respected but who, over the course of the last year, had become increasingly fanatic.

Men, women, and children were starving in the streets. France was at war in the Vendée and with Austria. Riots broke out daily in Paris. Robespierre’s solution seemed to be universal: cut off more heads.

Tristan instructed the coachman to drive him to his residence near the Tuileries. He had taken the small apartment to be nearer to the National Convention, but now he wished his family’s lodgings in the Rue Sainte-Avoye hadn’t burned. The shop beneath the residence, with its once loud and busy printing press, had felt as much like home as the tiny upper floor, where he and his family had passed many pleasant evenings in crowded quarters. His current quarters offered him plenty of space but were bare and impersonal.

At one time he’d wanted to forget those memories and cling only to the anger they stirred in him. Now his anger was sated, his lust for vengeance snuffed out. Robespierre seemed to sense this, and Tristan suspected his supervisor kept him busy with trivialities to prevent him from attending sessions of the National Convention.

After all, what did it matter what play the People’s Theater performed when half of the country would freeze to death in a few short weeks or months? What difference did it make which portrait a café owner hung in his establishment? These were but diversions and details that distracted from the very real problems facing the country—problems Robespierre and the Convention seemed unable to solve.

Upon arriving at his residence, Tristan sent the coach back to the Tuileries and watched it depart. When the coachman was out of sight, he entered the building housing his apartment and walked straight out the back door, without stopping in his rooms. From there he walked the short distance to the Palais-Royal.

The day was cold and overcast, and the weather matched his mood perfectly. This morning he’d barely stepped foot in the Tuileries before Robespierre had sent him to the Boulevard du Temple and the People’s Theater. It had further annoyed him to be challenged by an actress, no less, and an English one at that. The woman must have a death wish to express her disapproval of the dictates of the National Convention so openly. Tristan could have reported her, and she would be in the Conciergerie before the end of the day.

He would have reported her too, if he was not about to do something far worse than merely disapprove of the new government’s policies. Tristan might be many things, but he was not a hypocrite.

He entered the café and took a seat at a small round table toward the back. One glance around him and he knew the man he sought had not yet arrived. The café was brightly lit with crystal chandeliers whose lights reflected off the many mirrors lining one wall. Gilded moldings separated the mirrors and ran along the edge of the ceiling as well. Paintings of scenes from mythology lined the walls where mirrors did not.

Tristan indulged himself, ordering coffee with chocolate and sat back, closing his eyes. He was tired. He had not slept well since this business had begun, and he was anxious to complete it. He was weary of deception and intrigue. He was only a man, and lately he felt as though he carried the weight of the entire nation on his back.

Eyes closed, he tried to clear his mind of political intrigue—of Dantonists, Girondists, Jacobins, and Montagnards. Instead, the vision that came to him was that of Citoyenne Martin’s lovely green eyes. They were her best feature, and he would not have been a man if he had not noticed them. Nor would he have been a man had he not noticed the way her thin Roman garb clung to her legs and revealed the shape of her small but firm breasts. She was not a beautiful woman. Her jaw was too sharp, her body too angular. She had none of the roundness embodied in the nymphs and goddesses painted in the scenes from mythology surrounding him.

She was rather like a sprite or a fairy, her green eyes sparkling and bent on mischief.

“Have you been waiting long?” a man’s voice asked.

Tristan opened his eyes and looked into the face of the man he knew only as Citoyen Allié. Tristan did not believe this was the man’s real name. Allié meant ally and that was too convenient to be a coincidence. Tristan also suspected the man took some pains to disguise his true appearance. He wore his hat pulled low, his collar high, and his nose and cheeks did not look quite right. Theatrical makeup, perhaps? Or perhaps the shadows from his hat, which he had not removed upon entering the café, only gave the appearance of irregular features.

“Not long, citoyen.” Tristan gestured to the chair opposite. The waiter appeared with Tristan’s coffee, and inquired as to what Allié would drink. The man ordered coffee, plain. He always ordered the same, and never had Tristan seen him drink it.

When the server was gone, Allié leaned forward. “Do you have the pamphlets you mentioned to me when last we spoke? I am eager to read more of these republican tracts.”

The words were meant for anyone listening to them. Pamphlets was but code for letters Tristan had copied wherein Robespierre advocated for the arrest and execution of political enemies and formally condoned several massacres of loyalists in the provinces.

“The pamphlets are close at hand,” Tristan said. Part of the reason he had not slept the night before was that he was still undecided as to whether or not to give the letters to this Allié and officially pull the trigger, as it were, and begin Robespierre’s downfall.

“You are having second thoughts?” Allié asked, his tone suggesting this was to be expected.

“I am not eager to become a traitor.” He whispered the last word, aware of the danger he faced using such terms in public.

“A traitor to whom?” Allié asked, lifting his chin so Tristan might see the intensity of his gaze. His eyes were blue, quite intelligent, and very perceptive. “To your country or your superior? I think you must choose your allegiance.”

“There was a time they were one and the same.”

“And that time is no more. Robespierre”—he lowered his voice—“orders the deaths of hundreds on suspicion alone. If any dares to oppose him, that man finds himself on the scaffold. Look at the Girondists.”

The Girondists had been rivals of the more radical wing of the Jacobins to which Robespierre belonged. When they fell from favor, twenty-two of them had been condemned. The execution of over two dozen men took only a little over a half an hour.

“Who is next on Robespierre’s list? Dare any man stand in his way? Even the king was not so much a tyrant.”

This was true, although Tristan hated the late king and the ancien régime for its excesses and sins. But the new government should not have been about personal vendetta, even if Tristan’s support had sprouted from a very personal desire for revenge. Robespierre spoke of equality even while he sought more and more power and destroyed anyone who stood in his way.

“You are loyal, and that is a trait to be admired,” Allié said, lowering his head so his eyes were no longer visible. “But loyalty becomes an evil when it overlooks murder and oppression. Give me the papers”—he held out a gloved hand—“and declare yourself on the side of liberty, equality, and fraternity.”

Tristan reached into his pocket, sliding his hand over the letters he had copied. They were not enough to condemn Robespierre, but they were the beginning of a stockpile of ammunition his opponents would need in order to depose him.

Robespierre, who had been like a brother to him, who had dined with him, with whom he had worked side by side, with whom he had discussed grand plans for the country and the new republic. It sickened Tristan to betray his friend thus. And then his gaze strayed to the windows of the café. Not far away, in the Place de la Révolution innocents died under the blade of the National Razor. Further away, men like Jean-Baptiste Carrier executed hundreds daily in Normandy, using creative methods, each crueler than the last.

The man who condoned such actions was not the man Tristan had known. He might wear his face and speak with his voice, but his words were those of a stranger. This stranger did not seek justice but power, and Tristan could not stand by and allow the abuses to continue.

Tristan swallowed the bile in his throat, withdrew the papers, and slid them under the table into Allié’s waiting hand.

“You have done a great service to your country,” Allié said, rising and tossing several coins on the table to pay for the coffee he had not drunk. “A great service.”

Tristan watched him go. “Then why do I feel as though I’ve just signed the papers for my own execution?” he muttered.
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“We have him now,” Sir Andrew Ffoulkes said, slapping a stack of papers on the table where Alex sat cleaning her pistol.

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s unwise to startle a woman holding a loaded weapon?”

Ffoulkes glanced at the pistol. “My nanny drilled it into me daily, but your pistol isn’t loaded.”

“This one is.” She pointed to the one she’d finished cleaning and set aside.

“In any case, you heard me come in.” He took a seat opposite her in the cozy attic room above the house she’d rented on a narrow street off the Boulevard du Temple.

The new safe house was close to the theater, which made it convenient for work. It was also near the lodgings of other actors, which made it inconvenient. She’d taken it anyway because the attic was large enough to accommodate half a dozen and the house was built in such a way so that the uppermost room was not visible from the street below. The National Guard had a penchant for searching private residences, usually in order to loot weapons and food, but they often stumbled upon fugitives and former nobles in hiding as well.

Before Alex had moved in, with Lord Edward Hastings acting as her lover, several agents of the Scarlet Pimpernel had made structural changes to the house so that secret panels opened in the walls allowing access to the attic from an internal stairwell. They’d also created an exit from the cellar to the alley behind the house. Washing was always conveniently hung out to dry here, providing cover so the members of the League might leave without being easily spotted.

Then they’d furnished the attic with a small stove for warmth, three narrow beds, a dresser, a washstand and basin, a table and chairs, and an escritoire with a very wobbly leg Honoria complained about whenever the table and chairs were full and she was forced to use it to make forged documents. Alex rather liked the attic space and spent more time here than she needed, considering she had access to the entire house at any time. The room was small and dark, but comfortable.

Except for the fetters hanging on the wall.

But she preferred not to look at those or consider their purpose. This was the fifth safe house Alex had lived in over the past year, and she was rather weary of moving. She was rather weary of Paris, but the Pimpernel needed her for this mission. She could not let him or the little king down.

At present, only she and Ffoulkes occupied the attic space. Dewhurst had gone out with Hastings and Honoria and her marquis were resting—or so they’d said—in the bedroom below. The other members of the League had moved to another safe house. Alex did not know where it was, and she did not want to know.

A week or so ago, she had passed Sir Edward Mackenzie on the street, but they had not even glanced at each other.

She had heard Sir Andrew Ffoulkes come in. He’d used the lever that rang a bell in the attic when one of their own entered through the cellar door. She hadn’t known it was he, but she was glad to see Ffoulkes rather than Dewhurst or Hastings. Ffoulkes had been with the Pimpernel.

“Whom do you have?” she asked now, laying her pistol down and peering at the stack of folded papers.

“Chevalier.”

She raised a brow.

“The Pimpernel met with him today, and he gave us these letters copied from Robespierre’s personal correspondence. I glanced at them and they’re quite damning. And so you see, Tristan Chevalier is not the pinnacle of loyalty you thought him to be.”

“Did the Pimpernel tell you that or is that a conclusion you have come to on your own?”

Ffoulkes tapped the papers. “He gave us these papers to be used against Robespierre.”

She shook her head. “He gave those papers to a man he thinks is a patriot like himself because he wants to stop the reign of terror his superior has unleashed on France. Had he known that man was the Pimpernel or a royalist sympathizer, he would have sent him to the guillotine without a second thought.”

“Even if it compromised him in the process?”

“Yes!” Chevalier was absolutely one for sacrifice. She had known that about him the first time she had seen him.

“I think not.”

She rose and paced the attic. “Because you haven’t looked him in the eye. I have, and I promise you, Chevalier is the wrong man. He will not help us. He will die first.”

“The Pimpernel does not agree.”

She rounded on Ffoulkes. “Did you tell him I wished to speak to him?”

Ffoulkes leaned back in the chair, crossing his legs. “Yes, and he thinks that is unwise at the moment. He asks you to trust his judgment and proceed with the plan.”

She glanced toward the corner of the attic and the fetters that hung there. “And if I refuse?” She gazed directly at Ffoulkes.

Ffoulkes shrugged as though they’d had this conversation a dozen times before, which they had. “Then we send Honoria.”

Alex stood at the table and placed her palms flat. “The result will be the same. He will not betray his country or his principles. You know I am no coward.”

“No one would ever accuse you of lacking courage, Alex. You’ve done more for our cause than—”

Alex cut him off. She didn’t need platitudes and compliments. “Then you know my objection does not stem from fear.”

“Then what is it?” Ffoulkes stood, his endless patience finally breaking. “Right here we have all we need to blackmail him.” He pointed to the papers. “Everything we have worked toward for weeks is in place. We won’t have another opportunity like this.”

“I know, but—”

“But what?”

“I don’t know.” She threw up her hands. “I have a bad feeling.”

Ffoulkes cursed under his breath. Even though he knew she was no lady, he still always afforded her the courtesies he would have given to a lady. “A bad feeling. The entire country has a bad feeling, most especially the condemned sitting in their cells, waiting for the tumbrels to take them to the guillotine in the morning.”

“Listen, Andrew, have I ever opposed a mission before?”

“Yes! You oppose every single one!”

She gave him a flat look. “I play devil’s advocate until we have the details fine-tuned. I am not playing devil’s advocate this time. This time I am stating, for the record, that this mission is doomed.”

“So noted.” Ffoulkes pretended to make a check on the documents before him. “Now, let’s discuss the plan for the festivities tomorrow afternoon.”

Alex sat, leaned her chin on her hand, and tried not to think of this as her last night of freedom.

The next morning she arrived at the theater early, only to discover that in light of the cancellation of Julius Caesar, her presence was not required. The managers were discussing which of the plays approved by the Committee of Public Safety they might present instead, which really meant those plays that hadn’t already been performed all over the city a hundred times.

“I have no great love for Shakespeare, but I do have a fondness for bread.” Élodie, one of the other actresses in the company, followed Alex back into the street. “They may debate the play for days and in the meantime, we starve.”

It was true. If the actors were not performing, the theater was not taking in money, and no one was paid. With winter coming, everyone was keenly aware of the shortage of flour for bread and wood for fires.

“Deville and the others will figure out something,” Alex said, trying to sound reassuring, though she had no great expectations and not a little guilt at her role in the current crisis. The theater had been floundering for some time now, and if it wasn’t for the financial support of the Scarlet Pimpernel, Alex herself would be hungry.

“That is easy for you to say.” Élodie sniffed. “You have a man to look after you. I have only creditors, and if I cannot pay them with coin, they demand payment through other means.” She plucked at her wilted tricolor cockade, the symbol of the patriots. “I thought this revolution would help the poor. Instead, I find it has impoverished me!”

“Shh!” Alex grabbed Élodie’s arm and dragged her aside. “You take your life in your hands to criticize the government so openly.”

“So then I should wither away quietly and without protest?” Élodie put a hand to her forehead.

Alex suppressed a smile at the other actress’s dramatics. “Will you go to the festival today?”

“What are we celebrating? The beet root or is it the cricket?”

It might have been either of those. The republican government had created its own calendar and religion. Instead of honoring saints on each day, plants, animals, and minerals were honored. Today was a festival that made no sense to anyone but those who had organized it.

“There will be food and drink. Come for that alone.”

“I will go if you go,” Élodie said, twining her arm with Alex’s. “Walk with me?”

Alex had not meant to attach herself to Élodie for the walk to the festival, but she would not resist such a pairing. The more she was seen in the company of those who had nothing to hide, the better. “Yes. I will come to your house at two.”

“Do not be silly! Your house is on the way. I will fetch you.” And with a quick kiss on both her cheeks, Élodie was gone. Alex watched her go, dreading the hours before her, hours she would spend making herself into a woman Tristan Chevalier could not resist.

***
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TRISTAN STOOD BESIDE Robespierre, watching the parade of children wearing feathers and gobbling and clucking like turkeys. The procession might have been intended to honor the majestic bird, but Tristan was having a difficult time keeping a straight face. Citoyen Orme, another of Robespierre’s secretaries, leaned over. “Perhaps we should have held a festival in honor of celery. That might be less amusing.”

Tristan coughed to hide his laugh, but Robespierre turned to cast him a warning look anyway. Tristan schooled his features, and Robespierre turned back to the parade. The revolutionary leader was dressed, as always, impeccably. His wig had been carefully powdered and his green spectacles perched on his nose. His silk coat and matching waistcoat fit him like a second skin and made quite a contrast among the threadbare clothing of the provincials, patched and faded hemp or wool.

When the procession had ended, Robespierre stepped forward to give his speech. Tristan had heard it before, as Robespierre had practiced it most of the night. Even if he hadn’t heard it, he could have summed it up. Robespierre would wax poetic on the ideals of the new republic and the evils of the ancien régime. He would quote Rousseau and speak for too long, making the people shuffle with impatience as hunger tightened their bellies.

Instead of listening now, Tristan allowed his gaze to sweep over the crowds. Several hundred had come to partake in the festivities. The drizzle and chill had probably kept many indoors. Just as many, desperate and close to starving, had come for the food and drink. Now they listened with undisguised eagerness as Robespierre spoke, for after the speeches came the feast.

Tristan directed his gaze back to Robespierre, but as he did so, a flash of scarlet caught his gaze. He returned his gaze to the crowd, focusing on the group to the left of the dais. There stood a woman in a bright scarlet cloak, the voluminous hood like a frame around her lovely face.

He realized with a start that he knew her. The English actress. Her pale and lovely face was just visible inside the warmth of the hood. At her side stood one of the other actresses from the People’s Theater. That woman’s gaze was riveted on Robespierre, but Citoyenne Martin watched him. Tristan inclined his head slightly, then turned his attention to Robespierre. The statesman was halfway through his speech, the portion where he waxed eloquently on the greatness of the new republic.

Scanning the crowds, Tristan could not see that any of the poor lived any better than they had before. For perhaps the thousandth time, he asked himself if the country hadn’t simply traded one tyrant for another.

He glanced at the side of the dais again and was disappointed when he could not find the scarlet cloak. Had she already departed? Her friend still stood, listening to Robespierre’s speech and cheering at the appropriate moments. Where had Citoyenne Martin gone?

More importantly, why did he care?

He did not care, he told himself a quarter hour later as he descended the dais in Robespierre’s wake. The republican leaders were not expected to fight over the free food in the streets. Instead, they were directed to an old building, its once white stone gray from age and dirt. Inside, tables had been laid with food. The display was not lavish, but it was more than the crowds outside would receive.

Tristan took a glass and filled it with wine, unable to eat after thinking of the cold and hungry children in their turkey feathers. When he turned back to the room, the actress stood before him.

“Citoyenne Martin.” He all but choked on his wine as the sip he’d taken caught in his throat. He hadn’t expected her to be here and looked about to see if anyone else found her presence here unusual.

“Citoyen Chevalier.” She smiled and pushed the hood of her cape off her head. Beneath it her cropped golden hair appeared tousled as though she had just climbed out of bed. She had a small face with a pointed chin and nose, and her fine features accented her green eyes, making them look wide and beautiful. Her cheeks were flushed a pretty shade of pink that looked too natural to be rouge.

She offered a gloved hand, and he took it without thinking.

“You are just the man I had hoped to see.” She gave him a graceful curtsy.

“Why is that?” Immediately Tristan regretted the words. At one time he had known how to flirt with women. Now he suspected everything anyone said of having a double meaning.

She smiled prettily, showing a dimple. “Because you are quite the most handsome man I know, that is why.” She crooked her arm in his.

“You flatter me, citoyenne.”

“I never flatter,” she said, her eyes suddenly serious. “I do find you inordinately handsome. Such a pity.” She looked left, then right. “Is there any wine?”

Tristan felt as though his head was spinning. Speaking with her was like tracking a bee that flitted from flower to flower gathering nectar. “I will fetch some wine for you.”

Despite her pronouncements on the topic of flattery, he fully expected to find her fluttering her lashes at another man when he returned. Instead, he found her with her hands folded before her, waiting quite patiently—and quite alone—for his return.

“Thank you,” she said when he handed her the wine. She sipped it and nodded. “Oh, this is very good.”

He inclined his head. “Robespierre refuses to drink bad wine.”

“But you have not refilled your glass, citoyen.” She nodded at his empty hand.

“I must return to work after the festivities.”

She gave him a look of mock seriousness. “Surely you can indulge in one toast with me.”

“I had better not.”

She shrugged delicately.

“Citoyenne Martin, if you don’t mind my asking, are you a guest of one of the members of the Convention?”

She nodded. “Of course. So tell me, citoyen, what do you do when you are not policing theaters?”

“Oh, a great many things.” She had not really answered his question.

“Ah, I imagine. And have you always been a gendarme of the theater or did you have another occupation before the glorious revolution?”

He smiled despite himself. She certainly had a way with words, and he found himself enchanted even as he fought to remain immune to her charms. “I am the son of a printer.”

“Really?” She gazed at him, her green eyes so focused on him he felt as though he was the only man in the room. “What sort of printing? Books or pamphlets or perhaps the papers?”

“Pamphlets and libelles for the most part, although we occasionally printed a book.”

“And you apprenticed in the trade?”

He nodded.

“Do you think you will ever go back to it? I have found that once the smell of parchment and ink seeps into your senses, it becomes quite addicting.”

Tristan had been leading her slowly about the room, but now he paused to stare at her. “Do you know something about the printing press, citoyenne?”

“My grandfather was a printer, though he published plays.” She leaned close to him, and he caught the scent of spring—daisies and dahlias and daffodils. Her breath tickled his ear. “He particularly enjoyed printing the sonnets of Shakespeare. But as that is a sore subject between us, I won’t mention it again.” She leaned back, and Tristan had the urge to pull her close once more. Instead, he forced his legs into motion, escorting her once again.

“Your father was not a printer?” he asked, clearing his throat of the tightness that had constricted it.

“My father was an actor. My mother as well. I came to Paris with them to perform at the Comédie Française and when they returned to England, I stayed.”

“Why?” he asked. He hadn’t meant to speak so bluntly, but he was intrigued despite himself.

She shrugged. “I was young and wanted independence, I suppose.”

“You are still young,” he said. He did not think her older than five and twenty.

“Oh, none of us are young anymore, citoyen. I think all of Paris has grown up these past few years.”

He watched her face as she spoke, but he detected no acrimony or bitterness. He wished he could ask her, outright, if she was a supporter of the revolution—for that was surely what they spoke of. No one admitted to opposing the revolution any more, but Tristan sensed she would tell him the truth.

And he sensed he would not like that truth, would not like her if she stopped smiling at him and spoke plainly.

“In any case,” she continued, “my parents were part of a traveling troupe in England. I was tired of that life and wanted to be more settled.”

“And yet you have moved lodgings several times in the past few months.”

If she was surprised at his knowledge of something rather personal, she did not show it. She smiled. “I’m afraid I am still looking for the perfect spot.”

And now Tristan recalled something else about her. After their brief discussion the day before, he had been interested enough to ask about her from one of the myriad of informers ever-present at the Salle des Machines. “You have a lover as well, a British gentleman with whom you reside.”

“My, but you are well-informed.” She opened a fan and fluttered it in front of her face, though it was still cold in the room. “I might wonder at you knowing so much about me, citoyen.”

“I make it my business to know about everyone and everything in Paris.”

“Lord Hastings is a friend,” she said, moving the fan lazily.

“You live with him, citoyenne. I think he is more than a friend.” How he wished the informer had been incorrect on that point, but she did not bother to deny it. Tristan felt disappointment drop over him like a heavy mantle. And then he was annoyed with himself because he should not have wanted the woman to begin with. She was a foreigner, most likely had royalist sympathies, and she was an actress, a profession known for loose women.

“He might have been more than a friend at one time, but no longer. In these...troubled times, I felt unsafe living alone. And so Lord Hastings was gracious enough to stay with me. So, you see, we do live together, but we no longer sleep together.”

The conversation was wholly improper, but Tristan could not seem to steer it elsewhere. “And whom do you sleep with now, citoyenne?”

She lifted her empty wineglass. He could not even recall her sipping from it.

She leaned close to him, pressing her small, firm breasts against his arm. “If you want my secrets, Citoyen Chevalier, you will have to indulge in a drink with me.”

Tristan glanced around at the other members of the Convention and their secretaries. Most had a glass of wine in hand. This was a celebration, and even Robespierre would not see two glasses of wine as an indulgence.

“Very well.” He started away, but she pulled him back.

“You fetched the last glass. Allow me to serve you this time.”

It was somewhat unorthodox, but Tristan was given no opportunity to argue. With a wink, she glided across the room to where the wine and a server stood. He watched as the man handed her a glass and refilled hers. Then he turned as he felt someone approach.

“Citoyen.”

Tristan gave a short bow. “Citoyen Robespierre. Your speech following the procession was well received.”

Robespierre nodded. “Thank you. I thought so as well.”

He was a small man, only a little over five feet, and extremely short-sighted. Tristan was used to his habit of squinting in order to see more clearly.

“I had thought the crowds would be larger.” Robespierre frowned.

“It is a cold day, citoyen,” Tristan said. And while he suspected the weather had kept some people away, a dislike for Robespierre and his policies was the more likely culprit.

“That is a poor excuse.” Robespierre surveyed the room. “Tyranny is hiding around every corner, and it will use any and all means to gain a foothold in our newborn country.”

“Yes, citoyen.”

“Oh, dear.” A musical voice rang out behind him. Tristan knew without looking it was Alexandra Martin. “Have I interrupted something important?”

Tristan gestured to the actress. “Citoyenne Martin, this is Citoyen Robespierre.”

She dropped into a deep curtsy, easily balancing a wineglass in each hand. “It is an honor, citoyen. I apologize for interrupting.”

“No, stay, citoyenne,” Robespierre said, when she made to depart. “It is I who should apologize. This is a festival, not a stateroom.” He bowed to both of them in turn. “We will speak more tomorrow, Citoyen Chevalier.”

“Of course.”

When Robespierre had moved away, the actress handed him one of her two glasses. “I had no idea you were so well acquainted with Robespierre. What lofty circles you move in, citoyen.”

She raised her glass and drank, and he followed suit. “We are all equal now, citoyenne. There are none loftier than any other.”

“Well said. Might I toast to equality?”

“I can think of nothing better to drink to.”

She toasted again, and they both drank. Then she wound her arm through his. She was warm and fragrant, but he did not want this closeness. She was too tempting. He didn’t trust her. “Do you know, it was actually the promise of equality that drew me to acting,” she said.

“Was it?” he asked, sipping his wine again and considering how best to be rid of her. “How so?”

“An actress plays many different parts. One night I may play a servant girl and the next a duchess. I can be all things—at different times, of course.”

“That is not true equality,” he said. Was it his imagination or had he slurred his words? The voices in the room had grown louder suddenly, so it was possible he had been speaking louder than he’d intended and with less precision.

“No, it is not. It was just an illusion, but I do enjoy my illusions. Shall we step outside for some air, citoyen?”

She’d led him to a door, and he stared at it in some confusion. What door was this?

“You look warm,” she said, her hand touching his cheek.

“I do feel a bit overheated.”

Her fingers on his cheek had sent a frisson of pleasure through him. Now he reached out and returned the caress. He couldn’t seem to stop himself, though he knew he acted in poor judgment. He touched her hair, her jaw, her lips. When he tried to pull her close, to kiss her, she held up a hand. “Outside, my love.”

He would have followed her anywhere, which was strange because he didn’t particularly like her. But he allowed himself to be drawn through the door and into the cold evening. Something about the cold air cleared his mind briefly. He looked down at his glass, the liquid all but gone.

“You drugged the wine,” he said, his voice sounding far, far away.

“It won’t harm you,” she said. “You shall simply take a nice long nap.”

“Will you lay with me?” he asked, his eyes already closing. Why had he said that? He wanted nothing to do with her.

Hands—strong hands, not those of a woman—grasped him and lifted him, and then he knew nothing but darkness.
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“He’s waking,” Ffoulkes said, and everyone save Alex pulled masks over their faces to conceal their true identities. Chevalier already knew Alex, which meant if the League could not persuade him to cooperate, she would have to leave the country sooner than she’d planned.

Alex moved closer so her face would be the first he’d see upon waking. She looked down at him, his hair spread on the pillow, his mouth slack with sleep, his hands locked in the fetters. He had not moved, and she almost contradicted Ffoulkes and argued Chevalier was still sleeping.

And then she saw his eyelids flicker.

The revolutionary was no fool. He was pretending to sleep, listening and attempting to discern where he was and who had captured him while his abductors still thought him senseless. Alex looked at the others—Blake, Montagne, and Ffoulkes—and put a finger to her lips. Then she sat beside Chevalier on a slim rectangle of space, all that was available on the narrow bed.

“I know you are awake,” she said. “Open your eyes so we might discuss your current predicament and how you might be free of it.”

“I’ll be happy to discuss it with you,” he said, his voice low and tinged with irritation and his eyes still closed, “if you unlock my hands.”

“I cannot do that, monsieur.”

Now he did open his eyes, and they were dark with anger. “I should have known you were a royalist,” he sneered at her.

She kept her expression passive, although her heart had jumped at his words. She considered herself a humanist, and the urge to defend that belief was strong. But this was not the time or the man with whom to argue philosophy. “Because I like Shakespeare?”

“Because you are English.” He sat and looked about the room. “You English love your kings.”

She gave a small nod of assent. “So did you French until recently. But”—she held up a finger before he could interrupt—“I think we can all agree on one point. None of us likes the bloody turn of this revolution.”

His eyes scanned the attic, taking in the others sitting at the table behind them, Ffoulkes at the side of the bed with a domino to disguise his face and hair, and then his gaze rested on her.

She could all but feel the fury burn in the depths of those lovely café au lait eyes. Strangely enough, she felt more drawn to him, despite his obvious dislike of her. She had always loved passionate men, and she could easily imagine Chevalier’s anger turned to desire.

“What do you want?” he asked. “Who are all of you? Girondists?” His lip curled when he said the name.

“Even worse,” Ffoulkes said in English. “The League of the Scarlet Pimpernel.”

Alex had heard that Chevalier had spent some time in London several years before, and now she saw that information was correct. The way his brows rose in alarm proved he understood Ffoulkes perfectly. It had been wise of Andrew to test the captive early, lest they fall into a habit of speaking English in front of him, assuming he could not understand.

“Je ne comprends pas.”

“Liar,” she said, still in English. “Even if you did not know English, you would know the name of the Scarlet Pimpernel. And, unfortunately for you, you have been meeting with the man at a café in the Palais-Royal. A Citoyen Allié, I believe he called himself?”

Most people would have not seen the small sign of distress Chevalier made. The slight testing of his fetters was almost unnoticeable unless one was accustomed to studying imperceptible gestures and nuances of expression. “You begin to see your predicament, I think,” she said, still speaking in English because she knew it was not his native language and would put him at a disadvantage. “You have been consorting with a known enemy of the republic. Robespierre’s most wanted, I believe.”

He pressed his lips into a thin line, and she could see he would have liked nothing better than to leap at her, lock his hands around her throat, and drain her life away. Ffoulkes must have sensed that as well because he drew nearer. She did not need to be protected. She was perfectly capable of defending herself, but men did like to feel as though they had a purpose, so she gave Ffoulkes a grateful smile.

Then she looked back at Chevalier, whose expression might have melted the ice crystals that had formed on her window overnight. “Not only have you been consorting with the enemy, you have aided and abetted him.” She held out her hand without bothering to turn around. She knew Montagne would hand her the papers. When they were in her hands, she turned them so he could see. “I believe these are copies of letters in your own hand.”

His gaze flicked to the papers and then back to her face. His look was so intense she could imagine he burned her visage into his mind. She did not want to think what revenge he imagined for her. No doubt it was violent and vicious.

She glanced at the papers now, thumbing through them as though she had not read them all several times. “Oh, dear. Robespierre will not gain many allies from these letters. He has a long list of political enemies and he seems quite determined to see them all arrested and executed on charges that seem...well”—she gave him a rather embarrassed look—“rather flimsy if not outright false.”

She looked at the next document and tsked. “And this one. Oh, my. He condones a recent massacre in Lyon. I do think the public opinion is quite against him in that instance. Didn’t the Convention recall that general and charge him with all manner of abuse of power and atrocities?”

“So, you have enough material to blackmail me,” Chevalier said in English. He had a rather thick accent, and Alex, who had grown so used to hearing French, remembered that she had a soft spot for men who spoke English with a French accent. Her gaze shifted to his lips. When the French spoke English their mouths always moved as though they were eating a ripe peach. Alex found it rather erotic.

Which was precisely why she should not look at his mouth. But she did it anyway.

“Go ahead then. Tell me your”—he gestured with his hand—“what is the word? Demands? What is it you wish me to do before you will hand over these letters?”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” she said shaking her head and smiling. She rather enjoyed having the upper hand, rather enjoyed being the one to make him squirm and suffer as he had been part of the reason for the misery of so many of his countrymen. “If I tell you that, you will run right back to your superior, Monsieur Robespierre, and inform him of the Pimpernel’s latest plan. Then you could swoop in and thwart us and that would only turn you into a hero. I am firmly against that course of action.”

Chevalier’s eyes narrowed as though he were taking all she said in and translating it quickly in his mind.

“Get to the point, Alex,” Ffoulkes said.

Alex glared at him. The man had no sense of dramatic timing. She was building anticipation, and he would ruin it all and have her blurt everything out.

“Fine,” she said. Ffoulkes had ruined the scene at any rate. “You will help us, and your first task is to prove your loyalty with a small favor.”

Chevalier snorted. “And in so doing I dig my grave deeper? Is that it?”

“Precisely. You see, my friend here”—she indicated Ffoulkes—“thinks we have you skewered and cooked and served on a platter.”

“You are to eat me?” For the first time Chevalier looked alarmed.

Perhaps having him at a disadvantage at this point in the discussion was not such a wise idea. “My friend,” she said in French, “thinks we have you right where we want you, but I don’t agree. I think you would sacrifice yourself before you would help the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel.”

This time he gave nothing away. She would have preferred to see something in his face—something that would tell her she had been right and there was no hope or that she was wrong and he might turn after all. But she could not read him.

“We cannot allow any heroic sacrifices. You will prove yourself free of them and show us you know your place and your role. If not—” She waved the papers he’d given the Pimpernel menacingly.

His gaze slid from her to Ffoulkes and back again. “What would you have me do?”

“Save an innocent man from death,” Ffoulkes said, handing him a paper with a name written on it.

Chevalier took it awkwardly as his hands were still locked together. But he held it and managed to angle it toward the light to read the name. “An abbé?”

Ffoulkes folded his arms across his chest. “A man imprisoned for little more than his faith. Surely you cannot object to freeing such a man.”

Chevalier opened his mouth, probably to utter some rot about how he must be guilty of something if the Republic had imprisoned him, but apparently even he did not believe that any longer. He glanced at the paper again. “Must I make my decision now or will I have time to consider?”

“You have until an hour before curfew tomorrow night,” Ffoulkes said. “If you agree to help, meet Mademoiselle Martin at the Café Voclain near the Conciergerie.”

“And if I do not agree?”

“Then Robespierre will be in receipt of these papers as well as a detailed report on your meetings with Citoyen Allié the next morning.” Alex thumped the papers, then rose and handed them back to Montagne, who tucked them into a small box and made a show of turning the small key that locked it.

“In the meantime, if any attempt is made to arrest or keep watch on Mademoiselle Martin,” Montagne said in his cultured French, “the papers will also be summarily delivered. Do you understand?”

“Oui, monsieur.” Chevalier’s accent on the title made it clear Montagne’s accent had betrayed him as a nobleman. Clearly, Chevalier had nothing but contempt for the nobility. Alex had harbored a bad feeling before, but she’d hoped it would ebb once they’d begun making demands on Chevalier. Thus far, he’d done nothing but show himself exactly the man she supposed him to be—a revolutionary of unquestioning loyalty to the cause.

“So what now?” Chevalier asked. “Am I to be released?”

“Just so,” Ffoulkes said and drew a hood over Chevalier’s head. When Chevalier protested loudly, Ffoulkes tied a gag over the hood to stop the noise. Then he rang the bell and Dewhurst and Hastings came upstairs. They shuttled the still struggling Chevalier out of the attic and soon after Alex heard the door downstairs and she knew he was out of the house.

Ffoulkes removed his domino and Honoria Blake and Montagne followed with their masks.

“They won’t dump him in the Seine, will they?” Honoria asked.

“Of course not, mon ange,” Montagne said, rubbing her arm to comfort her. “They will merely dump him in some unfamiliar location and allow him to find his own way home.”

“That’s just as bad!”

“Nonsense. It is a cold night. A dunking in the Seine would kill him for certain. This way he has a fighting chance against the ruffians and the rest of the rabble.”

Alex sank into a chair at the table, her legs weak. “We might as well dress me in my disguise and make my papers. He will not help us.”

“Have some faith,” Ffoulkes said. “He did not seem overly eager to die from my vantage point. His loyalty is already torn. We need only weaken it further and he will be ours.”

Alex closed her eyes and rubbed them. They stung from fatigue. “If I survive to meet him at the Café Voclain tomorrow night, I will be surprised.”

“You will sleep here tonight, and if the guard comes, then Hastings will say he does not know where you are.” Honoria knelt beside her and took her hand. Dear, sweet Honoria. Her work for the Scarlet Pimpernel meant she was often backstage rather than treading the boards, but she was be as strong and steadfast as any of them. “Chevalier does not know where he was taken, and even if he comes here, he will never find the attic room. It’s too well hidden.”

Alex wished she had that much faith.

“I suppose there is nothing to do but wait. By this time tomorrow evening we’ll either have a plan to rescue the dauphin or we’ll have to start all over again.”

But they would start all over without Alexandra Martin.

***
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TRISTAN CURSED BOTH the mothers and the fathers of the Englishmen who had thrown him from the carriage and into the Faubourg Saint-Antoine. Though he was well known as Robespierre’s secretary, that would not have saved Tristan from having his throat cut if the residents of that area had perceived he might have a purse or anything else of value. It seemed the Englishmen wanted him alive, because they had relieved him not only of his purse and his coat before dumping him from the conveyance, but also his shoes.

The poor of Saint-Antoine, who had led the march on the Bastille and challenged Marie-Antoinette at Versailles, had barely given him a second glance. Most huddled near small blazes that burned any kind of material the residents could find. They were simply trying to survive the cold night.

Tristan had the same goal.

By the time he’d arrived home, his feet were bloody and his arms were stiff from tightening against the chill of the wind. He stumbled inside, and for the first time he regretted not having hired a servant to attend him. True, Robespierre had no one, and Tristan had always followed Robespierre’s example, but tonight he would have welcomed the aid in lighting his cold hearth.

Finally, his stiff fingers relented to his iron will, and he was able to spark a fire. As he sat beside the hearth, attempting to warm his feet, which felt as though needles stabbed them, he brought the image of Alexandra Martin to mind. It was not difficult. He’d looked at her long and hard, memorizing each and every feature from her wide-set green eyes to her pointed nose to the dimples in her cheeks.

She had tricked him, abducted him, and threatened him. He’d never known such audacity in a woman. Not to mention the courage it took to reveal herself as a member of the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel. Tristan called himself seven different kinds of fool. How had he not guessed? Not known? She was English. All English were suspect.

Except she had escaped suspicion because she had been in France before the revolution, and she had been nothing but a mere actress. What harm could an ordinary woman pose to the revolution?

Tristan could tell the Committee of Public Safety and the National Convention exactly what harm a woman could pose. Only to do so would damn him as well.

A small voice inside him asked whether he was not already damned for his part in this reign of terror Robespierre had wrought upon the country. And now this Englishwoman offered him a chance to redeem himself by freeing a priest—an innocent man of God, or so she claimed. Tristan would investigate the matter.

But that meant he was actually considering aiding the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel. The thought itself was enough to condemn him for treason. How could he even think such a thing?

But hadn’t he been looking for a way to stop the bloodshed? This might not have been the path he might have taken, but it was possible the choice had not ever really been his.

And it was possible Tristan could use this entire situation to his own advantage. He needed the letters he’d copied—the evidence that damned him—returned. What better way to accomplish it than by gaining the League’s trust? Then he could not only gain his own freedom but see them brought to justice as well.

Tristan might not like the bloody path the revolution had taken, but he liked the ancien régime even less. The nobles and their privilege had murdered his mother, his father, and his sister. This abbé might not deserve to die, but the aristos the League rescued did. And Tristan would see that justice done.

The next evening Tristan dressed carefully. He did not know what one wore to break into a prison and free an abbé from his cell, but he opted for dark colors. He did not powder his hair and wore a dark hat low on his forehead. He left early for the Café Voclain and spent an hour or so drinking coffee there and observing the patrons before the appointed time to meet. He’d hoped to catch sight of one of the League without their disguises, but if any of the patrons at the café were working with the Scarlet Pimpernel, Tristan could not discern them.

“I confess I am surprised to see you here,” a feminine voice said in French.

Tristan turned and found Alexandra seated in the chair beside him. He hadn’t seen her enter the café or even been aware of her presence. She was obviously much more skilled at deception than he. She smiled. “You look surprised to see me as well.”

She sat and lowered the hood of her scarlet cloak—the same one she had been wearing the day before when she’d abducted him. And though he now knew her true nature, seeing her face again dazzled him all the same.

She was a snake with a beautiful skin and a heart of ice.

He had not thought her very pretty when he’d first met her, but she had been in a wig and theatrical makeup. The shedding of her costume had to be the reason he thought her prettier every time he saw her. Now she looked lovely with her pale hair and green eyes. When she smiled her whole face seemed to light up with impish amusement. He could not stop himself from smiling in return.

But there was something else in her features that drew him, a vulnerability that made him feel compelled to protect. This was the source of her true treachery and what made her truly dangerous. She made a man think she was weak and he was needed, and then when she had him, she used him for her own nefarious purposes.

She blinked at him, looking anything but nefarious. He was a man, and he could not stop his body from reacting to her. He wanted her, but that did not mean he need fall under her spell. In fact, Tristan wagered that the seductress could be seduced herself, and if he could seduce her, gain her trust, then he could once again gain the advantage.

Her slim, graceful brows drew together. “And what are you thinking? From your expression, it does not appear very friendly.”

Tristan relaxed his features, aware he would have to work harder at schooling them if he were to fool her. He was no actor, but he could hide his feelings. He had been doing so for months now every time he met with Robespierre.

“I am thinking you look cold,” he said. Raising his hand, he signaled the waiter to bring another cup of coffee. “Or do you prefer wine?” he asked. “They have spiced wine. It will keep the chill away.”

“It will also make me sleepy, and I’m afraid I need all my wits tonight. Does your presence here mean you will help with the small task I mentioned yesterday?”

She knew it did. She knew she had trapped him as securely as if he was a wolf whose leg had been caught in a snare. “It depends on the details of the task,” he said. He was a man of principles, and he would do nothing that would betray his country or harm his countrymen.

“Of course,” she said as though she expected this response. And then when the waiter appeared with the coffee, she took it and thanked him. “Shall we finish our coffee and discuss the details outside? Where we can speak privately?” She raised a brow, and against his will, his heart thudded in his chest.

He cursed himself inwardly. Why did his body assume that privacy with this woman meant intimacy? It did not. They would speak of aiding a criminal of the republic to freedom, nothing more.

Unless he made it more.

She sipped her coffee, eyeing him over the rim of the cup. “Do you know that for the rest of my life, whenever I look at coffee, I believe I will think of you.”

It was not at all what he expected her to say, though she must say something lest they sit the next quarter hour in silence, but he had thought she would remark on the weather or the price of bread.

For a moment, he did not know what to say. He looked at his cup and then at her. “Surely you have drunk coffee with other men.”

“Yes, but none whose eyes were so perfectly the color of café au lait. If only your eyes were a bit warmer, I might wish to sit and stare into them all evening.”

Tristan felt heat rise to his cheeks. Women did not usually flatter him so, especially not since he’d acquired the scar on his jaw and began working with Robespierre. He’d almost forgotten that at one time young ladies had giggled behind fans when he passed and fluttered lashes at him. Those days seemed so long ago now.

“I see I’ve embarrassed you,” she said, sipping her coffee again. “That was not my intent.”

“I doubt that,” he said. “I doubt very much you do anything without calculation.” He hadn’t intended to say as much, but he had been thrown off balance first with the blackmail and now with her flattery. He found himself annoyed and impatient to be rid of her and the way she flustered him.

“Do you?” she said and sipped her coffee. It was an unsatisfactory answer and he said so.

“And so you expect me to reveal all to you when you have revealed nothing to me?” she asked.

He swallowed the last of his coffee, but it tasted bitter on his tongue. “You act as though it is I who have the advantage. You know far more about me than I wish anyone to know.”

“Oh yes.” She swept a hand out, the folds of her cloak fluttering. “I know where you live, who you dined with last week, the last woman you slept with—”

He nearly choked. “I beg your pardon!”

“You needn’t be embarrassed. Claudine du Champ is quite lovely, but you did not stay the night with her. Why is that?”

He glared at her. He should have expected this. He had surmised the Pimpernel and his League had been watching him, but he hadn’t considered how closely they’d observed him. To think one of the Pimpernel’s compatriots—perhaps Alexandra Martin herself—had stood and watched Claudine’s apartment to see when he would emerge from her bed felt like the worst invasion of privacy, worse even than having tricked him into giving them the evidence against Robespierre.

“Did she not please you?” the woman asked as though the conversation were not entirely improper, “or is it simply that your feelings were not strong enough that you wanted to sleep in her bed and wake beside her?”

“Have you finished your coffee, mademoiselle?” he said coldly.

She raised a brow, and he realized she’d flustered him to the extent that he’d forgotten to call her citoyenne.

“I have. Would you escort me to my carriage?” She smiled up at him with far more innocence than she possessed.

He rose and offered his arm. To any who watched it would appear as though the couple had shared drink and conversation and were now departing in order to be home before the curfew. In truth, he felt as though a noose hung about his neck, and every moment he spent with her tightened it further and further.

Once outside, Tristan was grateful for the bracing air. He drew in several breaths and then looked where she pointed. A carriage had just turned the corner and now the coachman, his hat low and his coat collar high, reined in the horses. Another man, his head ducked, jumped down and opened the door of the carriage. Tristan knew immediately these men were from the Pimpernel’s League, and they must have been walking the horses around the café while he and Citoyenne Martin sipped coffee.

The man playing the footman handed the woman up, and she turned and looked back at Tristan. “Join me for a moment, won’t you?”

He supposed he had no choice. They would now have the privacy she had spoken of before. Waving away aid from the false footman, Tristan leaped easily into the carriage and took the seat across from her. No sooner had he done so than the door closed and the carriage began to move again, taking him he knew not where.

Citoyenne Martin’s voice pierced the darkness. “Now, Citoyen Chevalier, if you wish to go home to your bed tonight, you will do exactly as I instruct you.”
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“More threats, citoyenne?” he asked, his voice hard with anger. Alex had realized early on he was not a man who tolerated entrapment well. They could only push him so far before he would break and take all of them down with him. The fact that he had met her tonight meant he was sufficiently concerned about the evidence they had against him to consider aiding them.

But she did not believe for a moment he had yet made up his mind to free the abbé. He could change it at any moment, and they were now moving toward the part of the evening where changing one’s mind could prove rather inconvenient.

“As many threats as it takes,” Alex said and meant it. If he planned to betray her and the others of the League, she preferred he do it now, when the stakes were rather low and not when they were inside the Temple Prison, the young king within reach. But she also knew the deeper his involvement with the League, the more evidence against him. And so she needed his help tonight, if only to mire him more completely in the morass.

“And what is it you’d have me do?” he asked. His face was in the shadows as the carriage had no lamps and the curtains had been drawn. She wished she could see him now because she could not discern from his voice whether he was mocking her or serious.

“You need do nothing but be yourself,” she said. “You are Citoyen Chevalier, secretary to Robespierre. You will go into the Conciergerie, demand the release of the Abbé Bertrand, take him, and meet the carriage.”

“Where you will then spirit him away.”

“He will be taken safely out of Paris, yes.”

“There is one problem,” he said. To her surprise, he rose and crossed the carriage, sitting beside her. There was no need for him to do so, as far as she could tell, but he didn’t give her time to question him. “I need release papers. You have a very high opinion of me, indeed, if you think I can walk into any prison and take men out at will.”

“Actually,” she said, reaching into her cloak, “my opinion of you is not that high. I have papers.” She drew them out and rustled them so he might hear them, as the light was so poor he could not see them well.

He leaned close, his hand brushing hers as he took the papers. “What are these?”

“Release papers for the Abbé Bertrand, signed by Robespierre himself.”

“A forgery.” His tone was one of disdain.

“A very good forgery, I promise you.” She knocked on the roof of the carriage and it slowed. She lowered the window. “May I have a lantern?” she asked Hastings, who was playing the role of the footman tonight. “Our guest wishes to read.”

A few moments later Hastings handed her a lamp. The carriage moved slowly then, as though the horses were merely walking to pass time. Chevalier held the lantern up and looked at the papers she’d offered him. He read one, then shuffled it to the back and looked at the next. Finally, he looked up at her, his eyes warm with appreciation. Her breath caught in her throat then. She’d known he would be irresistible if his eyes were warmer.

“These are very good,” he said.

“I know.” She locked her gaze with him in the flickering lamplight. “What say you? Shall I direct our coachman to the Conciergerie?”

“Do I have a choice?” he asked.

She couldn’t resist and reached out one finger to caress his cheek. “My dear Chevalier,” she said in English. “One always has a choice.”

Instead of drawing away from her touch, he leaned into it, the stubble on his cheek rasping against the palm of her hand. He turned his face so his lips touched her skin instead. He pressed a kiss on the sensitive skin, then slid his mouth lower, to where her pulse hammered on the inside of her wrist, and kissed her there as well.

Alex tried very hard not to draw in a quick breath. She did not want this man to know how his touch affected her. Her duty was to keep him in check, and if she gave away any weakness, he would certainly take advantage of it. She would have, in his position.

And so she drew her hand away from his warm lips and tucked it into the folds of her cloak. “As I was saying, you have a choice. What is it?”

“I suppose one way or another, this night’s events will lead me to the Conciergerie. I’ll go with you now.”

“And free the abbé?”

“If I can.”

“You had better pray you can.” She blew out the flame in the lamp and rapped on the roof of the carriage again. A moment later it turned in the direction of the prison.

Alex sat back, increasing the distance between her and the revolutionary. This was the part of the mission she most loved and most hated. The anticipation of success made her giddy, but the possibility that all could go wrong terrified her. Her part in all of this was done for the moment. She would wait in the carriage, as though backstage, until Chevalier and the abbé arrived. Then she and Hastings would accompany the abbé out of the city and Hastings would see him safely to England.

Chevalier would have to find his own way home, which was a small risk to him as, if he was found breaking the curfew, he could always claim it was on business for the Convention or Robespierre.

If all went as planned, she would be sleeping in the safe house by dawn. But all seldom went as planned, and she did not trust Chevalier. One word against them and she would find herself in the Conciergerie followed by an appointment with Madame Guillotine.

It would be small comfort, lying in an unmarked grave, that the Pimpernel made sure the Committee of Public Safety knew about Chevalier’s treachery and sentenced him to die as well. She would rather live than die to be avenged.

But her future was in Chevalier’s hands now, and there was little she could do about it. Hastings and Dewhurst, who was driving the coach, were at risk as well, but she knew neither of them had ever shied away from danger, and she would not either.

“Why must he go free?” Chevalier asked, startling her with the sound of his voice in the silence.

“Who? The abbé?”

“Yes. If I am to free him, I want to know why. There are hundreds of prisoners in the Conciergerie. What makes this man so special?”

She didn’t know. The Pimpernel rarely told them his reasons for rescuing prisoners. The few times the information had been pertinent, she’d been made to understand that the prisoner was innocent or had family who had fled to England or Austria and had begged for the safe return of their loved one.

“I don’t know,” she said honestly. “Like you, it is not my job to ask questions but to follow orders.”

“And what if this abbé is an enemy of the revolution? What if he is justly imprisoned?”

“He is a man of God,” she said, hearing the incredulity in her voice. “What crime could he have committed?”

“Speaking out against the revolution, for one.”

She curled her lip in disgust at his words. “That can hardly be counted a crime when the revolution has taken the very thing he has given his life to and trampled all over it. I am not a pious woman, Chevalier, but even I know the heresy of declaring God dead.”

“And you think God approves of the acts of greed and privilege the men and women who claim to serve him perpetrate? The people starve while the bishops and the priests grow fat.”

“And those same people are still starving under the Cult of the Supreme Being, but now they have no hospitals for the sick or even the sanctuary of a monastery when traveling.”

“I don’t want to argue politics,” he said. “I asked about the Abbé Bertrand.”

“I don’t know anything about him other than he is to be rescued,” she said. “You will have to take my word that he is worthy.”

“Your word? The word of a woman who is blackmailing me.”

“For a good reason,” she pointed out. “I know you aren’t the unquestioning patriot you pretend to be. This is your chance to do something good and right. You became a revolutionary to help your country and your people. Tonight you can help the abbé.”

The carriage stopped, and she prayed she had said enough to convince him. If not, the next part of her mission would be very short indeed.

They sat in the carriage for a long moment, Alex holding her breath, waiting for Chevalier to move. When he did so, he took her hand and pulled her close. “This is far from over.” He shocked her by giving her a quick hard kiss on the lips and then opening the carriage door and stepping outside.

Before the door closed again, she saw the Conciergerie, a lone man in black approaching it with papers tucked under his arm.

She couldn’t help but think that her fate—for better or worse—was in his hands.

It seemed hours passed while she waited in the carriage. Hastings walked the horses in a narrow lane out of sight of the Conciergerie, but there was still the danger of discovery. If the guard ventured this way or one of the people living in the buildings on either side of the alley reported them for being out after curfew, they might be arrested. Dewhurst had gone to watch the Conciergerie in order to direct Chevalier if and when he emerged with the abbé, but as the time passed, Alex began to fear Chevalier would not return and they’d been betrayed.

Outside she could hear Hastings’s steady footsteps as he walked the horses to the end of the lane, turned them, and walked them back again. Half a dozen times she reached for the window, intent upon lowering it and telling Hastings to leave Chevalier, collect Dewhurst, and run.

But Alex kept her hands still in her lap. She had waited before, and she knew half the battle was keeping the panic at bay. The republic might be quick to sentence and lop off the head of the condemned, but it was not so quick to free them. Papers had to be reviewed, superiors consulted, not to mention the difficult task of finding one prisoner among the ever-growing masses.

She heard footsteps approaching and tensed. She searched her memory for the tale she would tell if the guard had found them, but a moment later she heard Dewhurst’s voice. “He’s coming. Quick! Around the corner. We’ll meet him in front and be away.”

The carriage rocked as Hastings and Dewhurst climbed into position and then the horses jerked forward and they were off. Alex closed her eyes and said a quick prayer they were not driving into a trap.

***
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TRISTAN WAS DISMAYED by how easily he had freed the abbé. The prison’s warden had barely glanced at his papers after he’d recognized him as Robespierre’s secretary. No one had questioned Tristan as to why the abbé was to be freed or where Tristan would take him. Guards merely left to fetch the man and after some time, during which Tristan and the warden shared a glass of wine, a man who could not have been more than forty but who looked a decade older was brought out.

The thin man in the dark clothing and small clerical collar had squinted in the lamplight. “What do you want with me?” he’d asked, clearly afraid some new horror awaited him.

Tristan had no ready answer, and so he’d brushed the question aside. “I will ask the questions, prisoner.” Then he’d saluted the guards, gathered the man by the back of his neck and pushed him, a bit too hastily, through the doors.

As they walked away from the guards, Tristan’s heart hammered in his chest and his blood pumped so hard in his veins he could feel it throb in his neck. He recognized the feeling as the same one he’d felt as a boy and he’d won races against other boys. It was the thrill of victory. The thrill of winning.

He did not have time to analyze the feeling then, and he was rather glad of that fact because if he thought too closely about the rush of excitement flowing through him, he might have to acknowledge that the foe he had beaten was the very government he’d worked so hard to install.

Instead, he prodded the abbé along, releasing the man’s neck because it felt so frail and thin under his fingers. He wondered when the man had last eaten or—judging from his smell—bathed. And then a bolt of fear struck him hard in the chest because the carriage he’d shared with Alexandra Martin was nowhere to be seen. Tristan curled his hands into fists. This had not been a test, as she’d claimed. This had merely been a way to trick him into a criminal act so he might be captured and tried.

But even as he thought it, he dismissed it. They needn’t go to these lengths to expose him. They had the papers he’d copied. His career, and possibly his life, would be over if those were made public.

“What now, citoyen?” the abbé asked.

Then they both looked to the street as the sound of horses’ hooves broke the night’s silence. The conveyance had not even come to a halt when the door flew open and Citoyenne Martin’s face looked out at them from the dark interior. “Come on!” She beckoned them with one small hand, starkly white against the red of her cloak.

And then they were running, and the anticipation fired his blood again. The abbé climbed into the carriage and Tristan was right after him, barely making it inside before the horses were off again. The carriage tore through the empty city streets, and Tristan, still floating from his recent success, parted the curtains.

His heart stopped painfully in his chest. “Where are we going?” he asked, but he already knew. The city gates.

“Abbé Bertrand, would you like bread and a little wine?” Citoyenne Martin asked the man, ignoring Tristan. She held out a napkin with several slices of bread and a flask that Tristan supposed held wine.

“Thank you,” the abbé said, taking the food, his hands shaking as though he feared he would drop the precious cargo and it would be lost to him forever. He had not taken a bite when he looked at the woman and then Tristan. “Will you not join me in breaking bread?”

Citoyenne Martin shook her head. “I have already supped.” Then she looked at Tristan. “He is quite content as well. Please eat and drink. Your journey will be long, and you need your strength.”

“And who am I to thank for this kindness?” the abbé asked.

“A friend,” she said, putting her hand on top of his. “Forgive me if I do not say more. It is better if we do not tell you our names.”

Her voice had a softness, a compassion Tristan found almost novel. She obviously felt a benevolence for this man, although she had never met him and might not ever see him again after this. When had the people of France lost their compassion? When had they began to love vengeance more than compassion?

“Where is he taking us?” Tristan asked, indicating the coachman. He kept his voice low, though it would be impossible in such a small, enclosed space for the abbé not to hear.

“The abbé has a ship to catch tomorrow evening. He must leave the city tonight.” She had drawn the hood of her cloak up about her face again, but he could see the outline of her face in the shadows.

“Are you mad?” he demanded. “The gates are closed. We risk our freedom as it is, being out after curfew.”

The abbé glanced at Tristan, then Alexandra. “I do not wish anyone harmed on my account.”

“Do not trouble yourself, abbé,” the woman told him. “This has been the plan from the beginning.”

“Why wasn’t I told?” Tristan asked. “I would have told you leaving the city at night is impossible.”

“Not if you know the right people,” she said, her gaze steady on his.

Tristan slumped back on the seat as though a fist had punched him in the chest. They planned to use him—his name and connection to Robespierre—to escape the city with the abbé. Not only would Tristan be associated with the unauthorized release of a prisoner, but he would be associated with the man’s flight from the city.

“I won’t do it,” he said flatly. He had already decided if he was questioned about the abbé he would claim the release papers were part of a large volume of papers he received from the Convention each day. They must have been given to him mistakenly. As he did receive a large quantity of papers each day and as mistakes were frequently made with prisoners—usually sending them to the guillotine without trial, not freeing them—this excuse would be believed.

But no one would believe he had mistakenly escorted the abbé out of the city. That was highly irregular and quite suspicious.

“You needn’t reveal who you are,” she told him. “We have papers, but if anything goes awry, we have you as our failsafe.”

“And how am I to ever return if it becomes necessary for me to reveal my identity? I might as well flee with the abbé. My life will be forfeit.”

She did not even blink. “Then you had better hope our papers are good.”

Tristan parted the curtains again, peering out. They were close to the gates now, and his anxiety grew with each step the horses took. He had no faith in these papers. No faith that even with perfect papers, signed by Robespierre himself—which these very well might have been—the guards would not ask questions. No one was to be out and about during curfew, and the guards were most certainly not to allow anyone to pass through the gates in the middle of the night.

It was then that Citoyenne Martin lowered her hood and positioned herself in a prone position on the seat across from Tristan and the abbé. “What are you about?” Tristan asked, and then he drew in a quick breath.

The carriage was dark or else he would have seen it before. Small red spots dotted her face, and now she applied a bit of water to her temple and her upper lip so her hair would be damp and give the impression she was bathed in sweat. When had she developed smallpox? Her skin had been perfect and clear at the café.

Beside him the abbé drew in a breath as well.

“Do not fret, Abbé Bertrand,” she assured him. “I am not ill. This is a necessary ruse if we hope to leave the city tonight.” She looked at Tristan. “You are my husband, Citoyen Valois, and this is our priest. I have taken ill with smallpox, and you are removing me from the city before the sickness can spread. I am close to dying, and the priest has come so he might give me last rites before I am buried in the city of my birth, which is Chatou, just outside of Paris.”

“I suppose you have family there who will nurse you in these last hours,” Tristan said, his voice flat. The plan was absolutely perfect. At the first sight of the contagious disease, the guards would almost certainly wave them right through. They did not want to catch the illness and would be in a hurry to see the carriage as far away as possible.

“I have a dear sister who survived an outbreak of smallpox when she was a child. She has begged us to come to her so she might nurse me in these final days.”

“Mon Dieu,” Tristan muttered. It was as close as he came to prayer these days.

The carriage slowed, and Alexandra, taking that as her cue, began to moan and mutter unintelligibly. Outside Tristan heard voices as the guard stopped the carriage. His heart began to gallop again, but this time it was more terror than excitement. The abbé, who seemed to recover quickly from his shock, pulled a rosary from his pocket and began to pray, making the sign of the cross over her several times.

The door swung open, and a guard in a stained uniform and a hat wildly askew on his head peered in. The man reeked of wine, and Tristan wondered at his ability to stand, much less speak.

“Whadda we have here?” he said, his speech so slurred he was barely intelligible. Tristan looked to Citoyenne Martin, but she continued to moan and writhe on the seat across from him. Then Tristan looked to the abbé, who only bowed his head lower and prayed more fervently.

What was it the English said? Bloody hell?

“I’m sorry to trouble you, officer,” Tristan said, trying to sound contrite. “I know the gates are closed—”

“Thas right.” He pointed a finger at Tristan, or in Tristan’s general direction at any rate. “Go home and come back tomorrow.”

“I’m afraid we don’t have that much time. My wife, Citoyenne Valois”—he prayed he’d remembered the name correctly—“is gravely ill and I fear she will not live through the night. She would like to see her sister one last time before she passes into the next realm. As you see, we have our priest here, ready to do the last rites.” He pointed to the abbé who made the sign of the cross again and muttered something in Latin. “And we have our papers in order, I trust?” He said this last part loudly, hoping whoever had the papers in his possession would produce them. To Tristan’s relief, the footman stepped forward, bowed, and handed the guard the papers.

The guard stared at them, squinted, and crumpled them in his large, meaty hand. “I don’t need any papers. The gate is closed. Go home or you can all go to the National Razor.”

Tristan’s heart had begun to slow its rapid beating, and he kept his voice level now as he spoke. “I don’t think you understand, citoyen. My wife is ill. She has”—he made as though to look furtively about them—“smallpox.”

Just then Citoyenne Martin began to convulse, her body rigid and rising up so the telltale red spots of the disease would be clearly visible to the guard in the light of the lamp he held.

Tristan held his breath. If the guard did not panic, did not let them through now, then he would have to use his position to gain leverage. Clearly they could not return to the city with the abbé. But just as clearly to Tristan, he could not declare his true name.

The guard seemed to waver unsteadily. Tristan looked at the man’s face and knew they were doomed. If he had been sober, he might have reacted as a normal man might—with panic and fear. But he was too drunk to understand the implications of what Tristan had told him.

“I don’t care whas wrong with her,” he said, righting himself again. “No one leaves the city after curfew. By order of the Committee of Public Safety.” The sergeant held out his hand as though expecting something, though Tristan knew not what.

Tristan knew the law. He’d been there when it had been drafted. He’d helped Robespierre write the law before it had been proposed. And while he agreed with the law in theory, in fact, the spread of smallpox in a heavily populated city like Paris was no small matter. This drunken guard was basically condemning who knew how many hundreds to death by sending a clearly infected woman back into the city.

Tristan’s anger began to rise, and it was the salute that lit the fuse. The guard finished his speech about the Committee, then gave a mock salute, as though he were the greatest patriot that lived.

“Just who the devil do you think you are?” Tristan said, rising and pushing the guard back so he might climb out of the carriage. “Are you deaf as well as stupid? I told you. My wife has smallpox. Do you know what smallpox is?” He jabbed the guard in the chest, making the man stumble backward unsteadily.

The footman, who had been standing respectfully to the side, glanced at Tristan with interest. He was a large man with dark hair and features, and Tristan saw his hand move to his belt, where, no doubt, he had a pistol hidden,

“I may be a poor man, but I know the law. No one passes,” the guard said.

“What’s all this about?” another drunken voice called from the little shack that housed the guards at the gate. “Sergeant?”

“You should be ashamed of yourself, Sergeant,” Tristan went on, feeling righteous anger eclipse his better judgment. “If you were really concerned about the law, you might have looked at our papers. If we were not who we said, that would be a reason to detain us, but you are too much an idiot to think of that.”

“You don’t have to give him ideas,” the footman muttered out of the side of his mouth.

“If you had any sense at all,” Tristan said, pushing the man backward again, “you would let us pass. Doing so makes you a national hero. You will have saved the city from an outbreak of disease.”

The sergeant finally righted himself, and Tristan saw that his last words had fallen on deaf ears. If he’d said them earlier, they might have been effective, but now the sergeant’s cheeks were red and his breath huffed in and out with rage.

“I’ll see you on the scaffold for daring to touch me,” he said, spittle flying from his lips. “I’ll have the lot of you arrested and sent to La Force. You’ll be dead within—”

A hand came from behind Tristan and slammed the sergeant in the jaw. Tristan turned sharply, shocked to see Alexandra Martin behind him, looking quite recovered from her illness.

“That one!” she said to the footman, who had also been staring at her with some surprise. But now he raced after the other guard who had emerged from the shack and seeing his superior struck, turned to sound the alarm. Tristan held his breath for a moment, certain all was lost, before the footman made a flying leap and tackled the man just inches from the warning bell.

He punched the man, sending him sliding across the ground in a cloud of dust. Tristan looked down at the man Citoyenne Martin had struck and noted he was getting to his feet. “Sound the alarm!” he bellowed. “We are under—”

Tristan punched him, pulling his hand back sharply at the pain.

“Good work,” Citoyenne Martin said. “He’s out.”

Tristan looked at his feet, where the sergeant lay in a heap.

“Too bad you had to ruin everything else.”

Tristan gaped at her. “Me? Ruin everything? I tried to save our hides! I was the only one not pretending to die or pray. Without me, we’d be on our way back to the city.”

She glared at him. “Without you, we would be on the other side of this gate. All you had to do was keep quiet and let the man realize he had no choice but to let us pass.”

“He was too drunk to realize that.”

“He was not too drunk to want a bribe, which my man was prepared to offer. Before you jumped up and pushed your way out of the carriage, ruining everything.”

Tristan opened his mouth, then shut it again. How had he missed it? The sergeant’s mention of being poor. The way he had cited the law and held out his hand. He’d wanted assignats. But of course! Tristan had not considered a bribe. He forgot everyone did not have his principles. Not everyone cared more about liberty, equality, and fraternity as much as they did about greasing their own pockets.

“Now get back in the carriage.”

“I apologize,” Tristan said, knowing the sentiment was too little too late.

“Oh, I imagine you will be sorry enough,” she said. Tristan narrowed his eyes, not liking the way that sounded. But then she gestured for him to climb into the carriage again and he did. She followed, but the carriage did not move.

In the silence, he heard two muffled pistol shots, one coming almost right after the other.

“What was that?” he demanded.

“After that fiasco, we can’t have witnesses,” she said, her face looking pale and strained. The abbé began to pray in earnest then, and Tristan turned his head to stare out the window. But all he saw was the footman walking back to the carriage and climbing onto the back. The coachman called to the horses and they were away.

But Tristan’s thoughts lingered for a long time on the two dead men and the fact that though he hadn’t pulled the trigger, he was as much their murderer as the man who had.
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Chevalier was quiet for the rest of the journey to the safe house in the countryside outside Paris, near Saint-Germain-en-Laye. When they were about an hour outside the city, they stopped to change horses and Dewhurst climbed inside the coach and sat next to Alex. “It’s freezing out there,” he said by way of explanation. “I didn’t dress for travel since I didn’t expect to be leaving the city for long.” He gave Chevalier a dark look.

Alex understood his anger. She was annoyed as well, but she could hardly fault Chevalier when he had not known the plan. She had herself to blame for that oversight as Dewhurst and Hastings had wanted to tell him, but she hadn’t trusted him enough. Had Chevalier known they planned to bribe the guard, exit the city with the abbé, and then send the abbé and Hastings on their way while the three of them doubled back and entered the city through a secret tunnel, Chevalier might not have felt so desperate that he challenged the sergeant at the gate.

He hadn’t even realized the guard wanted a bribe. Alex had known many government officials in her life, and bribery was rampant and commonplace. But Chevalier seemed shocked the man had wanted a bribe and almost disappointed, as though he expected more from his fellow countrymen.

Alex could tell him if that was where he’d placed his faith, he would be disappointed over and over. The peasants had run the nobility out of power and out of France itself, but they’d quickly stepped in to fill the gap and their abuses were as heinous as, if not more so, those of the nobility.

As it was, they all had to stay hidden for a day or two, long enough for the commotion the dead guards would cause to pass. No one could take any risks, especially not sneaking into the city.

The carriage stopped at a little farmhouse just outside Saint-Germain-en-Laye, and Dewhurst alighted to speak with the man and woman who lived here. Alex parted the curtains and saw them emerge with a lamp, looking as one might expect them to look after being unceremoniously awakened in the middle of the night. The man wore his shirt untucked over a pair of trousers and the woman wore a chemise with a thick shawl about her shoulders. In the doorway, three small dark-haired children peeked out. One of them had a hand on the back of a rather large dog.

She could not hear the discussion, but she saw the man gesture toward the barn and the woman beckoned Dewhurst inside. Dewhurst nodded and returned to the coach, opening the door. “Everyone out. There’s coffee and bread and a bit of broth. Hastings, I’ll help with the horses.”

Dewhurst glanced at Alex. She knew the look in his eye. He was leaving her in charge of Abbé Bertrand and Chevalier, and he wanted her to be on her guard. She gave him a confident nod and greeted the woman with a kiss on both cheeks. “Nicole, we are sorry to inconvenience you.”

The woman, in her late twenties with dark curly hair like the children, smiled. “It is no imposition. Jean-Louis and I have missed you, Alex. And the children, of course, love to see you. And you have brought guests.” She spread her arms in greeting toward Chevalier and the abbé. “How lovely. Please, please come in.”

Alex linked her arm with Nicole’s and walked with the woman into the small farmhouse. As soon as she stepped inside, the children surrounded her. “Madame! Madame! Did you bring us treats?”

Alex gave them a look of regret. “I did not. I am so sorry. Our visit is as much a surprise to me as to you. Hello, Jacques.” She gave the dog a pat on the head when he nosed her hand. “Please meet my friends, Citoyen Chevalier and Abbé Bertrand.”

Five-year-old Monique and six-year-old Liliane made very pretty curtsies, their white nightgowns glowing in the firelight. Françoise, the little boy and the youngest of the three, made a formal bow. To Alex’s surprise, Chevalier bowed in return. “I thank you for your hospitality,” he said.

“Please sit. I am Jean-Louis Daudier,” the farmer said, indicating the best chair and the one closest the fire. “And this is my wife Nicole. You are most welcome.”

Instead of taking the chair closest to the fire, Chevalier offered it to the abbé. Once glance at him and Alex knew why. The man looked even paler than he had before. He had made no protest in the carriage, but it was apparent that the motion of the travel had not agreed with him. Alex could only hope the voyage to England was a calm one, for she’d endured more than once Channel crossings fraught with storms and waves so high she thought they would engulf the ship.

The abbé thanked Chevalier and sat, closing his eyes. Chevalier then pulled out a chair at the table for her and took the one beside it. The children situated themselves on a bench across the table and stared in open fascination at their guests.

Nicole was at the hearth, warming coffee and broth, but she’d placed bread on the table. Hastings would have some coin to give the family for their generosity, but Alex felt awful that she had no gifts for the children. In the past when she’d come, she’d brought the little girls ribbons. She’d given Françoise a carved wooden bird. But she had nothing to offer tonight. Or did she?

She glanced at Chevalier.

“Would you like me to tell you a story?” she asked the children.

“Oh, yes, madame!” the three chirped in unison.

“Is that acceptable to you, Nicole?” she asked.

“Of course. And then back to bed with you because morning and your chores will come sooner than you think.”

Alex raised a brow at Chevalier, hoping to annoy him. “It’s a tale taken from Shakespeare so you might not approve.”

He gave her a small smile. “Believe it or not, I actually do like some of Shakespeare’s plays.”

She pressed a hand to her heart. “This is disturbing news indeed, but you may rely upon me to keep your secret.” She turned to the children. “Do you know the story of the fairy queen?” And she proceeded to tell them of Titania and Oberon from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, changing the tale so it was appropriate for young ears.

By the time the story had finished, the children were yawning and she had finished her coffee. Hastings and Dewhurst had entered during the tale, and now Hastings rose from his spot near the door. “We should all get some sleep.”

When Jean-Louis pointed toward his own bed in the loft above, Hastings shook his head. “We won’t turn you out of your own bed. We can sleep in the barn.”

“But surely you will not sleep in the barn,” Nicole said to Alex.

Alex patted her hand and rose. “I’ve slept in far less comfortable lodgings. And we will be gone early tomorrow. You’ll forgive us if we say our farewells tonight.”

The five of them made their way through the dark yard and into the barn, which smelled of animals and straw and oiled leather. Hastings carried a lamp with him, and he set it on a shelf as Dewhurst closed the barn door.

“That plan went to the devil and back,” Hastings said. “Do we even bother to make another or do you expect this clodpole to try and help again?” He pointed to Chevalier.

Chevalier straightened indignantly. Before the men could start punching each other, Alex stepped between them. “We make another plan, my lord. You and the abbé will continue as originally planned, and Tony, Citoyen Chevalier, and I will return to Paris.”

“And how do you think to do that?” Hastings asked. “The abbé and I will take the horses from the carriage and ride them to Le Havre. But even if we found another means of traveling, you can’t go in the carriage. It’s too conspicuous in a country on the hunt for escaping nobles. We are fortunate we weren’t stopped tonight.”

“We’ll walk,” Dewhurst said, “and look for a farmer with a cart who will take us closer to Paris.”

Alex sighed. She was no great walker, but Dewhurst’s suggestion was really the only option.

“And what about you?” Hastings asked, looking at Chevalier.

“I am capable of walking,” Chevalier said, head held as high as that of any king.

“Yes, but are you capable of keeping your mouth shut? Can you be trusted?”

Chevalier shrugged in the way the French often did. “I’ve proved myself enough tonight.”

Alex rolled her eyes, but Dewhurst barked out a laugh. “You almost got us killed. I vote we kill him and bury him in the field. He can fertilize Daudier’s crops.”

Hastings looked as though he might agree to this, but Alex shook her head. “We still need him.”

“We don’t need him,” Dewhurst said. “I know a way into the”—and then, as though remembering who was listening, he cleared his throat—“I know a way in.”

“Then go ahead and kill him,” she said, ignoring the way Chevalier’s eyes widened. She didn’t care whether he lived or not. Well, she didn’t care much. “But you’ll answer to the Pimpernel.”

Dewhurst gave Chevalier a menacing look. “Who wants first watch?”

Alex supposed that meant Chevalier would live. She felt no sense of relief. “I’ll take it. You and Hastings have been riding outside most of the night. Sleep.”

“I will sit with you,” the abbé said, his voice rather hoarse.

“No.” Alex shook her head gently. “You should rest. You have a long journey ahead of you. I’ve done this before, and it is no trouble for me.”

Hastings handed her his pistol before climbing the ladder to the hayloft and disappearing from sight.

“Go ahead. Sleep,” Alex told the abbé, and the older man followed Hastings.

Dewhurst looked from Alex to Chevalier. “Should I tie him?”

“You don’t think I can handle him if he tries to escape?”

Dewhurst opened his mouth, then thought better of whatever reply he might have made. The two of them had argued over her capabilities before, but she had hoped she’d gained some measure of his respect after all the time they’d worked together. Still, he was the younger son of a duke, and he’d been raised to view women as weak, frail things that must be protected, and she knew that upbringing was difficult for him to look beyond.

“Of course, you can,” Dewhurst said. “I thought I’d make it easier for you.”

“Go to sleep, Tony. I’ll wake you in four hours.” She glanced at Chevalier. “You might as well sleep too.”

He shook his head. “I’ll sit up with you.”

Dewhurst gave her another look full of meaning and when she merely smiled at him, he climbed the ladder. “Call me if you need me.” He disappeared into the loft.

Alex sat with her back against one of the beams supporting the hayloft, her gaze on the barn’s door. She glanced at the lamp, judging the amount of oil and how much would burn away by the end of her watch.

Chevalier sat beside her.

“Aren’t you tired?” she asked without looking at him.

“Exhausted,” he answered. “But if I lie down, I’ll toss and turn. I might as well sit up with you.”

He sounded so innocent, but she wasn’t fooled. “This wouldn’t be a ploy to escape, would it?”

“You mean wait until the others are sleeping, overpower you, take the pistol, and head for the nearest town and the local governor?”

She gave him a sidelong look. “I hadn’t thought it out in that much detail.”

“No. I won’t try to escape, although I was under the impression I was a confederate, not a prisoner.”

Now she shrugged. “I suppose you are a bit of both.”

“Your big, dark friend wants to kill me.”

She laughed quietly. “He wants to kill everyone. Don’t take it personally.”

“And your Lord Hastings, he did not want to sit up with you? To keep watch with you?”

She pointed a finger at the hayloft. “Do you hear that snoring? I believe that’s him.”

“Then he is not a protective man?”

Hastings would have given his life for any one of them in a moment, but he knew she’d do the same and trusted her implicitly. “Not particularly. Why?”

“Because you were his lover.”

“Oh, that. Yes, well.” She didn’t know what else to say.

She listened to the sound of crickets and frogs outside and the rustling from the hayloft and the stalls. The countryside was quiet, and she should be able to hear approaching hoofbeats in plenty of time to warn the men.

“He was never your lover, was he?” Chevalier asked.

She might have lied, but to what end? “No. He was in France during the revolution to look after his family’s interests. When he had done all he could, he needed a reason to stay and so he played the role of my lover. But it was as much a ruse as my case of smallpox earlier tonight,” she said.

“Then he isn’t in love with you?”

Alex laughed. Hastings in love with her? He was more of a brother than a man to her. She might have been interested in Dewhurst at one point, but he was too angry, too tortured a soul for her taste. She liked the tragedy in her life to remain on the stage. “No. He isn’t in love with me, although I am certain he would be most aggrieved if you hurt me or attempted to kill me. I say attempted because you should know I am quite capable of defending myself.” She lifted the pistol from her skirts. “Even without this.”

“I noticed that at the gate. But I have no intention of hurting you. I only wanted to be certain he would not retaliate if I did this.”

And to her complete amazement, he took her chin between two fingers, turned her head toward his, and placed his lips gently on hers.

It was a far different kiss than he had given her in the carriage before he’d gone into the Conciergerie, but the effect was the same. Warmth spread throughout her body, from her lips to the tips of her toes. She had the urge to lean into him and deepen the kiss. Instead, she pulled back.

He looked down at her with those beautiful eyes, his hand still cupping her chin.

“Why do you keep kissing me?” she whispered, eyes narrowed.

“Why do you not kiss me back?”

“Because I don’t like you.”

“Liking has nothing to do with it. You are a traitor to the republic. I am a patriot. I don’t particularly like you or your cause, but like you or not, I am attracted to you. I think you feel the same.”

She didn’t believe him for even a moment. He wasn’t attracted to her. He thought she was the sort of silly woman who would melt into a puddle of adoration if a man kissed her and took her to his bed. But two could play this game.

“And if I am attracted to you?” Her tone was silky smooth, that of the perfect charlatan. But then it was not difficult to pretend she wanted him. Even as her brain reminded her of all the reasons she hated him, her body rebelled. She looked at him and was sinking into his lovely eyes, into those soft lips, into that warm velvet voice. She wanted him to kiss her again. She tried to tell herself that it was because the kiss was the first time she’d been truly warm all night.

But that wasn’t the real reason.

“Then kiss me,” he whispered.

And she did.

***
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TRISTAN DIDN’T EXPECT to react the way he did when her lips brushed against his. He’d planned to seduce her with kisses and silly words and plodding attempts at friendship. It was clear to him the men treated her as an equal, and if he could gain her trust, her affection, he would have won half the battle. He would yet see these traitors riding in the back of a tumbrel.

And then she’d kissed him. Her lips so soft and, God, impossibly sweet. It was only a light brush of her mouth against his at first, but Tristan felt his control slip. And then when she pressed her mouth against his, when her hand came up to cup the back of his head and her lips parted and her small tongue lapped at his mouth, he found himself reacting as though he were a boy of fifteen, not a man approaching thirty.

His fingers on her chin fumbled, and he didn’t quite know what to do with his hands. His cock was rigid and throbbing, and if he hadn’t been aware of the three men sleeping in the hayloft above them, he might have tried to push her down and take her there.

That was the strength of his need for her. Real need. Real desire, not feigned as it should have been

And then he felt a weight between them, and dimly, he realized it was the pistol. It had fallen from her skirts when she’d turned into him. He reached for it at the same time she did, and both of their hands closed over it, their fingers locking together.

He pulled back and so did she. Her green eyes were dark but clear. “Let it go.”

“And if I don’t?” he asked. Fool, he thought. He should let it go. This was no way to gain her trust.

“Then I’ll be forced to hurt you, and I’d much rather kiss you than break your nose. You do have such a straight, lovely nose.”

He felt his mouth curve into a smile. He liked her bravado, if nothing else. Yes, she had surprised him at the gate, when she’d punched that guardsman, but she’d taken the man unaware. Tristan was ready for an attack, and he had strength and size on his side.

Still, he released the pistol. Now was not the time to challenge her. They needed him for something bigger than the escape of an abbé from prison, and if he gave all away now some of them might be taken, but not all and, more importantly, the plan would be undiscovered. The longer he waited, the more he would learn about the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel and the more traitors he could catch in his net.

If he had not come tonight he would never have known about the Daudier family’s complicity. The more information he could give, the more likely he was to avoid the guillotine, though if he was to die, then he deserved his fate.

A picture of the little children peeking out the door of the house flashed in his mind. He was loath to leave those children orphans, loath to repay the goodness the family had shown him by turning them in.

But surely the husband and wife knew the consequences for their actions. They had freely chosen to betray the republic, a republic that stood for equality and liberty. He had not known either of those when he’d been made an orphan by the Duc du Mérignac, a man who had abused the privilege of his birth without ever thinking of the children or the families he harmed.

There was no such thing as a bloodless revolution.

He sat back, putting distance between himself and Alexandra Martin. She made him forget what was truly important: the ideals of the revolution must trump all.

Citoyenne Martin was looking at him. “You think I do not know your game?” she asked, placing the pistol back on her lap. “And don’t look at me and blink those innocent eyes. Do you think just because I argued against your murder and didn’t have you tied up for the night, that I trust you or would hesitate to put a pistol ball in your brain? You are trying to win my trust by seducing me, and it won’t work.”

She was certainly forthright, and while he liked that, it took him off guard. “Of course, I am trying to seduce you,” he said, equally forthright. “You are a beautiful woman.”

“Now I know you lie. Or perhaps I am suddenly beautiful because gaining my confidence would give you the opportunity to betray the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel.” She leaned close to him, her breath tickling his cheek. “Believe me when I say before you ever have a chance to inform on any of the people you met here tonight, I will slit your throat myself.”

Her green eyes burned bright as she spoke, and her lips were red as blood. He believed her. She’d protect these men and the Daudier family with her life. It was just that sort of loyalty he admired and wanted to see burn in the heart of every patriot. But too many patriots wanted power and their loyalty was capricious.

When she would have leaned back, he touched her cheek with a finger, holding her in place. “Is it strange that your threats make me want to kiss you again?” That was not a lie. Her ruthlessness aroused him.

She gave him a quick smile. “Nothing scares you, does it?”

“On the contrary. Many things frighten me, but a strong woman is not one of them.”

She nodded, and her gaze dipped to his lips. The hard pulse of arousal that look shot through him caused his hand to flex on her cheek. Her skin was soft, and he could not help but wonder if she was that soft all over. He wanted to kiss her again, and this time it had nothing to do with the republic or gaining her trust and everything about wanting her as a man wants a woman.

He heard a thud above them. “No kissing on watch!” a voice called down.

She smiled and looked up. “We aren’t kissing, Dewhurst.”

“Not yet.”

“Stubble it,” another male voice muttered, probably Hastings, Tristan surmised. “I don’t care what they do as long as they do it quietly. I’m sleeping.”

“I care!” Dewhurst argued. “I’d rather not be taken by patriots while she has her fun in a haystack. He’s a rebel, Alex. The enemy.”

“Thank you, my lord,” she said sweetly. “I promise to behave.”

He muttered something that sounded like that I’d like to see and all was quiet again.

She sat back and trained her gaze on the door. “He’s right. I do need to keep watch and stay alert. You, monsieur, are quite the distraction.”

“And you, citoyenne, make it difficult for me to resist. But I shall endeavor to behave honorably for the next few hours.”

To his amusement, she sighed. “That sounds perfectly boring.”

“You do realize you make no sense. You claim you do not want me to seduce you because you believe I have nefarious purposes in mind, but then when I promise to behave, you are still not satisfied.”

“I’m a woman, Monsieur Chevalier. I do not have to make sense.”

That was true enough, and it only made him admire her a little more. How sorry he would be to send her to the guillotine.

But he would send her nonetheless.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Six
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Tony woke her before the sun was up. He was his usual charming self, waking her by giving her a nudge with the toe of his boot. When she didn’t move, he nudged her again.

In the head.

She was up then, but her swipe at him just missed. He climbed down the ladder before she could try again.

Chevalier was awake as well, his hair tousled and falling over his shoulders. He looked like an angel who’d mistakenly tumbled down to the mortal realm. No man should look so handsome upon just rising.

Catching her looking at him, he smiled. “Good morning.”

“Not so far.”

She climbed down the ladder, listening to Hastings tell Chevalier that she was always surly in the morning. “I am not,” she protested. “Only when some nitwit kicks me in the head. Wait until I shove my boot up your arse, Tony,” she called.

“See!” Dewhurst said, opening the barn door to admit Nicole Daudier. “She is all sweetness and light. Mistress, you are too kind.”

The smell of coffee and fresh bread did wonders for Alex’s mood, and after she had gone outside to take care of her private needs, she returned and drank the strong brew gratefully. “You haven’t slept at all,” she chided the woman. “You didn’t need to provide us with food to break our fast.”

“But we’re glad you did,” Dewhurst said around a mouthful of bread.

“It is the least I can do,” Nicole said. “I can never repay your kindness to me.”

Alex gave the woman a hug. “You needn’t ever repay us. We set a wrong to rights.”

Nicole wiped a tear away and took her leave. The next few minutes were spent gathering the little they had brought with them and then the party split into two groups. Hastings and the abbé took two horses from the carriage, leaving the conveyance and the other horses behind. Dewhurst, Chevalier, and Alex started back toward Paris on foot. Alex would have liked to ride the horses back, but it would have been too conspicuous and drawn attention.

By midday, Alex could not feel her face. The breeze was chilly and damp, and they were forced to walk directly into it. The sun had yet to make an appearance, though she supposed she should be grateful it was not raining.

“Is no one else traveling to Paris today?” she lamented. They had yet to spot a single cart traveling in their direction, although to be fair, they had stayed off the main road for the most part.

“It’s not market day,” Dewhurst told her.

“If we have to walk the entire way—”

“Have either of you noticed we are being followed?” Chevalier said quietly.

Alex looked over her shoulder but saw nothing. “What do you mean?”

He nodded his head toward the trees in the little woods not far from the road where they walked. “Four men, perhaps five, have been keeping pace with us.”

“And you didn’t think to mention this before?” Dewhurst pulled out his pistol and Alex did the same.

“I wanted to be certain.”

The men must have known they’d been discovered because they emerged from the trees just then, their own weapons—mostly farm implements but at least one man had a rifle—pointed toward Alex and Dewhurst.

Despite Chevalier’s hiss that they were outnumbered, Alex did not lower her pistol.

“Bonjour citoyens,” the man in the center called. He was tall and the best dressed with a warm coat over his trousers, where the others were in thin shirts and threadbare coats. They were peasants, in their trousers and sabots, and though the violence in the provinces had not been as widespread as that in Paris, she did not trust these armed men.

Dewhurst nodded his head in response. “Bonjour. A cold day for travel, is it not?” he asked in his flawless French. “We are for Paris. And you?”

“Saint-Germain-en-Laye,” their leader answered. “You had better come with us.”

“You will forgive us, citoyens,” Alex said sweetly. “But Saint-Germain-en-Laye is not on the road to Paris.”

“And you will forgive us, citoyenne,” the leader said, moving closer, “if we insist on delaying you. Our mayor would speak with any strangers in the area. We are looking for the Scarlet Pimpernel and his accomplices.”

Dewhurst laughed. “The Scarlet Pimpernel? He is a myth. No Englishman could possibly evade our brave French forces for so long. Impossible!”

Alex considered Dewhurst might have made a career for himself on the stage. He was quite convincing. Several of the peasants even nodded their agreement.

But not the leader.

“Be that as it may, citoyen, you will come with us. I will take your weapons and return them to you after your interview with the mayor.”

“Interview?” Dewhurst demanded, looking offended. “It sounds much more like an interrogation to me, and we have done nothing. We are patriots.” He gestured to the wrinkled tricolor cockade on his coat.

Chevalier nodded at this, and Alex wished it would have helped their cause to reveal who he was. But his presence here would only raise more questions, and if word reached Robespierre, their hard work and plans were all for naught.

“I am sorry, citoyen—” the leader began.

“Sorry!” Dewhurst bellowed. Then out of the corner of his mouth, he muttered in English, “Run.” He stepped forward, speaking in French again. “Sorry? You insult me and my honor—run!—and all you can say is you are sorry? Run, damn you!” He hissed the last in English.

Alex had told herself Dewhurst was mad or perhaps she had heard him incorrectly. He could not possibly wish her to run when a rifle was pointed at them.

And then Dewhurst fired his weapon, above the heads of the peasants, and she didn’t hesitate. She grabbed Chevalier’s hand and yanked him toward the nearest thatch of trees.

The peasants scattered, but it was only a moment before they returned fire. Dewhurst dropped and rolled and Alex dove behind the trees. They were all but bare of leaves and scant protection. But Alex bent and loaded powder and ball into her pistol to cover Dewhurst while he reloaded.

She fired, causing the peasants to duck, and Dewhurst gave her a hard glare. “Run!” he yelled again. Then he turned and fired at the peasants, running immediately after for the light cover provided by a nearby haystack.

“Now!” Chevalier said when Alex bent to ready her weapon. “Before they charge us.”

“I’m not leaving Tony,” Alex gritted out, shaking Chevalier’s hand off and loading her pistol. She primed it, aimed, and fired, making the peasants drop back down behind a rock outcropping, where they’d taken shelter.

“He told us to run. We have a better chance of escaping them if we split up.”

Alex could not argue with the truth of that statement. It was far easier to track three than one, and she could not allow Chevalier out of her sight. Without another word, she tucked the pistol in her skirts, lifted the hem, and ran. She followed Chevalier, who wisely did not head toward Paris but toward a small wooded area to the northwest.

More shots rang out, but they seemed to remain in the distance. When they finally reached the trees, Chevalier leaned against one and she took another. They both fought to catch their breath.

“He’s leading them away from us,” Chevalier said between breaths.

Alex could only nod. Dewhurst might not care for Chevalier, but he would risk his life for the man because they needed the rebel. The little boy in the Temple Prison needed him.

“Do you always have this much trouble?” Chevalier asked.

“It’s not uncommon,” Alex said. “We had better keep moving. Dewhurst will lead them away, but there’s nothing to stop them from dividing and sending two men after us.”

Chevalier pushed up from the tree and followed her deeper into the woods, where the trees grew more densely and blocked out the gloomy afternoon light.

“You didn’t like to leave him,” he said, picking his way over fallen logs and jutting roots. “But he seems quite capable to me. I am certain he will meet us back in Paris.”

“I hope so.” She struggled to keep up with Chevalier, not easy in her heavy skirts and flimsy shoes that became mired in the mud more than once. “And I don’t like to leave him because he is my brother.”

Chevalier looked at her quickly, and Alex realized he misunderstood. “Not in that way. I only mean we have worked together for some time. We protect each other. Your new government loves to speak of fraternity, but I do wonder if you really know what it means.”

She would have sworn she heard him mutter, “So do I.”

Alex spotted a large log and pointed to it. “I think we’ve gone deep enough. We had better start heading south if we are to reach Paris. I don’t like the main road, but we need to find a farmer willing to give us a ride on his cart or those peasants will catch up to us again.”

“You think they will pursue us?”

Alex sat on the log and examined her shoe. It had been pretty once. Now it was caked with mud. She removed it and scraped the bottom on the bark, attempting to free it of some of the heavy mud. “What else have they to do? I am certain this is quite the adventure for them. It will make a good story to tell around their friends’ tables and at the local tavern. Under other circumstances, we would have simply gone with them and...” She trailed off, realizing what she’d said.

Chevalier sat beside her. “So once again I have caused the trouble?”

“When we return to Paris, I’ll have our forger make you false papers. Dewhurst and I have them. We would have had no trouble from the mayor, but your presence would have raised questions.”

“My identity would have freed us quite easily as well. No one could claim I am not a patriot.”

“Yes, but once we returned, you would be under suspicion. If you are under scrutiny, that defeats our purpose.”

“Which is?”

Alex gave him a sidelong look. “We’re not ready for that conversation yet.”
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SHE DIDN’T TRUST HIM...not yet, Tristan thought, leaning back against the log. It was too hard to sit on for long. Citoyenne Martin had also given it up, resorting to pacing instead of resting as she ought. They were clever not to trust him. He hadn’t really proven himself—not yet. Yes, he’d freed the abbé, but the man was probably guilty of nothing more than being associated with the church. It had been a worthwhile venture to find out more about the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel and to discover the traitors in the farmhouse near Saint-Germain-en-Laye.

And Tristan knew if he did not return to Paris and go directly to Robespierre and tell his superior all he knew, any excuses he might make later would seem paltry and weak. Tristan had enough evidence to destroy the League, and that was what he would do when he was home once again.

They might destroy him in turn, but perhaps if he accompanied the guard when they made the arrest, he could find the papers that damned him and burn them before they could do him any harm.

And more than likely not. They’d be hidden away, somewhere the league could direct the guard to look during their trials. Then Tristan would be labeled a traitor as well.

It was a label he deserved, and he could not help but think perhaps the republic needed more traitors if the rampant bloodshed were ever to end.

Then again, he might just be one more death in a sea of them. His sacrifice would mean nothing.

But he couldn’t think like that. Alexandra Martin and her royalist ideas were corrupting him. His loyalty was to the revolution, not to these traitors.

He watched Citoyenne Martin pace and wondered what motivated her to risk her life. This was not her country. The people she saved were not Englishmen. She was not even of noble blood. What did she care if France killed its former ruling class?

“I think it’s been long enough,” she said, stopping midstride and whirling to face him. “We should start for the road.”

“You haven’t even rested,” he pointed out.

“I promise you won’t have to carry me. I’m stronger than I look.”

“I have no doubt.” He rose and brushed his trousers off, though he hardly saw the point as he’d spent the night in a barn and now muddied them in the woods. “You do seem quite the most determined woman I have ever met.”

She looked about, gauging their direction, then started toward what she assumed was Paris. As Tristan’s own sense of direction told him Paris was that way, he did not argue.

“I would take that as a compliment,” she said, picking up their conversation as she walked.

He fell in step beside her, his eyes on the ground for any roots that might trip him or her. “And it would be a compliment if your cause was not the wrong one.”

She scowled at him, then looked down to watch her footing. He waited until she had stepped over a muddy puddle. “Tell me, why have you allied yourself with the Scarlet Pimpernel? Why do you risk your life for that of a handful of nobles who would never have done the same for you?”

“Now you are capable of seeing into people’s hearts and minds?”

His jaw tightened. “With few exceptions,” he said coldly, “I do not need to see into an aristo’s heart or mind. They are all the same. They care for nothing and no one but themselves and their fortunes.”

“That is not true, but even if it were”—she raised a finger before he could interrupt to argue—“they are still people. No matter their sins or imperfections or shortcomings. They are people, who deserve basic rights, no matter what class they were born into.”

“And under the republic they are given a trial where they might prove their guilt or innocence, which is far more than these nobles you claim are people ever gave my family.”

He closed his mouth immediately, angry for revealing so much. He hadn’t meant to tell her. He’d had enough of what the nobility and their sycophants called pity.

She paused and looked back at him, but there was no surprise in her eyes. “I am sorry for what happened to your family. The Duc du Mérignac was known to be a cruel man, but you cannot judge an entire class based on the actions of one person.”

She had known. Somehow she had known what had befallen his family all those years ago. What else did she know about him? They would be poor spies indeed if they had not watched his comings and goings of late, but for some reason this peek into his past felt like a violation.

“What else do you know about me?”

She swallowed, her pale throat working, and looked away.

“You think you know me? You think I joined the revolution for revenge and now that I’ve had it, I will change loyalties.”

Her steady gaze met his. “You didn’t want revenge? Because if not, the duc and his family paid a very high price indeed.”

He took her by the shoulders and all but slammed her against the nearest tree. She didn’t flinch, and her gaze never left his. “I know what you had done to them,” she said in a low voice.

“You don’t know anything. You don’t know how the duc came to our house in the middle of dinner. My sister, my mother, my father, our apprentice boy, and I were eating a simple meal of bread and soup. Then a knock came at the door. My mother went to open it, and the duc pushed his way in.”

“He was angry about a libelle you had published.”

“Yes, and justifiably so. The libelle painted him in a very negative light. And though we did not always verify the contents of the pamphlets and libelles we published, the information in this one was quite accurate.”

“But the duc was a powerful man. Surely your father knew the risks of offending such a man.”

Tristan nodded. “Prison, the confiscation of our printing press. It had happened before, but my father didn’t believe the nobility should be immune to censure. He dared speak out, and he died for it.”

“I am sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t excuse the duc’s actions. I understand your anger.”

“You understand my anger?” He whirled away from her. “You cannot understand my anger until a dozen men storm your house. The duc directed three to grab my mother, three to grab my father, three to take my sister, and three to take me. I cursed at the duc. I challenged him, and he called me an upstart and bid me watch as he ran my father through with his sword.”

Her hand flew to her mouth. “No.”

“No trial. No judge. No jury. He stabbed my father in the stomach and left him bleeding on the floor while he moved on to my mother. He did not rape her. He gave her to his men to take on the floor beside the dying body of my father. But my sister...” His voice threatened to break, but he would not allow it. He could not allow himself to feel the pain anymore, else he would never numb himself to it again. He had thought vengeance would ease the pain, but nothing except cold detachment made it bearable.

“They took my sister and I into the front parlor. They laid on the couch, ripped her clothes, and raped her. But though I would have burned each and every one of those men’s faces into my mind, I could not focus.” Now he raised his chin and looked into her face, telling her what he had only ever told one person before. “Because they raped me too.”

She reached for him. “Monsieur—”

He held up a hand. “It’s citoyen, and do not say you are sorry. We published a piece of paper, and the duc repaid us with murder and rape. He had our shop set on fire. When I came to, I tried to save my family, but my father was already cold, and my mother’s throat had been slashed. My sister would not come. She wanted to die. She would rather have died than live with the shame of what had been done to her.”

He paced away, waiting until his hands had stopped shaking and his voice was level again. “So yes. I repaid the duc in kind. When the revolution came, I gathered my fellow patriots and we visited the duc’s house on the Rue du Bac. But we were far more merciful.”

“You sent his entire family to the guillotine. That is not mercy.”

What did she know of mercy? How dare she question his? Rage boiled up in him, and he rounded on her. “The duc was granted more mercy than he deserved!” he shouted “He was fortunate to be gifted a quick and painless death. His sons were among the men who came to my house, who raped my mother and sister. They paid a small price for their crimes.”

She sighed, but her features didn’t soften. “Perhaps the duc did deserve his fate, but what had his daughters done to you? Surely they were but children when the duc attacked you.”

He frowned, confused. “The duc’s two daughters were spared. Unlike my sister.”

“The duc’s daughters were not spared. Perhaps you did not hear, but they were killed attempting to flee the city.”

He had not heard that news, but he had to admit that even if he had, he would not have felt pity. He could not feel sympathy for any member of that family. He looked away and into the darkness of the woods.

“And now that you have had your vengeance, has justice been done or must more nobles die to satisfy your lust for blood? Tell, me how much blood is enough?”

He whirled on her. “I have no desire for more blood. I am only here with you now because I wanted the bloodshed to end. It has gone too far.”

“Robespierre will never agree.” She stepped toward him. “He does not think justice can be served until every last man, woman, or child who stands against him is sacrificed on the altar of the guillotine. You know it’s true!” she shouted when he shook his head. “I know you know because you made a choice, citoyen, to give evidence that can bring Robespierre down. And now you have another choice to make.”

He stilled, knowing this was his chance to find out her secret. “What is that?”

She hesitated, holding his gaze for such a long time he felt as though she looked through him. He did not possess the power to look into men’s hearts and minds, but it would not surprise him if she did. What would she see? His dark, cold heart? His jumbled and conflicted thoughts?

“You can choose to be merciful and compassionate. You can choose to do what no one else has the courage to do: save an innocent child.”

His eyes narrowed.

“What are you talking about? What child?”

“The boy suffering in the Temple Prison.” She must have seen something in his eyes because she spoke more quickly. “He is a child, an orphan. His father and mother are dead. He is separated from his sister. From all accounts, he is ill and alone and terribly abused.”

“You want me to rescue Louis Charles of France?” He gaped at her as though she had gone completely mad, which she quite obviously had. He might regret the extreme turn the revolution had taken, but he did not regret the end of the royal family.

“I want you to rescue a little boy.” Her eyes were pleading, but those pleas were blunt arrows.

“You want me to rescue the next king of France, and that, citoyenne, is something I will never do.”
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She shouldn’t have told him about the dauphin, who was indeed King Louis XVII now that his father had been executed. She had been ordered to keep the mission a secret until Chevalier could be trusted, which would be never.

Not that she could blame him. He hated the nobility with good reason. In his place, she might feel exactly the same.

They’d finally left the wooded area behind, walking in silence until they reached the main road to Paris. Several coaches passed, but no farmer in a cart who might be willing to allow them to sit in the back with his produce. Alex wasn’t certain what time it was, but her growling belly told her she had missed the midday meal and was overdue for dinner.

And then the rains started.

“Was that water?” Chevalier had asked as they trudged along, she in front but he close on her heels. He looked up and frowned at the clouds. Alex continued walking. They were still miles and miles from Paris and their only shelter was a scraggly tree. If rain had dropped on his forehead, she did not want to know.

“It is drizzling,” he said.

She nodded and pulled the hood of her cape over her head. “Keep walking.”

He continued walking as did she, even as the rain grew steadier and the ground beneath her muddier. And then thunder cracked so loudly, she jumped and let out a small scream. Lightning followed, and the skies opened in a deluge Noah might have recognized.

“We’d better find somewhere to shelter!” Chevalier called over the roar of the falling water.

“There’s a posting house in two or three miles,” she called to him. “We could shelter there.”

“We’ll both have caught our death of cold by then.”

She couldn’t argue. Her teeth were already chattering. Her once warm cape was soaked through and now felt like a heavy weight on her shoulders. “Do you have another suggestion?”

He blew out a breath. “No.”

She trudged ahead, the mud miring her feet in its muck and the wind trying to blow her over. She had her head down to keep the water out of her eyes when Chevalier called out. “There!”

She looked at him, following his outstretched hand to where it pointed toward a cluster of farmhouses in the distance. “They will never give us shelter,” she said. “Living this close to the road, they have grown wary of anyone passing by.”

“Then you must be at your most charming and persuasive.”

“Me?” She scowled at him. “Why does this fall to me?”

“Because you are the actress.”

She blew out a breath that frosted in the cold air. The sky had grown darker and not simply because the rain clouds hung low. Night was upon them, and if they did not find a place to stay, they would be forced to travel in the rain and the dark. One false step, and she could break a leg. Even worse, with the rampant poverty in France, the roads could be dangerous after dark—not that any thief would go out in this weather.

But she supposed someone would have to save them. Again. Some hero this Chevalier was turning out to be. “Fine. I will do my best,” she said, marching past him. “But if I lived in one of those houses, I wouldn’t allow you in.”

“We don’t need access to the house. Ask if we can wait out the storm in the stable.”

Really, he was altogether too used to giving orders. She ignored him. He could sleep in the stable if he wanted. She wanted a warm fire and civilized company. No one answered at the first door where she knocked. She called out, but either the occupants were not home or they did not hear her.

Or this plan was flawed from the start—a point she had made in the beginning.

Chevalier led them to another house, where he knocked loudly, then stepped back so she might be the face that greeted whomever answered the door.

“Go away!” a man’s voice called through the wood.

“Please, citoyen!” Alex answered. “It is wet and cold. My brother and I beg you to have compassion.”

“Go away!” he said again.

“Please, sir. I have assignats. I can pay for shelter.”

Silence fell and for a moment she heard nothing but the pop of rain on the ground. Then the locks rattled, and the door opened. A short man with white wispy hair and rheumy blue eyes stood in the doorway. “Let me see.”

Alex reached under her cape and withdrew a bill from her purse. She held it out, and the man snatched it away. “That will buy you a half hour.”

“A half hour? This is nothing short of robbery. Give me that back.” She held her hand out, but Chevalier covered it with his and lowered it to her side.

“Another just like that and shelter in your stable until the rain passes. That is all we ask.”

The man looked at Chevalier, then at her. “Fine.” He held out his small, dirty hand again. With a glare, Alex reached into her purse, closed her hand on another bill, and handed it to him.

“The stable is in back,” he said and slammed the door in her face.

Chevalier looked inordinately pleased with himself. At least she thought that was his expression. It was difficult to read with all of the rain obscuring her vision.

“Why aren’t you smiling?” he asked, leading her around to the back where the small, ramshackle stable sat. Alex’s jaw dropped. The place was not fit for animals, and she had given the owner the last of her money for it.

“I’m not smiling because I have to go in there”—she pointed to the building, which seemed to be listing to one side—“with you.”

“It may not be Versailles, but it will be dry.” He seemed to get a better look at the stable. “Reasonably dry, at any rate.”

Alex glared at him. “I didn’t like you before, and now I really, really don’t like you at all.”

She marched away, but the distance didn’t prevent her from hearing his answer. “I don’t like you either.”

***
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TRISTAN WISHED HE HAD the materials to build a fire. Understandably those materials were not kept in stables. Livestock and fire were not compatible. Of course, the only being inside, other than the she-wolf and himself, was a donkey, and its stall was in the only part of the stable that didn’t leak.

Tristan had tried to make friends with the beast, so they might share its stall, but it had bared its teeth and kicked him. He’d limped back to Citoyenne Martin, who did not bother to hide her smile. She sat back against the wheel of a cart and shivered in her wet clothing. He was shivering too, but he would rather shiver than sit close to her. Night had fallen while the rain pummeled them, and now Tristan did not see how they could return to Paris for yet another day. Robespierre must be wondering where he was. Tristan rose from the floor, brushing the dirt from his trousers, and paced back and forth. The activity kept him from falling asleep and warmed him at the same time.

“‛To be, or not to be,’” Alex said. “‛That is the question: Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer—’”

“If you wish to recite, could you choose something more pleasant?” he asked between clenched teeth. The last thing he wanted was Hamlet’s soliloquy on suicide.

“Of course. Let me think.” She paused. “‛Is this a dagger which I see before me, the handle toward my hand? Come, let me clutch thee!’”

He started toward her. He would have to throttle her if she did not cease speaking soon. “How is that more cheerful?

“You said more pleasant. I always find Macbeth more pleasant than Hamlet.” She held her hands up to ward him off as she must have read murder in his expression. “Very well. ‛For he today that sheds his blood with me shall be my brother, be he ne’er so vile, this day shall gentle his condition; and gentlemen in England’—or perhaps I should say France?—‛now abed shall think themselves accurs’d they were not here, and hold their manhoods cheap—’”

“At least their manhoods are warm,” he interrupted. “Do you know no plays but Shakespeare?”

“Of course, but I do know how much you enjoy Shakespeare.” She smiled thinly.

He sat again, leaning one elbow on his knee. “You really do hate me.”

“Excessively.”

“Is it because I kissed you?”

“What has that do to with anything?”

“You liked it. You cannot be a very good royalist if you enjoy kissing a revolutionary.”

“Perhaps you are not a very good revolutionary if you enjoy kissing a royalist.” She shivered and rubbed her arms to try and keep warm.

“Mark me well, citoyenne. I am a very good revolutionary. I do not agree with some of the policies of the current faction in power, but nothing could persuade me to attach myself to this plan to rescue Citoyen Capet.”

“My mistake. I thought you had a heart somewhere under that layer of ice.” Her teeth chattered as she spoke.

“If my soul is cold, it is the nobility you want me to rescue that made it so. Do you see this scar on my chin?” He pointed to the scar that still pained him at times, including tonight when the weather was cold and damp. “I have this as a reminder of the night my family was killed and I was attacked.”

“And no one will blame you for wanting revenge, but others who have suffered as you have will also tell you that revenge fuels a fire while forgiveness extinguishes it.” She stood and paced, hands running up and down her arms. “Do you want to sleep at night, monsieur? Then forgive the men who hurt you and make amends for the horrors you have inflicted on the people of France.”

“I have inflicted? I am not on the Tribunal. I have not condemned a single man, woman, or child.”

“Nor have you stood for any. A child is suffering in the Temple—”

“I was little more than a child. I suffered.”

“And you will never stop feeling like a victim until you stop feeling sorry for yourself and find a cause greater than yourself. Believe me. I know.” She turned away from him, but not before he caught the sheen of tears in her eyes.

“You know?” he said softly.

Still facing away from him, she shook her head. “Do you think you are the only person ever to suffer at the hands of men more powerful than yourself? Do you think you are the only one to have your innocence ripped away from you?”

He rose. “Alexandra.” He would have gone to her, but she held up a hand.

“Do me the courtesy of not pitying me. I did not pity you.” She spun around, and tears sparkled on her cheeks. “And do you know why? Because you are stronger than the events of that night. You are more than an act of violence and humiliation. Look how far you have come. Look at the power you now wield. How will you use it, Chevalier? To hurt or to heal?”

He didn’t have the answers. He wasn’t even certain he understood the question. “Do you want to talk about what happened to you?” he asked.

“No.” She began pacing again. “Not with you. Right now I want nothing more than to stop shivering and dry off!” She said the last with an accusatory glare at the leaking roof above her.

“Come here,” he murmured.

She glanced at him, her eyes wary. “Why?”

“Because I think I know a way we can both be warm.”

“If this is a plan to seduce me—”

“It’s only an embrace.” He raised his brows at her. “Even royalists need to share the warmth of a body once in a while.”

“Fine.”

He opened his arms and she almost stepped into them. She paused and narrowed her eyes. “But do not attempt to kiss me.”

“Only if you ask very, very sweetly.”

She laughed and stepped into his arms. He slid his hands under her cape and felt her body trembling from the cold. They stood for a long moment, and then she motioned to the floor and they sat, bodies pressed close.

After a long silence, she looked at him. “I really do not want to like you.”

“You won’t, after we return to Paris.” He felt her body stiffen.

“You will inform Robespierre of the plan to rescue the dauphin—the king—from the Temple?”

“And if I do?”

She sighed. “Then I suppose the league will reveal your betrayal of the republic.”

“Then I go to the guillotine and Citoyen Capet’s guard is doubled. At least my sacrifice saves the republic.”

“Perhaps we might consider a compromise whereby everyone keeps his or her head.”

He should have known she would suggest a compromise. “Which is?”

“Give me time. I haven’t thought of one yet.”

When she’d finally ceased shivering, her breathing became regular and her body relaxed. She’d slept as little as he the night before, so it was no wonder she’d given in to exhaustion. He tried to close his eyes and fall asleep as well, but he could not quiet his thoughts. Alexandra Martin seemed to think he was allowing his personal pain to cloud his judgment about Louis Charles. But any good patriot knew that allowing the king, even if he was a boy, to leave the country or go free would only result in the royalists rising up and using the child as a standard to fight behind.

The boy could not go free.

On the other hand, he was just a boy, and it was not his fault he had been born the son of Marie Antoinette and Louis XVI. Tristan had given little or no thought to the boy’s life in the Temple Prison. Was it as bad as Alexandra Martin claimed? And how would she know? No one save the boy’s jailors and Robespierre was allowed into the Temple.

Was that to protect the child or to hide the abuses the boy suffered?

Tristan lowered Alexandra Martin so her head might rest on his shoulder as she slept. He could turn his face, just slightly, and see her lovely face, even lovelier now in slumber. Asleep, her mouth was soft and full, not tense and pinched. Her lashes, somewhat darker than her pale blond hair, swept over her cheek, now pink with color as she grew warmer. Her cropped hair fell in a sweep over her forehead. When he brushed it back, her small shell-shaped ears were revealed.

He liked holding her like this. It had been a long time since he had felt at peace. Since that night when the Duc du Mérignac had forced his way into his house, Tristan had known no serenity. He had thought of little except how to smash the lives of the nobility, the way they had smashed his. His single-minded devotion to the task had led him to serve under Robespierre, but Robespierre’s merciless form of justice had not brought Tristan peace. He wouldn’t be here now if he had not sought to stop Robespierre.

Perhaps this League of the Scarlet Pimpernel was not so far from the mark. Not that he could ever join them, no matter how much he enjoyed holding Alexandra Martin. He’d never met another woman like her. She was intelligent, witty, brave, and a traitor. Leave it to fickle fate to make the one woman who had actually interested him for more than a few hours his enemy.

At some point, he too must have fallen asleep. Her soft breathing and the scent of flowers lulled him into drowsing. He must have heard the storm pass, heard the plink of rain on the roof cease, but he could not drag himself from the warmth to rouse her and go back into the cold and wet.

But he heard the scrape and the sound of muffled voices, and when the woman in his arms stiffened, he also came awake.

“Don’t make a sound,” she whispered in his ear. He felt her hand move and then the outline of her dagger was clear in the gray early morning light.

“Is that dagger for me or our friends outside?” he whispered back.

“Keep talking, and you will feel the point first.” She rose and stalked toward the stable’s door, moving as silently as a shadow. The wood had rotted and shrunk and there were gaps he could see through. She peered through one now, then swore and dashed back to him.

He was already on his feet.

“It’s the men from yesterday—”

“The same men? I thought we lost them.”

“We found them again. They are knocking on doors and in a moment the owner of the stable will open his door and point here. We have to go. Now.”

He picked up the handle of what had once been a shovel and headed for the door.

“Not that way!” she hissed. “They’ll see you. Back way.”

He turned around and squinted, but she walked straight to a narrow, barred door on the other side of the stable. It creaked when she tried to lift the bar, as though the metal had not been moved in many years, but with his help they pried it up. She grasped the latch.

“First rule of staying alive,” she murmured. “Always know all the exits.”

She pulled the door open, and two men stood on the other side.

“Second rule”—she said, slamming the door shut again—“is know when to run!”
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Alexandra looked from one door to the other. They were surrounded. Damn it! She should have kept watch. Instead, she’d given in to sleep, and now she’d better think quickly or she’d be sleeping for a long, long time.

“Here’s what we do,” she told Chevalier, who looked rather stunned. Clearly, he was used to making decisions on paper, not in the heat of battle. “I’ll go out and lure the men one way. You run the other way. You have to get to Paris. If you can, find Dewhurst. He can sneak you into the city.”

Chevalier’s shoulders squared. “I will not run while you stand and fight. Do you think I’m a coward?”

Alex shook her head impatiently. She did not have time to argue with him. “No, but I have more experience in this sort of thing, and you are too important to risk.”

Something thudded against the door, and Alex could only assume the men outside were attempting to kick it in.

“I am too important? I’ve already told you I won’t be part of your scheme to rescue the boy.”

“Yes, but we’ll change your mind.” She rushed to the door. “Now, are you ready? On the count of three, I’ll open the door. As soon as you have an opening, run.”

“You are not in your right mind,” he muttered.

The door shuddered, and Alex had no more time to convince him. “One, two”—she pulled the door open—“three!” She kicked out, and her foot struck the chin of the man closest to the door. He fell back, and she shoved Chevalier. “Go!”

The second man rushed her, and she sidestepped, jumping behind him and kicking him in the lower back. He fell forward, his head thudding against the stable, his rifle clattering to the ground. By then the first man was on his feet again...and facing off with Chevalier.

The idiot could not even follow simple directions! Now she’d have to save him.

He had his fists up, as though he were in a boxing match. Meanwhile, his opponent, blood streaming down his chin, slashed at him with a knife. Chevalier backed up, until he was pinned against the stable.

Alex pivoted and kicked the knife out of the man’s hand before he could move in close to Chevalier. She was about to throw a punch, but Chevalier’s eyes widened. “Look out!”

She turned in time to jump out of the way before a third man could grab her about the waist. He lunged at her and she dodged back. From the corner of her eye, she saw Chevalier throw a punch at his opponent. She ducked, feeling the air from her opponent’s punch tickle her neck. That had been close. One punch from him and she would be out. The best way to deal with him would be to make him chase her, then hit him with something hard when he came around a corner.

Alex backed toward the stable, praying she could find a board or a rock when she rounded the corner. As she’d hoped, her opponent went after her, but once around the corner she didn’t have time to look for a weapon. The other two patriotic peasants were headed right for her. Alex turned and zigzagged in time to avoid being caught by the first man trailing her. She tripped, rolled to the ground, and reached into her boot for her dagger. When she came up, she threw it. Her aim was not as good as she’d hoped, but she hit the closest of the three men in the shoulder.

With a howl of pain, he went down. One of his friends stopped to see to him, and then she only had one to fend off. Panting now with exertion, she ran back around the stable and almost tripped on the forms of Chevalier and his man rolling on the ground. First Chevalier was on top, then the other man. But before she could bash the provincial over the head, Chevalier was on top again.

She stumbled past them just as the third man after her rounded the stable. Alex scanned the ground, spotted a rock—not quite as large as she would have hoped—grabbed it, aimed, and hurled it at the man chasing her. He put up a hand, but the rock hit his forearm, and he bent double, clutching his arm in his other hand.

“Tristan!” she called, not wanting to use his surname lest they be identified. “Come on!”

He was on top again, and he looked at her, then down at his opponent. He issued one last blow, then jumped up and heeded her waving hand. Just in time too, because the other two men came around the stable wall, one man clutching his shoulder. Alex was glad she’d wounded him, but annoyed she’d lost her knife. She still had her pistol, but it didn’t do much good if she had no time to stop and prime it for firing.

Fortunately, the men after them had lost the man with the rifle in the stable. They wouldn’t be shot in the back if they ran, which meant running was the best option at the moment. Men always seemed to think they should stand and fight, when most of the time, running was a much more effective method of escape. She lifted her skirts so she could pump her legs harder, and Chevalier was right beside her. He was hardly out of breath, so he might have been able to pass her, but he kept pace with her.

“Now what?” he asked.

“Now we find somewhere to hide,” she managed.

He looked over his shoulder. “They’re right behind us.”

“Then we’d better not stop!” She increased her pace, and he did too. The next time he looked back, he blew out a breath that sounded relieved.

“We lost one of them.”

“Probably the one I wounded with the knife.”

His head swiveled toward her, then back to the road before them. The ground was muddy and slick after the rains, and she stumbled, almost fell, but caught herself just in time. He paused for her, but she waved him on. “Keep going! I’m coming.” She caught up to him, but she knew they couldn’t continue at this pace, especially not in the dark when she couldn’t see the hazards in their path. A group of trees was ahead. Alex looked over her shoulder. Two of the five men still pursued them. “Can you climb a tree?” she asked.

“I beg your pardon?”

“You’ll need to beg it if you can’t climb. We’re going up one of those.” She pointed and started in the direction of the trees.

“I don’t recall ever climbing a tree,” he said, but he followed her.

“It’s like a ladder. Just without rungs.” She knew she sounded more confident than she felt. She didn’t know the last time she’d climbed a tree. It had been years, and she’d had time to tie up her skirts so they’d be out of the way. No time for that now. “Faster!” she yelled, increasing her speed to compensate for the extra time it would take them to climb.

She chose a tree whose branches were low, but not too low. The trunk was split into a V about three feet up. She had no idea what sort of tree it was, but the bark was more smooth than rough. She hadn’t counted on that when she started climbing, and her slippers skidded down a few times before she got purchase and made it to the first branch.

In the meantime, Chevalier was right behind her. He was a good climber, which was fortunate because the men were at the base and reaching up for him just as his foot lifted out of reach. Alex climbed to the next branch, then leaned against the trunk and pulled out her pistol. It wobbled in her hand and she lost her grip, but she shifted, catching it with her knees and grasping it before it could fall to the ground. Chevalier was on the branch below her. “What now?” he asked. “We’re trapped. One can fetch help, while the others keep us here.”

“Give me a moment,” she said, reaching inside her cape and taking hold of the little bag where she kept her powder and balls. She wished she had practiced more in the dark, but Dewhurst had made her do it enough times that she had a good feel for the actions. Smoothly, she tapped powder into the barrel, inserted a ball, and snapped the frizzen into place.

The provincials were at the bottom of the tree, heads together when she cocked the hammer. That got their attention.

“Citoyens!” she called. “I have a pistol, and I’m a fair shot. Either go home now or the next time your family sees you, it will be at your funeral.”

The two men retreated, but just out of pistol range.

“Now what?” Chevalier asked. “I don’t think they’re too concerned, and if their friends are bringing more of them, we’ll be taken. You can’t shoot a mob.”

She could die trying, but she didn’t want it to come to that any more than he. “Now I give them something to concern themselves with.”

Carefully, she climbed down the tree to one of the lower branches. Fortunately, the tree still had some foliage to conceal her in the dark. Unfortunately, it would also hamper her aim, so she had to move out on one branch where the leaves were sparse and where the branch was thin. She balanced her weight on another branch below. Then she took aim and fired.

The shot did not hit the men. They were definitely out of range, but it was close enough and true enough in its aim that had they been but a few feet closer, one would have been hit. The men shouted and backed further away. Alex loaded the pistol again, then climbed to the ground.

“Let’s go!” she demanded, looking up at him.

“Oh, good. More running,” he muttered.

“And you thought organizing a revolution was difficult. Climb down and run ahead. Hurry!”

He started to protest, but she spoke over him. “You are not leaving me. I have the weapon. You do not. Go and I’ll follow, keeping the pistol trained on them. If I have to shoot, I will. But you keep running, and I’ll catch up.”

“What’s the plan?”

“I told you there is a posting house not terribly far. Follow the road until you reach it. Stay out of sight and wait for me there.”

He’d been climbing down as she spoke, and now he stood beside her. She shifted her gaze to him for a moment, then back to her targets.

“I’ll go under one condition.”

She started in surprise as his finger traced lightly over her cheek. Didn’t the man know one should take more care with a person holding a loaded pistol? “What’s the condition?” she asked.

“Don’t get yourself killed.”

She gave him a quick smile. “And deprive you of the pleasure of sending me to the guillotine? Never.” She focused on her targets again. “Now go before they find their misplaced sense of courage.”

“Yes, citoyenne.” He saluted, and before she scowled at his use of citoyenne, he was gone. The provincials didn’t notice for a few moments, but she knew the second they did. Their red-capped heads jerked up and they started to move forward. Alex gave them a moment to close the distance, then fired at the ground. The flying dirt and rocks must have hit one of them in the face because he stumbled back and cried out.

Or perhaps the range was less than she’d gauged?

“Stay back!” she yelled, beginning to back away herself.  “If you move, I will shoot. As you see, I can reload”—she was doing so at that very moment—“and I am not afraid to fire.”

“You will go to hell, bitch!” one of them called. She thought it was the taller one on the left. Next time she would aim for him.

“But you will be there first. Now, turn around and walk back the way you came.”

The men looked at each other and murmured something. She couldn’t allow them to discuss this if she were ever to catch up to Chevalier. She was confident enough in his abilities that she believed he could make it to the posting house and stay out of sight, but she did not know how he would make it back into Paris without creating questions about his loyalties. The league could not afford those questions. And this was probably all for nothing because he’d already said he’d never help them rescue Louis Charles.

But she had to try anyway.

So before the men could say more than three words, she moved closer and fired again. They were still out of range, but her shots were true, hitting the earth directly in front of them. She moved back again and reloaded. She felt three more balls in her pouch and swore. If this game of cat-and-mouse continued much longer, she’d be out of ammunition.

“Walk away, citoyens!” she called again. “Or you won’t be able to walk anywhere.”

The men began to back away, and Alex cursed under her breath. Were they so stupid they could not follow simple instructions? She fired again, her shot falling short but the sound proving she still had ammunition and could aim. “I said turn your backs, you imbeciles!”

The men immediately turned their backs and began to walk. Alex wasted precious time reloading and then took off after Chevalier. Once or twice she looked behind her, checking to see if the provincials had started after her again, but they either kept far enough back or had given up.

Her bet was they kept far enough back.

She was walking—rapidly, at least—by the time the posting house came into view. She skirted the front and went the long way around it, coming at it from the back. The sun would be up in an hour or so, but the posting house was relatively quiet. Still, a posting house was never completely at rest, and she was careful not to make any noise as she entered the yard and moved around the various detritus from the kitchen and the coaches.

“Chevalier!” she hissed, looking behind an empty trough. She turned in a circle, her eyes scanning the shadows. She heard the footstep too late and before she could swing around, the hand covered her mouth while an arm grasped her about the waist.

She brought her elbow back hard into the man’s belly, and he let out a grunt. “This is some welcome,” he muttered in her ear.

“Dewhurst!” she said—or she would have if her mouth hadn’t been covered.

He released her and bent slightly. “No, that’s quite all right. Don’t apologize. My fault. I forget how jumpy you are.”

“Jumpy? I have my pistol in my hand. If I were jumpy, you’d be dead.” She looked about. “Where is Chevalier?”

Dewhurst’s eyes narrowed. “I thought he was with you.”

“He was. We ran into some old friends, and I sent him ahead. He should have reached the posting house before now.”

“I didn’t see anyone but you arrive. I’ve been here the last several hours.”

Of course he had. He’d probably lost his pursuers immediately and come here straightaway, relaxing in the warm stable during the storm.

“Oh, damn it all to hell,” she swore.

“My thoughts exactly. Why did you let him out of your sight?”

“It was the only way. What do we do now? Should we split up? One of us take the road toward Paris and the other backtrack?”

Dewhurst rolled his neck to one side and then the other. “I don’t think we’ll find him, and we run the very real risk of meeting our friends again. No doubt they will have reinforcements as soon as the sun is up.”

“Then what do we—” She broke off abruptly as the kitchen door opened and the man himself stepped into the yard. He spotted them, jerked back, and turned back to the posting house. Dewhurst grabbed his collar.

“Not so fast.”

“Oh, it’s you, citoyen.” His gaze landed on Alex. “And you. I’ve been waiting for you.”

“I told you to stay out of sight.”

“And I was out of sight. You didn’t see me.”

“But anyone inside the posting house might have!”

“Citoyenne Martin, give me some credit.”

“I will. When you earn it! And the next time you call me citoyenne, I’ll punch you.”

He looked at Dewhurst as though expecting an explanation. Dewhurst just shrugged.

“We’re wasting time here,” Alex said. “The sun will be up soon, and that will make it easier for the provincials to find us. We had better go now.”

“More running?” Chevalier asked with a sigh. “I have a better idea.”

“Oh, really?” She put her hands on her hips and waited.

“There’s a cart over there. The farmer is inside. He stopped to wait for the storm to pass, then drank too much and passed out.” He gave Alex a meaningful look. “These are the things you hear hiding in the kitchen.”

“Go on,” Dewhurst said.

“He’ll probably depart when it’s light. I propose we hide under his produce and stow away. When we’re close to Paris, we jump off.”

Dewhurst looked down at Alex. “You have to admit, it’s a good plan.”

“Fine. As long as there are no chickens. I don’t want to be pecked for the next several hours.”
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TRISTAN WAS PLEASED there were no chickens or any other animals on the cart at present, but something with digestive faculties had occupied it recently because no matter where he turned his head, he could smell feces.

Dewhurst obviously didn’t care. He’d fallen asleep and was snoring softly. Alexandra heaved annoyed sighs every few moments, letting him know she was less than pleased.

“Oh come now, cit—Alexandra. This can’t be the worst place you’ve ever had to hide.”

“The sewers are worse,” she admitted. “But at least down there one can keep moving. Is that farmer ever going to wake?”

He could hear people milling about and taking their leaves, but no one had saddled the workhorses to the cart yet. “Are you certain you would rather I call you Alexandra than...the other?”

“You might as well. It’s not as though we haven’t spent two nights together now.”

“They haven’t exactly been enjoyable.”

“No, but certainly climbing trees together and shooting at provincial patriots together means we can be a bit less formal. You may even call me Alex, if you wish.”

He shook his head, though she could not see it under the old horse blanket they’d climbed under, moving the baskets of fruit in front of them so their presence was not so obvious.

“When I was in England, I knew a man named Alex. It’s a man’s name, not suited for you.”

“No one except my father ever called me Alexandra. Do you want me to think of you like my father?”

He did not, but after they returned to Paris, he would not see her again. Unless it was in the back of a tumbrel. As he did not want to consider that possibility, he said, “It might not be the worst idea.”

“Have it your way.”

He was about to speak again when a man he surmised to be the farmer called for his horses. Finally, the cart was readied, and they were off. Alexandra woke Dewhurst to ask him if they were traveling in the correct direction. The big man peered out from under the blanket then ducked back under before answering in the affirmative. A few moments later, Tristan heard him snoring again.

Tristan wished he could sleep. Instead, he lay awake, uncomfortably aware of the scent of Alexandra tickling his nose just as he had managed to ignore, for the moment, that his thigh pressed against hers. How she still managed to smell like spring even after all they’d been through and amidst a cart smelling faintly of manure, he did not know. He knew he smelled like damp wool and straw. By the time they reached Paris, he’d smell of damp wool, straw, and shit.

“Chevalier?”

He heard her voice, a bare murmur over the rattle of the wheels on the road. He didn’t answer right away, and she moved closer, her thigh pressing into his more firmly and her breath on his cheek. The back of a produce cart was the last place he should ever find arousing, but in that moment he could think of little but turning his head and kissing her.

“Chevalier?”

“What?” he said tersely.

Now she seemed to pause. He wished he could see her face, but when he turned his face, the horse blanket obscured all but the dark shape of her.

“Will you do me a favor?”

The gall of these royalists and traitors. She’d dragged him out of Paris, almost got him killed, and now in the back of a farmer’s cart, she wanted a favor.

“No.” He felt small and petty, but he didn’t owe her anything.

Except your life.

Not fair. He had saved her life as well. And he wouldn’t be here if she hadn’t blackmailed him.

“Then will you do it for yourself?”

He sighed. “Is this about the boy king again?”

“Go and see him, Chevalier. You are one of the few who can obtain access. Perhaps I am wrong. Perhaps my information is incorrect, and he does not suffer. Then you may gleefully tell me how misinformed I am.”

“And if I do not want to see the boy?”

“Then you are a coward,” she hissed in his ear and withdrew.

“That is the way to convince him,” Dewhurst grumbled from the other side of the cart. “Call him names.”

“Shut up, Dewhurst.”

The silence that followed felt even more oppressive than the damp wool of the horse blanket draped over his face. When he returned home, he would take a bath, no matter how weary he was or how much trouble it might be to haul and heat the water. And he would eat a full meal. He’d worry about his next meal another day. Tristan wanted to be clean and full.

And he wanted to sleep. Alone. He did not want to wake with Alexandra’s warm body pressed to his or the scent of daisies in his nose.

Finally, he heard Dewhurst whispering, and Alexandra kicked him. “Get ready.”

He would have kicked her back, but she was already moving. She’d scooted to the edge of the cart, pushing produce back and out of her way. Tristan heard more whispering and then a thud.

“Now!” she said and threw the blanket off. Tristan blinked in the sudden brightness.

“Hey! What are you doing there?” the farmer called.

Tristan turned to look, but Alexandra moved. She scooted to the edge of the cart and slid off, rolling neatly and then rising to her feet and running into the nearby field where Dewhurst was already waiting. She glanced over her shoulder once. “Come on!” she yelled.

Tristan looked at the road, then her, then the farmer. That was a mistake. The farmer brought his whip down across Tristan’s back, and he flinched. But he didn’t wait any longer. Following Alexandra’s example, he crawled to the edge of the cart and prepared to jump. He shouldn’t have looked down. The ground was moving too quickly beneath his feet. He might have scooted back again if the whip hadn’t cracked just behind him. An apple from one of the baskets was hit and pulp flew across Tristan’s face.

He looked up again. Alexandra and Dewhurst were growing smaller as the cart moved away. It was now or never. He looked down at the fast-moving road. She had jumped and landed easily. Surely there was nothing to this. Closing his eyes, he pushed away from the cart and jumped.

For a long moment, he felt as though he was flying. Tristan almost smiled. This was not so bad after all.

Then he landed, hard and with bone-jarring finality, on the merciless ground. He would have grunted, but he had no air in his lungs. He raised his head just in time to see the darkened face of the farmer looking back at him and hurling insults.

The road was not packed as it often was on market day, but even Tristan knew he could not stay in the road long before another conveyance came along. He rolled to one side and tested his legs, rising gingerly to a sitting position. He must have injured something, but he wasn’t certain what it might be because every inch of him hurt.

He rose unsteadily to his feet and stumbled off the road. Dewhurst was jogging toward him while Alexandra was walking at a more leisurely pace, her skirts held off the ground in one hand.

“What the devil do you call that?” Dewhurst asked. He reached Tristan and slapped a hand on his shoulder. Tristan flinched.

“You could have broken your neck jumping like that.”

Tristan scowled. “I was a printer. No one told me how to jump off moving carts.”

“Oh, I shouldn’t worry. You’ll learn in no time. I’m the son of a duke.”

Tristan stared after him as he headed across the road and into the brush on the side. The son of a duke? That was impossible. Where was the superior air, the haughtiness, the reluctance to dirty one’s hands? This man behaved more like the son of a pig farmer than that of a duke.

“What is it? What did he say?” Alexandra asked, finally reaching him.

Tristan shook his head.

“We’re about a mile or so outside of Paris. We wait here until nightfall and then we’ll sneak into the city.”

More waiting. Tristan’s belly rumbled. His bath and his meal would have to be put off until tonight.

She stood on tiptoe and peered into his eyes. “Can you hear me? Did you hit your head?”

He wanted to smile at the concerned look on her lovely face. Her green eyes were large in her pale face, and her hair looked as though a family of mice had made their nest in it. He had the urge to smooth it down. But when he reached for it, she caught his hand and thrust it back. “I’ll see you safely into the city, and that’s all. After that, you either help us or you follow the rest of your countrymen to the guillotine.” Her eyes narrowed. “You understood that, didn’t you?”

Oh, he understood well enough. He’d been right about Citoyenne Martin all along. She played a dangerous game, only in the end, he would be the victor.
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Alex had insisted they blindfold Chevalier before leading him into Paris. She hadn’t wanted him to know the secret entrance they used to avoid the guards at the gate. She’d used it on numerous occasions, and she didn’t want to find the guard lying in wait for her the next time she squeezed through.

She didn’t trust Chevalier any more than she had the day she’d met him. The league wanted to believe Chevalier was just a pawn in Robespierre’s schemes, but she’d been skeptical. Yes, he seemed uncomfortable with the bloody turn in Robespierre’s revolution. He also still seemed loyal to the ideals of the revolution. Perhaps the abuse he’d suffered at the hands of the Duc du Mérignac had twisted him so he no longer cared about justice and only wanted revenge.

When she and Dewhurst returned to the safe house, she focused on making plans to move, once again. She’d argued they were not safe now that Chevalier knew who she really was. Ffoulkes had cautioned her to give the man time. In answer, Alex had called him a fool and stomped off to devise an escape plan for Louis Charles with Laurent, the former Marquis de Montagne, who knew the Temple Prison better than any of them.

She and Montagne were still arguing about the best way to smuggle the boy out of the prison when Ffoulkes stood in the attic doorway. Alex ignored him. “He may be small for his age, but I cannot carry him. Perhaps if we found a real washerwoman, one who has built up that sort of strength.”

Montagne shook his head. “We can’t trust any of them.” He was too handsome with his glossy dark hair, his deep eyes, and his soft lips. His cultured French was so smooth she likened it to the best brandy she’d ever had. Even though she called him Montagne or occasionally Laurent, she still thought of him as Monsieur le Marquis. And his life was in danger every single moment he stayed in Paris. But he would not leave—none of them would leave—until the little son of Marie Antoinette and King Louis XVI was safe. “No,” he said thoughtfully. “But there are still members of the king’s retinue in Paris. We might contact one of the loyal kitchen maids—” 

“We shan’t need a washerwoman or to gallivant about Paris looking for people who do not want to be found,” Ffoulkes said, his shoulder braced casually on the doorjamb. “Citoyen Chevalier will help us.”

Alex and Montagne had been sitting at the table, but now she rose. “Are we back to this again? My lord, I have spent considerable time with Tristan Chevalier, and believe me when I say he would go to the guillotine before aiding any member of the nobility, especially Louis Charles.”

Ffoulkes nodded sagely. “You made a direct appeal on behalf on Louis Charles, did you?”

“Yes!” She stabbed a finger on the table. “And he was quite unmoved. He...” Her hand went limp and she rested it on the table. “How do you do that?”

Ffoulkes strolled into the attic and sat on one of the beds. “I’m a spy. It’s my job to ferret out information.”

Alex sank into her chair. “I know I was not supposed to say anything. I didn’t mean to. What has happened? Has he reported to Robespierre? Has Louis Charles been moved?”

Ffoulkes shook his head. “On the contrary, I believe your appeal affected Monsieur Chevalier. He will visit the Temple Prison tonight.”

Alex jumped up again. “What? Why?”

“The reason he stated when he applied for the pass was”—he dug in his coat—“I have it here somewhere. Ah. To ascertain the child’s health and well-being.”

Alex stared at him. “You did not know I told Chevalier. You assumed because he applied for a pass to the Temple.”

“And you confirmed my suspicions.” Ffoulkes rose from the bed. “And the only reason I am not charging you with insubordination and sending you home this moment is because telling the man of the boy’s plight seems to have worked. If my assumption is incorrect, you can be assured I will banish you back to England and see you placed—forcibly, if need be—on the first packet.”

Alex swallowed. She had no reason to assume Chevalier would be moved by Louis Charles’s circumstances. He might very well go to the Temple and inform the guard of the plot to rescue the boy king. But she couldn’t believe that. She’d seen compassion in him. He too had been a boy abused by those more powerful than he. Surely he would have pity on Louis Charles.

She couldn’t believe it for another reason as well. If she were wrong, she would be returning to England. Though she still thought of it as home, she had not lived there in ten years. She’d come to Paris with her parents and never looked back. Even when they’d returned at the start of the revolution, she had stayed behind. Paris was home. The People’s Theater was home. There was nothing for her in England.

Nothing and no one, for if her parents still lived, Alex had no idea where they lived or if they even cared to ever see her again.

Her family—Dewhurst, Honoria, Montagne, and even Ffoulkes—was here in this house. If Ffoulkes sent her back to England, he would be doing more than stripping her of her place in the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel. He would be taking away the only family she had left.

She could not allow that to happen. “I have to go out,” she said, and not waiting for a reply, gathered her skirts and started for the door of the attic.

Ffoulkes beat her to it. “Not a good idea, Miss Martin. I do not want you anywhere near the Temple.”

She glared up at him. “I don’t intend to go to the Temple.”

“Then what do you intend?” Montagne asked.

“I will visit Citoyen Chevalier at his residence. If I go now, I will be there when he returns from the prison.”

“If you go now, you will not be able to return before the curfew,” Montagne pointed out.

But Ffoulkes said nothing. Alex looked at him. “Do you not have some objection?”

Ffoulkes shrugged and stepped aside. “If you want to see the man again, I doubt I can prevent it.”

“I want to discuss Louis Charles with him, sway him to our cause—”

“You want to go to bed with him,” Foulkes interrupted.

“That’s not what I had in mind,” she said, color rising to her cheeks because the thought wasn’t altogether alien. “And when did you become my guardian?”

He held up his hand to ward off more spluttering objections. “I simply want to remind you that what you do is purely your choice and should not be done on behalf on the league.”

She stabbed her hands on her hips. “Because we are too lofty for such tactics?”

Ffoulkes rose. “Because they do not work. No man likes to feel he has been used. No more than any woman. Bed him for your own pleasure, not for the sake of Louis Charles. Do I make myself clear?”

“Perfectly,” she said icily.

Ffoulkes opened the door and brushed past her. Alex did not follow. Instead, she turned back to the room and found Montagne looking at her.

“You are playing a dangerous game,” he said.

“Aren’t we all?”

“I don’t think any of us has quite so much to lose.”

He was not talking about her life. His was as much at risk as hers. He was speaking of the life of Louis Charles. One misstep could damn the boy.

“Then I suppose I had better win.”

She swept out of the room and went straight to her room to wash and dress. She did not intend to go to Chevalier’s bed, but she doubted she could resist if he asked.
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TRISTAN ARRIVED AT the Temple Prison after dark. Robespierre did not like for anyone to be seen going in and out, and one of the stipulations of his visit was that he go after dark and alone. Another was that he not pay a visit to Citoyenne Capet, the daughter of Marie Antoinette and Louis XVI, who was also a prisoner in the Temple.

Tristan agreed. After all, it was Louis Charles he wanted to see, though as he stepped from his carriage, he wondered why Alexandra Martin had not expressed any concern over Marie-Thérèse. Why did she only worry for the welfare of the former king’s son?

The head of the guard came forward and saluted. Though he’d been told of Tristan’s visit, he still asked to see his papers. Tristan handed them over to the small man with broad shoulders and a wide chest, then looked about him as the guard studied the papers by torchlight.

The Temple structure had been built in the Middle Ages by the Knights Templar. It was by no means pleasing to the eye, not like Notre-Dame or Versailles. Its imposing gray walls, with the narrow slits that he supposed served as windows, or in periods of war as defensive positions for archers, had stood the test of time. Tristan thought one of the former king’s brothers, perhaps d’Artois, had lived in the Temple when he’d resided in Paris. The royal residence had been lavishly appointed and was undoubtedly comfortably furnished. But Louis Charles was certainly not being held in those apartments. He was held in one of the forbidding stone towers, and Tristan had no idea the condition of those buildings.

Finally, the captain of the guard had finished his perusal of Tristan’s papers. The compact man shoved them back at Tristan. “Citoyen Simon won’t be pleased.”

Tristan assumed he meant Antoine Simon, the former shoemaker who had been given charge of the orphan. “And why is that?”

“Because the boy should be asleep. And Citoyen Simon doesn’t like Citoyen Capet awakened unless he does it himself.” He gave a malicious smile then, and Tristan wondered what he had missed.

“But orders is orders. Come on then.” He gestured toward Tristan. “I’ll take you to him.”

He led Tristan across a dark yard, lit only by the occasional torch. The shadow of the towers seemed to all but obliterate the night sky and the walls around the structure muted the sounds of the city. Tristan could almost believe that he had stepped back in time to a Paris of several hundred years before.

Finally, he was presented to a guard outside one of the towers. The guard moved aside, and the captain fished a large key from his coat and placed it in the lock. With an audible creak, the lock turned and the door swung open.

“This way,” the captain said, moving into the dark tower. He started up the stairs, but after a few steps looked over his shoulder. “Wait here. I had better have Citoyen Simon wake the boy. He can tell you the boy’s daily routine.”

Tristan agreed and shoved his hands into his pockets while he waited for the captain to return. The tower was drafty and cold, which was not unexpected. It had been used as a prison before, and Tristan had never thought anything of it. But now he considered the children living here, and the accommodations seemed rather harsh.

Or perhaps that was Alexandra Martin speaking. She would have every noble dining on sweetmeats and drinking brandy while reclining on silk-upholstered chaises longues. These children were the offspring of the former king and queen and as such dangerous to the new republic. They must be kept imprisoned, and surely they had food and a fire and daily fresh air. It was more than many of the poorest in the land could boast.

Finally, the captain returned with a large red-faced man who reeked of wine and tobacco. Tristan nodded at him. “Citoyen Simon?”

“That’s me.”

“I am sorry to disturb you, but I am here on behalf of the republic. I need to take a look at the boy.”

Simon spat on the floor, narrowly missing Tristan’s boot. “Seems to me you might have waited until after I’d finished my dinner. I deserve a few minutes’ rest, I do. I work hard all day.”

Tristan wondered how much trouble one young boy could be, but he schooled his face into a sympathetic expression. “I will only take a few moments of your time.”

Simon blew out a breath and started up the steps. He huffed and puffed as he climbed the steps. Tristan followed and the captain brought up the rear. On the next level, Simon stopped and pointed toward the apartments. “The girl is in there. I don’t have nothing to do with her. Her aunt shares her rooms.”

“I don’t have a pass to see Marie-Thérèse,” Tristan replied, though he was curious to see the eldest child of the dead monarchs. She was not deemed as important as Louis Charles because France had always been ruled by Salic law, meaning only men could inherit the throne. Thus, even if the royalists did manage to mount a coup and regain power, the princess could not sit on the throne. This meant she had been largely ignored and would probably continue to be so.

Louis Charles was another matter entirely. Though a boy, he was the rightful king of the nation in the eyes of anyone still loyal to the monarchy. In the right hands, Louis Charles could pose quite a danger to the new republic.

“Right,” Simon said, taking a breath and starting up the steps again. “Citoyen Capet is one floor up.”

“I had heard he was separated from his sister and aunt,” Tristan said more out of a desire to break the silence than from any real interest. “How often does he see his family?”

“Never,” Simon grunted out.

Tristan stopped and the captain of the guard almost plowed into him. “Our orders are to keep them apart. We don’t want the little brats plotting.”

“Plotting?” Tristan let out a short laugh. “They are children.”

Simon turned and looked at him, his face rather menacing in the dim, flickering light. “They might be children, but they are canny. Don’t trust them or turn your back on them.”

Tristan, who had grown up with a younger sister and brother plus innumerable cousins, could only raise a skeptical brow.

Finally, they reached the apartments of the young would-be king. The door was guarded by a tired-looking thin man, who saluted and moved aside when he saw Simon. Simon stepped to the door and grasped a small wooden knob about three-fourths of the way up. Using the knob, he slid a wooden panel aside and stepped back.

“There he is. Sleeping in his bed.”

Tristan stepped to the panel and peered in. He did not know what he’d expected to see, but the sight that greeted him shocked him to his very bones. He had to step back and look again because he did not quite believe it at first glance.

The room was tiny and dark. The illumination from the torches on this side shed some light into the darkness, but not much. There was a high barred window in the room but no fire. The room was small with only a mattress on the floor, a table, and one chair within. No rugs softened the cold stone floors, no paintings brightened the plain stone walls.

All of this was bad enough, but worst of all was the stench. Tristan covered his nose with his sleeve and turned to Simon. “What is that stink?”

Simon waved a hand, appearing unconcerned. “The door is padlocked. That way we don’t have to worry about the boy being rescued. He doesn’t keep the room very clean. Messy little brat, he is. Thinks he’s too good to clean his own shit. I tried to knock some of that haughtiness out of him, but he’s irredeemable.”

Tristan stared at the man for a long moment, trying to comprehend. Finally, he took a shallow breath. “Are you telling me the child is locked in the room with his own waste? Does no one remove it?”

Now the captain of the guard stepped in. “As Citoyen Simon said, the room is padlocked. Only I have the key. A temporary precaution against the recent unrest in the city.”

“How long has the boy lived like this?” Tristan asked.

“Not long, not long,” Simon said, but judging from the stink, Tristan did not believe him.

“And what about food?”

Simon gestured to the lower half of the door, where there was a small door that could be opened and then closed and locked from without. “We push it through there. He doesn’t eat much of it, though. Little brat.”

“What about a fire? I’m half frozen standing here. The child must be cold.”

Simon and the captain exchanged an uneasy look. Finally, Simon said, “The stove must have gone out. We light it from the adjoining room. It’s not safe to give the little brat fire, but it keeps him warm enough.”

“And how often does it go out?” Tristan asked.

Now Simon’s brows drew down, and he looked as though he might lift one of his meaty hands and slam it on Tristan’s head. “Maybe you want to bring him a velvet blanket and some of that fancy fruit. We could have servants dress him in furs and pet his blond head.”

“I’m not suggesting that.”

“He’s an enemy of the republic,” the captain of the guard said. “He has food and shelter, and he is safe from any who might do him harm. What else does Citoyen Robespierre want to see?”

Tristan’s jaw tightened. Robespierre hadn’t sent him at all. In fact, the short man had looked at Tristan rather queerly before signing the pass. Robespierre remarked that he’d gone to see Marie-Thérèse and found her quite as disdainful and haughty as her parents had been. The rumor was she had not even deigned to say a word to him. Robespierre had no interest at all in Louis Charles other than glancing at the weekly reports Simon sent.

These reports all said the same thing: the boy could not be reformed. Simon had tried—and now Tristan wondered at his methods—to persuade the boy of the evils of the ancien régime and the merits of the new republic. And though the boy had repeated what he’d been told and even testified against his mother at her trial, the verdict was that the boy had not really changed his ways.

On paper all of this seemed reasonable, but standing on the other side of the child, the stink of the boy’s own feces making him gag, Tristan began to see the whole thing as ridiculous. This was a child. It was unconscionable to treat a child in this manner. Even the worst abuses of the nobles did not compare to this.

“And what of the boy’s mental state?” he asked. “Does he not have any interaction with others?”

“We don’t coddle him,” Simon said. His eyes narrowed. “Do you have some love for the aristos? Perhaps you want to see the boy sitting on the throne at Versailles?”

“No!” Tristan said a bit too quickly. He had stepped onto a slippery slope. He should take his leave now before Simon or the captain of the guard reported him to Robespierre or accused him of being a royalist. He should leave the boy and think no more about him.

But he could not.

“I want to see him,” he said.

Simon gave Tristan a dark look. The man obviously took Tristan’s request as a direct challenge to his authority. Simon was a short, compact man with the body of a pugilist. His forearms, visible where his coarse shirtsleeves were rolled to the elbow, were corded with muscles. He flexed his fists and the muscles bunched and released. Tristan imagined the man was considering plowing a fist into Tristan’s face.

Instead, Simon moved closer to the door and pushed the torch near the panel in the door. “He’s right there. In the bed.”

Bed? Tristan had seen the small figure under a coarse blanket lying on the mattress on the floor. And he knew the thing under the blanket was alive because it shivered with cold. The stone floor under the mattress must have been ice cold, and with very little between the child and the floor, he would probably shiver all night.

Tristan did not want to feel compassion—not for this son of the most privileged in the land—and if he walked away now, he might be able to put the boy from his mind. He might be able to tell himself that the fire really had gone out and would be lit again as soon as he’d left. The excrement would be cleaned. The boy living in a room with only a tiny barred window would be allowed to walk in the sun on occasion.

He did not want to see the form under that thin blanket because if he looked into the boy’s eyes, he might not be able to walk away so easily. Alexandra Martin and the traitors she associated with had already affected him more than was safe. If he walked away now, he could forget about this boy. He could go back to his work for the republic.

Back to watching Robespierre murder every man, woman, or child who crossed him.

“Wake him up,” Tristan ordered, his voice firm and hard.

Simon curled his lip and looked at the captain of the guard for support. Tristan kept his gaze firmly on Simon.

Finally, the captain cleared his throat. “You heard him, citoyen.”

Simon swung around, and Tristan had to force himself not to shrink back. But Simon didn’t try to hit him. Instead he reached for a long metal rod leaning against the door and lifted it. Tristan had a moment to wonder if the man would strike him with it, but he struck the door instead.

Tristan started as Simon banged on the bars of the window and yelled. “Get up, Citoyen Capet. Stand up now.”

As Tristan watched, the little form on the bed seemed to shrink into itself. The child must be terrified. If Tristan did not like the look of Simon, how must the man appear to a child?

“Get up, Capet!” Simon yelled. “Stand up or you’ll feel the back of my hand. And this time I won’t be careful not to bruise your pretty little face. Up!”

The figure on the bed moved slowly, almost painfully, and Tristan watched in horror as a small skeletal figure climbed unsteadily to its feet. It was dressed in rags, clothes that had once been of good quality but now hung on the child in tatters. He had outgrown the clothing as well. The cuffs of the shirt were halfway to his elbows and the trousers were so high the boy’s ankles were exposed. His blond hair was matted and dull. His blue eyes were unfocused. He wavered on his feet and stood staring blankly ahead.

“My God,” Tristan whispered.

Simon ignored him. “Walk up and down your cell. Show the man you’re in good health.”

The skeleton began to trudge painfully from one side of the small chamber to the other. At every word Simon spoke, the boy cringed back as though in fear.

“What have you done to him?” Tristan asked.

“Nothing the little brat didn’t deserve,” Simon said, his malicious gaze on the boy. “Look at the way he walks. Still thinks he’s king of the world. Let me in there for a quarter hour, and I’ll show him who’s king.”

“I’ve seen enough,” Tristan said and turned away. He couldn’t watch anymore or he would be ill. “Captain, I am ready to depart.”

Tristan wasn’t certain which way was out, but he could not bear to stay another moment. He walked away, and the captain scurried in front of him, leading the way out of the tower. He spoke as he walked, but Tristan could hardly make sense of a single word.

“So you see the boy is quite secure. No one will get to him who doesn’t have permission, and even if they did, they wouldn’t get that door open.”

They finally reached the ground floor, and Tristan all but fell into the courtyard and the fresh air. The stink of the boy’s cell had stayed with him.

“I suspect the Committee will want to replace Citoyen Simon,” the captain said, looking up at the tower. “He hasn’t done what he was hired to do.”

Tristan’s throat was still tight, but he managed to speak. “And what is that?” he rasped.

“Reform the boy. Turn him into a patriot.”

“It’s after curfew,” Tristan said, his stomach churning. He would be sick if he stayed here much longer. “I must be off.”

The captain motioned him to follow, and Tristan did so, quite blindly. He was relieved when he finally reached the drive where the coach still waited. He would have jumped in and been away immediately if the captain hadn’t stepped in front of him. “Citoyen, I trust you will give a satisfactory report to the Committee and Citoyen Robespierre. You have seen all you came to see.”

Tristan tried to move around the captain, but the man shifted to block his path. Finally, Tristan was forced to answer. “Yes. I will report back to Citoyen Robespierre that the prisoner is secure.”

“And in good health,” the captain added.

Tristan stared at the man. Had he seen the same child Tristan had? How could any sane man called that wreck of a human healthy? Tristan did not speak for a long moment. He could protest that the child was anything but in good health, but it would not change anything. He could go to Robespierre and report the boy’s mistreatment. That would not change anything either.

“Yes, I will report the boy seems in good health.”

The captain moved out of Tristan’s way, and he climbed into the carriage. He did not look back as his conveyance sped away, taking him home and far away from the Temple and the horrors he had seen.

Damn Alexandra Martin. Damn the Scarlet Pimpernel. They’d known if he saw this he would not be able to walk away. He must do something. He must help the child.

Tristan only knew one way to help—to rescue the child. But such an action would make him a traitor to all he believed in. Was the life of one child more important than the lives of thousands, the liberty and equality of hundreds of thousands?

Alexandra Martin would have said yes.

Tristan feared he agreed with her.
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She gained access to Chevalier’s rooms easily. The unlatched window meant she had not even had to pick the lock. That was a stroke of luck, as she was no good at picking locks.

She’d spent the first half hour wandering the two rooms, trying to get more of a sense of the man without prying into his personal effects. He did not have many intimate objects about. She wondered where he kept letters and mementos of his family—unless those had been destroyed in the fire?

His bedchamber was the smaller of the two rooms and contained a trunk, which she supposed held his clothing, and a decent sized bed with several mattresses piled on top of each other and two or three blankets of good quality. A small stove sat in one corner, and it probably kept the room warm at night.

It was not lit at present, so Alex preferred to remain in the main chamber, where a fire burned low in the hearth. This room contained a table, several chairs, and a desk. The desk had drawn her attention repeatedly. She would have loved to dig through its numerous compartments and find out what she could about the republic and its plans.

But she could do that another time. Ffoulkes seemed to think Chevalier had changed loyalties. She would soon know for herself. She heard the clip-clop of hooves long before the carriage stopped in front of the building. With the curfew in effect, the sounds from outside were almost nonexistent, and the noise of a horse at this hour meant either the guard or a government official.

Alex retreated to his bedchamber, not wanting to be seen if he was not alone. The room had a small window she could probably squeeze through if necessary, but she hoped Chevalier had returned home alone.

She heard boots on the stairs, then the sound of the key in the lock. The door creaked open and closed again. Alex risked a quick peek into the main chamber. Chevalier pulled out a chair at the table and sat heavily. He was alone, and he looked—utterly defeated.

“You didn’t like what you saw at the Temple, did you?” Alex stepped into the light.

Chevalier shot up, knocking the chair over. “You!” His hand went to his chest as though to still the pounding there.

“Were you expecting someone else?”

He stared at her. “How did you get in here? The door was locked.”

She waved a hand, entered the room, and righted the chair. He backed away from her, keeping her at a distance as one might a leper.

“That lock is useless,” she said, pushing the chair under the table. “A child could pick it. However, I didn’t need to touch it. Instead, I used the open window.”

“The...” He looked from the window to her. “We’re on the first floor!”

“Which is why I appreciate you leaving the window open. Now, tell me about the Temple. How is the king?”

“Don’t call him that.”

She rolled her eyes. “Please tell me you are not about to spout that revolutionary rhetoric again. All men are created equal and so on. Explain to me how locking a child up in a prison is treating him equally.”

“You shouldn’t be here. It’s not safe.”

“Are you expecting a guest?”

“No, but—”

“Then stop trying to be rid of me. Tell me about the Temple. Did you get in? Did you see Louis Charles?”

Chevalier removed his hat and ran a hand through his hair, managing to loose one section from the queue. He looked quite disheveled in his wrinkled coat, his drooping neckcloth, and his untidy hair.

She thought disarray suited him.

“I’m not even going to ask how you know I was at the Temple.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I wouldn’t have told you anyway. But I know you applied for a pass to see Louis Charles. Did you see him?”

“I don’t want to discuss it with you. It’s official business.” He paced away from her.

“Is that your way of saying you betrayed us?”

He rounded on her. “Betrayed you? I’m not one of you! How could I betray you?”

She closed the distance between them. “You are one of us whether you want to be or not. Did you tell the prison officials about our plans to rescue the king?” She had to stare up at him, but she gave him her most intimidating stare.

“Why do you never ask about the little girl? Marie-Thérèse?”

She only blinked. That was information she could not risk giving him, even if she’d wanted to.

Finally, as the silence lengthened, he shook his head and blew out a breath. “You really are the most obstinate woman.”

“Thank you. Now answer my question.”

“I did not reveal your plan. I should have.”

“Then I’d have to reveal your duplicity, and you’d be killed.”

“Not before you and your league were rounded up and killed.”

“You know”—she reached up and straightened his neckcloth—“there’s a way we could both live.”

He caught her hand. “If you are suggesting the way to long life is rescuing the boy, then you are mad. No one will ever free that child.”

“Why is that?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know? Wouldn’t it be perfect for you if I told you every detail? Let me explain something, Alexandra.” He leaned close. “Even if you knew every detail, you would never free that child. It’s a doomed proposition.”

Everything in her itched to push him to reveal more details of the prison and the guards, but she’d rather his cooperation than merely his knowledge. “Then I suppose I am doomed, but at least I will have given my life for something I believe in. Something honorable.”

“And the revolution is not honorable.” His voice held no rancor, only resignation.

“It started out that way,” she said quietly. “But it’s become something else. Something dark and ugly.” She freed her hand from his grip and caressed his cheek. “That’s why you came to us, even if you didn’t know it was the league. The truth is you know the revolution has become more about power and greed than liberty and equality.” She tapped his nose pedantically.

“I should argue. I should give you philosophical reasons and remind you that all political change requires sacrifice and that the ends often do justify the means.” He caught her hand and turned it to kiss her palm. Warning bells rang in Alex’s mind. She should move away from him. Now.

“But I can’t seem to think of any rational points. I can’t seem to think at all.” He pulled her to him, and she didn’t resist. Her body pressed against his, and he slid a hand to cup the back of her neck. Her breath came short and her skin tingled where he touched her. Was this a trick or was he feeling the same fever overtaking her?

She couldn’t resist kissing him, brushing her lips over his. Heat flooded her limbs, making them feel heavy and cumbersome. His hand skated down her back, supporting her, and she realized she was glad. He kissed her gently and slowly, the touches short and leaving her wanting more. Her arms went around his shoulders, trying to increase the contact, but he held back.

“Answer me one question,” he whispered.

“Yes,” she said, her breath mingling with his.

“Did you come here tonight to seduce me?”

His words were icy water poured over her head, drenching her body and numbing it. She stepped back, out of his arms, her gaze on his face. His color was high and his dark eyes even darker from arousal. He hadn’t been pretending. He wanted her, but perhaps even more he wanted to know if she was pretending.

“I don’t seduce men to our cause. Unlike in your so-called republic, the women in the league are valued for their knowledge and skills. We are truly equal.”

“I apologize. I didn’t mean to imply...”

“That I was a whore? The truth is, in fact, quite different. I kissed you because I wanted to, even though I had been warned intimacy with you was a bad idea. If I was truly being loyal to my cause, I would keep my distance.”

“You understand why I had to know.”

She understood more than he thought. “I understand that you worried I was using your own tactics on you.”

“Would you believe me if I said I wasn’t always acting? That kissing you made me forget my true purpose at times.”

“I’d say that sounds a lot like flattery.”

“Then let me prove otherwise.” He pushed away from the table, but now she was the one who took a step back.

“I think we had better discuss Louis Charles.”

He shook his head. “Discuss all you like, but I’m not ready to share what I saw tonight or to make any decisions.”

“You want time, but time is yet another commodity we lack.”

“Forgive me if I want twenty-four hours in which to consider my options and my future—assuming I have a future,” he muttered.

“Then I will return tomorrow.”

“I can send word to your residence. A simple yes or no will let you know where I stand.”

And if he sent a reply of no, he had to realize that would not be the end of it. “Then I’ll return home to await your reply.” She moved toward the door, but he caught her arm lightly.

“I haven’t had a chance to prove my affection is true.”

She looked up at him. “What’s true is that you hate me almost as much as I hate you.”

“Not at all. I hate you far more than you detest me.”

She couldn’t stop a smile. “Then what you’re proposing will only complicate matters.”

“There’s nothing complicated about my desire for you. I want you. The only question is whether or not you want me.” His liquid eyes met hers with a startling frankness. She could see his desire for her plainly, and she felt an answering call in her own body. Strange to want a man whose beliefs and actions were so antithetical to her own. A man she might very well have to kill.

He waited, and she wondered if her face showed even a fraction of the emotions she felt. But he was no actor, and the way he looked at her made her heart race. “Damn you,” she cursed and stepped back into his arms, reaching up to kiss him.

This kiss was nothing like the one from earlier, where they’d teased and tantalized. He did not hold back, instead taking her mouth with a fever not unlike that of the peasants attacking the Bastille. Her legs buckled as heat infused her body, making her suddenly too hot under the heavy cloak.

She reached for the clasp. “I need...”

But his hands were there, swift and efficient, and the cloak fell to the floor. His gaze roved over her and then widened in shock. She almost laughed. She’d forgotten she wore a costume underneath.

***
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TRISTAN THOUGHT HE was imagining the boy standing before him. His mind couldn’t quite work out how Alexandra Martin had turned into this young lad. And then he looked at her face again, and realized his muddled brain had everything wrong. She was still very much female and yet she wore male clothing.

She glanced down at her clothing self-consciously. “I forgot I’d put this on.”

“A costume?” he asked, eyeing the doublet and old-fashioned breeches.

“It’s easier to climb in this than in a dress, and if I’m caught after curfew it usually goes easier with the guard if I’m dressed as a boy.”

He might have known it had a nefarious purpose.

“I should have warned you.”

She should have, though he didn’t think it would have been less of a shock. Or made the sight of her in that clothing less erotic. The male clothing was not made for the female form, and her breasts pushed at what should have been the flat front of the doublet, while her hips made the breeches tighter than they should have been. Quite suddenly, he wanted to see what was under that masculine clothing, touch those soft curves so incongruous with the stark lines of the fabric.

“I like it,” he admitted. He touched the velvet collar of the doublet, sliding his fingers against her soft skin.

She raised her thin brows. “You like something about me?”

“Quite against my will, I assure you.”

“Most men find this dress on a woman unseemly and unfeminine.”

“Then perhaps I like unseemly and unfeminine.” He worked the top button of her doublet free and was rewarded by a glimpse of fine porcelain skin. He bent and pressed his mouth over it, feeling her pulse hammering against his lips. He ran his tongue along the exposed skin and she inhaled sharply. The clothing smelled like a cedar chest and the cosmetics actors used, but he could still detect her faint scent of spring underneath. His hand moved from her waist to the curve of her breast, and she gave a soft moan.

He was so hard now his head pounded. He needed this, needed her, after the horrors he’d seen tonight. He wanted to forget the prison, forget the revolution, forget everything but the way her skin felt against his lips.

He unhooked another button. The damn garment had far too many. And that gave him time to control his ardor. Lifting his head, he looked into her large, green eyes. “May I continue? I want to see what you have on underneath.”

She blinked. “Nothing.”

He felt his throat go dry. “Are you saying that if I open this, you’ll be bare underneath?”

“I can’t exactly wear a chemise, and as you see the shirt is an illusion. There’s just a collar to fool the audience and make costume changes easier.”

She went on about costumes and seamstresses and their tricks, but he wasn’t listening any longer. No wonder he had encountered her flesh so quickly. She wore nothing under the garment. He reached for another button, then paused. “You never answered. May I take it off?”

She nodded, and he started on the button again.

“And what will you do when you’ve divested me of it?”

“You’ll have to wait and see.” He pressed his lips to the swath of flesh he’d revealed and she made a small sound in the back of her throat.

“There’s something else you might want to know about this garment.”

“I don’t care that it’s hand sewn.”

“That isn’t it. It’s about the buttons. There are only five.”

He looked at the material again. There were a least twenty buttons, but now he saw that some of them were decorative. He’d opened three and had already revealed the valley between her breasts. “You actors are a wicked lot.” He unfastened the next button and revealed a section of pale abdomen. His fingers trembled as he reached the last button and unfastened it. The heavy garment didn’t open, so he took both sides and parted it slowly.

Her breasts were small but round and firm. The nipples were hard and dark red and just slightly tilted up as though waiting for his mouth to claim them. He pushed the doublet off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. She was so slender and delicate. He was almost afraid to touch her.

She took his hand and brought it to her mouth, kissing the palm and then each of the five fingers. His breathing sped up as she tilted her head back and trailed his hand down her neck and between her breasts. Her heart pounded under his palm, cushioned by the round weight of her. He couldn’t stop his fingers from tracing that curve. She shivered and lifted his other hand. When she kissed the palm, he bent and ran his lips over her flesh, settling on the dark nipple and taking it into his mouth. She drew his finger into her mouth, sucking hard, and he had to sink to his knees to keep them from buckling.

His hand skated down her body taking her plump flesh in his hand and kneading it while his lips slid over her abdomen.

“I think you should take your clothes off.”

“Yes,” he said. “But first I want to see what you’re wearing beneath these breeches.”

His hand dipped to the placket, loosened it, and slid inside. Mon Dieu. She truly wore nothing. Her hot flesh all but seared his hand, and he knew if he dipped into the dusting of blond curls she would be warm and wet for him.

He kissed her lower abdomen, wondering if she tasted as good as she smelled, and then he felt her stiffen. Before he could ask why, he knew the reason. He heard the sound of horses’ hooves on cobblestones that could only mean one thing.

A carriage was approaching, and only high-ranking government officials would be out after curfew. She stepped back and went to the window, standing to the side and parting the curtains ever so slightly. “A black carriage with four unmatched horses. I can’t tell much more from here.”

Tristan handed her the doublet and took her place while she tugged it on. “It’s Robespierre,” he said, recognizing the conveyance immediately.

“And he’s coming here?”

“More than likely.”

She paused in the act of buttoning the doublet. “I can’t climb out that window. He’ll see me. What if you were to undress? He will think he’s taken you from bed with me. It’s not far from the truth.”

Tristan shook his head. She didn’t know Robespierre like he did. The leader of the Jacobins would not see her as some faceless, nameless woman. He would want to know who she was, and the closer he looked at her, the worse it would be for both of them. But he didn’t have time to explain all of that. “No, he must think I’m alone. Hide in the bedchamber and don’t make a sound.”

She gave him a dubious look, but gathered up her cape and retreated, still fastening her doublet. She didn’t trust him, and he could not blame her, but he would have been a fool to turn her over to Robespierre. They would both go to the guillotine. And if Robespierre found her here, they might still.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs, and Tristan went to his desk and opened a compartment, pulling out several documents just as the knock thudded on the door. Tristan opened it immediately. “Citoyen,” he said with a slight bow. “I heard your carriage and hoped you might be coming to see me.” Tristan opened the door wider to admit the short man into the main room. He was careful not to look back at the door to his bedchamber. He had to trust Alexandra Martin was well hidden.

“I am glad you are awake, citoyen,” Robespierre said, looking about the room with a keen eye. “I see you are still working.”

“Not work, really. I was reading this essay by Voltaire.” He lifted the paper from the desk to show Robespierre.

His superior glanced at the paper. “A worthy use of your time. May I sit?” He indicated the table.

“Of course. Would you like wine?”

“No, thank you.” Removing his hat, he looked about again, his gaze pausing on the bedchamber. Tristan gripped the back of the chair to keep from following that gaze.

“I like how you live, Citoyen Chevalier. You are a frugal man.”

“Thank you, citoyen.”

Robespierre lifted a hand. “I realized tonight that I had not seen you all day. Not until you came to request permission to go to the Temple prison.”

“I was unwell, citoyen.”

“And the day before?”

“Also unwell. I only began to feel better this afternoon and that’s when I went to see you.”

Robespierre nodded his head. “With a request to see Citoyen Capet.” His eyes, behind the green-tinted glasses, were sharp. “Why, after a bout of sickness, did you decide you needed to visit our young prisoner?”

Tristan kept his hands still. “Before I became ill, on the day of the festival, I heard rumors of drunkenness at the Temple. I thought it best to investigate.”

“Why did you not mention this concern to me earlier?”

“I didn’t want to trouble you with my concerns if they were unfounded.”

“And? Were they?” Robespierre arched a brow.

“Yes, citoyen. All was as it should be when I visited.”

“Good.”

Tristan could end the exchange now. Robespierre would leave in a few minutes, and Alexandra would be safe. But Tristan knew he wouldn’t have another opportunity to mention the boy king. Robespierre was extremely busy. The only reason the leader hadn’t questioned Tristan more before signing the form allowing Tristan into the Temple was that Robespierre was already late for a committee meeting. But the leader of the republic was here now.

“I wonder if I might ask you a question, Citoyen Robespierre.”

“Of course.”

“Have you been to visit Citoyen Capet?”

Robespierre narrowed his eyes. “I have.”

“And what did you think of his care? He seems rather young for such harsh measures.”

Robespierre rose. “You think Simon is doing a poor job reforming the brat?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Good, because I have every faith in Simon. You of all people should know what the nobility is like—their hauteur, their pride, their contempt for those they deem lesser. Simon does not have an easy task. That child will be all but impossible to reform. His sister is already a lost cause. She won’t even speak—not to me, not to anyone.” Robespierre paced the room, coming much closer than Tristan would have liked to the door of the bedchamber. “But the sister does not matter. Only the boy, and yes, Simon’s methods are harsh, but we can’t coddle the brat. He must be shown his new place in the world.”

“I understand, citoyen. But...”

Robespierre rounded on him, expression hard. “But?”

“But he is still a child. Would it not be possible to allow him the comfort of his sister or aunt?”

“So they may undo all of Simon’s teachings? No!”

“Then a peasant woman to act as a mother and help keep him clean and comfort him at night—”

“Yes! And why don’t we just provide the brat with a retinue of servants while we’re at it. He need never lift a finger. I’m surprised at you, Chevalier. I thought you supported the cause.”

“I do, citoyen. I believe in it with all my heart and mind, but I don’t like to see children suffer.”

Robespierre’s expression softened slightly then. “If you want to help suffering children, there are plenty of children in Paris suffering. Help me sweep away the last vestiges of the ancien régime. That will do more to end suffering than anything else.”

“Yes, citoyen—”

A thud of something moving or falling came from the bedchamber, and both Tristan and Robespierre turned their attention to that room.

“What was that?” Robespierre asked.

“I’m sure it was nothing. The wind.”

Robespierre edged closer. “Are you alone, citoyen?”

Tristan hesitated. If he said yes and Robespierre burst through the door and found Alexandra, he would doom them both. If he said no, it would go no better for him. The nature of the conversation tonight meant Tristan should have revealed anyone else present who might overhear.

“Yes, I’m alone. As I said, it was probably nothing.”

“Bring me that lamp.”

Tristan could do nothing but comply. He took his time, hoping Alexandra was well-hidden, though where she could find to hide in the sparsely furnished room, he did not know.

He held the lamp out to Robespierre but the man gestured for Tristan to lead the way. Tristan walked slowly into his bedchamber, holding the lamp aloft. He scanned it quickly, his mind in turmoil as he tried to fabricate explanations. Robespierre entered after him.

“There’s nothing here.”

The room was empty, and Tristan stifled the urge to peer about, looking for Alexandra. A cat meowed, drawing their attention to the window. The open window. The cat sat in the window and licked his paw.

“Is that your cat?” Robespierre asked.

“No. It belongs to the shopkeeper below.”

“You’d better close your window or the cat will come inside.”

Tristan went to the small window and looked out. He would not have been able to fit through, but Alexandra was small and slender. She might have managed it. He lingered long enough to pet the cat, using the opportunity to search the roof. But there was no sign of Alexandra.

“Now that I know you have such a soft heart,” Robespierre was saying, “I will see what I can find for you to do to help the children of Paris.” He moved out of the bedchamber and collected his hat.

“Thank you, citoyen. I will see you tomorrow.”

Robespierre took his leave, and Tristan sat heavily in the chair at the table. That had been too close. He hated this new game he played. He detested danger and intrigue, and somehow he’d found himself in the middle of it. Tristan tried to think of a way out, but all he could see was the small, thin figure of Louis Charles marching about his foul, cold cell.

And he knew, noble or not, he could not leave that boy to die.
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Alex had barely had time to take a few sips of coffee the next morning when a knock sounded on the door. Thankfully, she was the only one downstairs. Since Hastings had left with the abbé, she had to maintain the pretense that she was living alone. That meant the neighbors would have been suspicious if they heard talking or saw people moving around. Dewhurst, Ffoulkes, Honoria, and Montagne were careful to keep mainly to the hidden attic. Alex knew why such an arrangement was necessary, but it meant most of the cooking and housekeeping were left to her.

And, of course, she was the only one who could answer the door. She hadn’t yet gone to the attic to ask Honoria to help her dress, so Alex pulled her wrapper around her and padded barefoot to the door. It was after ten in the morning, but it still felt far too early for visitors.

She pulled the door open and grunted. The boy on the stoop held out a crumpled paper. “For you, citoyenne.”

Since Alex had her doubts as to whether or not the boy could read, she craned her neck to see the name and address on the paper. It was indeed addressed to her. She took it and gave the boy a coin, then closed and locked the door.

She carried the paper back to the table where her coffee cooled. Perhaps she should pretend to hire Honoria as a servant. No, that was too dangerous. Honoria and Montagne had been rescued from the guards at the Temple recently, and their faces might be known. Dewhurst was not known. She could hire him as a footman. That idea appealed. She’d like ordering Dewhurst around...

“What is that?”

Alex spun around and found Ffoulkes standing in the open panel of one of the secret escapes to the attic. She scowled at him. “You know I hate when you do that.”

Ffoulkes raised his brows, all innocence. “You do?”

“I haven’t opened it yet.” She waved the paper. “It may be nothing.” She broke the unadorned wax seal and stared at the single word printed in the middle of the page.

Oui.

“Well?” Ffoulkes prompted.

“I think I had better come upstairs.”

She brought her coffee, and when all five of them had gathered around the small table, she showed them the letter.

“How do you know it’s from Chevalier?” Dewhurst asked.

“When I saw him last night he said he would think about what he’d seen at the Temple and send a simple yes or no to my residence.”

“How do we know this isn’t a trick?” Ffoulkes asked.

“We don’t. But if he betrays us, we will betray him back.”

“Small consolation that will be when my head is under the blade of the guillotine,” Montagne grumbled.

“Have faith, Laurent,” Honoria murmured. To the group, she said, “We need to involve him in our planning sooner rather than later. You said he had a pass to enter the Temple. If I could see it, I could more accurately reproduce it.”

“But first we take precautions.” Ffoulkes looked at Honoria. “Miss Blake, have you copied the documents Chevalier gave to our friend?”

“Yes.”

“Good, then we keep those and send the originals to Mackenzie. If anything happens to us, he will know what to do with them and Chevalier will be doomed.”

“How do we contact Mackenzie?” Dewhurst asked.

Ffoulkes waved a hand. “Leave that to me. Miss Martin, you meet with Chevalier today and arrange a time for him to come here.”

“Here?” Montagne asked, sitting straight. He tended to lounge as though affected by an eternal ennui. “You want to bring the wolf to the chicken coop?”

“He has been here before,” Alex pointed out.

“But he didn’t know where he was. He did not know your residence is the league’s hiding place.”

“It can’t be helped,” Ffoulkes said. “We have to trust him at some point.”

“Shall I tell him to come tonight or do you need more time to contact Mackenzie?” Alex asked.

“Tonight,” Ffoulkes said. “Tell him to come an hour before curfew. That’s early enough that those with evening business won’t be scurrying home yet, but late enough that most people will be off the streets. The fewer people who see him arrive here, the better.”

“The neighbors already think me a loose woman. If they see a man come here while Hastings is away, they’ll think I have a lover.”

“If only they knew how many men you really live with.” Dewhurst wagged his brows suggestively.

Alex rolled her eyes. “Yes, it’s champagne and orgies every night.”

Montagne sighed. “Ah, the good old days.”

Honoria hit him, and he laughed. Alex suspected the marquis did miss the privileges that had come with his former life, but she knew he would not trade Honoria to have them back. She envied the two of them and not just because they frequently sneaked away for time alone. Although after what Chevalier had made her feel last night, she was keenly aware of how long it had been since she’d had a man in her bed. She missed the physical release, but more than that, she wanted the emotional connection she saw between Honoria and Montagne. She did not know that she wanted that with Chevalier. He was certainly the worst possible choice, but she would have to tread carefully with him or risk more than her life by inviting him in.

Her heart would be in jeopardy as well.

***
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THE COMMITTEE OF PUBLIC Safety had been meeting for two hours and Tristan was falling asleep. The members were debating some new measure, whose implications probably should have horrified Tristan, but he really wasn’t paying attention. Instead of taking notes for Robespierre, his mind wandered back to the night before.

Alexandra’s skin had been so soft, her body so perfectly formed, her reaction to his touch all that he could have wanted and more. He’d like to damn Robespierre for the interruption, but his superior had most likely done him a favor. If he had taken Alexandra Martin to bed, what then? It was bad enough that he’d agreed to help the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel—he glanced up at the committee guiltily even as he thought the name—but he dared not take one of the members as a lover. He couldn’t afford to harbor tender feelings for her. She might betray him at any moment, and he might very well do the same to her.

They would rescue the boy king or die trying. If they succeeded, Tristan would almost certainly have to flee the country. It would be easier to do so without having to look back.

“Did you hear me, Chevalier?”

Tristan blinked and focused on Robespierre, who was staring at him behind his tinted spectacles. Indeed, the entire committee was staring at Tristan.

“I’m sorry, citoyen. What did you say?” Tristan ruffled the blank pages before him.

“I asked if you could read back Citoyen Saint-Just’s earlier proposal.”

“Saint-Just’s proposal?” Tristan pretended to scan the pages. The back of his neck felt warm, and he had the urge to loosen his neckcloth. After a few seconds of silence but for the paper rustling, Saint-Just cleared his throat.

“I can repeat it. I said—”

Tristan leaned close to Robespierre. “Excuse me, citoyen. I’m not feeling well.”

“Go get a breath of fresh air,” Robespierre muttered, his focus still on Saint-Just. “And when you return, citoyen, I expect you will be cured.”

“Yes, citoyen.”

He left the room quickly, exiting the salon in the Tuileries where the committee met, and walking the short distance to the Palais-Royal. The autumn breeze felt refreshing after the closed room stuffed with committee members. Tristan walked past the coffee shops, where men had once debated philosophy, government, and economics. He’d often sat for hours listening and speaking and arguing. Men still sat and drank, but they no longer jumped on tables and expounded on their views. Now they spoke to one another in whispers and hushed tones. If any of his friends from those days were here now, they would probably look down and hope he didn’t acknowledge them.

Vendors still stood by stalls, advertising their wares, but it seemed even fewer had goods to sell. He saw half a dozen stalls offering tricolor cockades. These were a necessity, as no one ventured out without proof of their loyalty to the republic.

And of course there were the ever-present prostitutes. Only a few moved about at this time of the day, but the mall would be filled with them later. One of them smiled at him and gestured for him to approach. He shook his head and waved a hand in dismissal before realizing it had not been a prostitute at all.

Alexandra stood leaning against a pillar, the hood of her red cape pushed down and a spill of blond curls about her shoulders. He knew it must be a wig, but it was a good one. For a moment he had not recognized her. He started toward her, unable to stop himself from wondering what she wore under the cape.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“Looking for you.”

“But how can you have known—”

She tucked her arm through his. “Let’s walk. The ladies here will think I am stealing their business.”

They strolled along the wide walks as though they had not a care in the world. Finally, he repeated his question. “How did you know I would be here?”

“I didn’t. I followed you.”

He glanced at her and then away, disgusted with himself for not even having noticed he was being followed.

“There’s no need to berate yourself. I’m very good at not being seen.”

“Is that why you’re wearing that wig?”

“It’s an easy disguise. After all, you weren’t looking for a woman with long hair.”

“How do you know I was looking for you at all?”

She stopped and peered up at him. “Because I can’t be the only one who wonders what might have happened if we hadn’t been interrupted last night.”

He took a breath and began to walk again. “You received my note.”

“I did. And I’ve come to invite you to my house for dinner.”

He knew what her invitation entailed and it was no innocent dinner. “When?”

“Tonight. Come an hour before curfew.”

He shook his head. “It’s too risky for me to be out after curfew.”

“If you decide to sleep at home, we’ll make sure you arrive there without being seen.”

His heart pounded in his chest at her use of if. Was that an invitation to share her bed? No matter. He could not risk being caught at her house if the guard decided to search residences.

“I will arrive two hours before curfew and leave twenty minutes before.”

“I won’t be home and my neighbors will all talk more than they do about what a loose woman I am.” She pulled away from him. “Trust me, Chevalier. It’s better if you do as I say.”

“You really give me no choice.”

She shrugged. “C’est la vie.” She started away, obviously having said all she intended.

“It doesn’t suit you,” he said, causing her to pause and give him a perplexed look over her shoulder.

“The wig.”

“Really? Most men prefer me with long hair.”

“It doesn’t suit your face.”

She smiled. “Most men don’t look at my face.” She blew him a kiss and walked away. Within moments, she was gone. He knew she couldn’t have disappeared, but it was still disconcerting how quickly she could blend into the crowd, even a sparse crowd, wearing a scarlet cape.

And so tonight was when he would fully turn traitor. He’d always wondered how the famous traitors—Brutus, Fawkes, Arnold—had made the decision to turn their backs on their country. Now he knew it was not one decision but a thousand tiny ones.

He turned back the way he had come. He had committee work to be done before he betrayed the republic.
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“I think you know everyone,” Alexandra said after leading him to the attic through a secret panel and a narrow staircase. Tristan wondered how many other residences had features like this and whether the National Guard knew of them. And then he wondered why people would feel the need for such features. Was this really liberty?

Tristan bowed at the quartet gathered near a table on which wine and glasses had been placed.

“Can we at least attempt civility?” The tall, slim man with the refined accent rose, managing to look both weary and expectant.

“Very well,” Alexandra said. “Tristan Chevalier, may I present the former Marquis de Montagne.”

“Citoyen.” Tristan nodded his head. He’d known at first sight the man was a noble, and he already disliked him for it.

Montagne sighed. “You should have presented him to me.”

Ignoring him, Alexandra gestured to the other woman in the room. She was an indisputable beauty with eyes the color of violets. “Miss Honoria Blake.”

She curtsied slightly. “Sir, a pleasure,” she said in English.

Montagne moved closer to her, and Tristan understood the warning to keep away.

“This is our leader”—Alexandra indicated the blond man who looked to be the youngest of the group—“Sir Andrew Ffoulkes.”

“Welcome, citizen,” Ffoulkes said, also in English. Tristan nodded and turned his attention to the black-haired, broad-chested man he’d met when they’d freed the abbé.

“And you’re Dewhurst, I believe.”

Dewhurst smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Lord Anthony Dewhurst. I know how important titles are to you.”

Tristan gritted his teeth. He was practically surrounded by nobility. He would have laughed if he didn’t think they’d all be dead in a few days.

Ffoulkes gestured to the table and they all crowded around. There were four seats, so Ffoulkes stood at one end and Dewhurst moved to a corner near the door. Across from Tristan, Montagne leaned back as though the chair was a throne while Miss Blake arranged her skirts gracefully and Alex perched on the edge of her seat beside Tristan.

“Do you mind if we continue in English?” Ffoulkes asked. Tristan shrugged.

“Good. Now that you have seen the error of your ways and come over to our side,” Ffoulkes began. Tristan stiffened and Alex laid a hand on his arm. Ffoulkes went on. “We need a plan to rescue the king.”

“You don’t have a plan?” Tristan stared at the group, incredulous.

“Our plan was to recruit you,” Montagne drawled. He pointed to Tristan. “Check.”

Ffoulkes frowned. “That’s not the whole of it. But it was difficult to plan much further without knowing all of the variables. Since you are—how to put it—rowing in our boat, we will be able to utilize some of your unique qualities.”

Tristan looked to Alexandra to translate.

“He means he wants to take advantage of your position and proximity to Robespierre.” She looked at Ffoulkes. “But we may already benefit from that. Chevalier was inside the Temple prison last night.” She cut her gaze to him. “Was it only last night? In any case, he can describe the security around Louis Charles.”

“I don’t have a good...image of where he is being held. I followed the guard to his cell.”

“Leave that to me,” Montagne said. He lifted a hand. “Dewhurst, my sketch.”

Dewhurst didn’t so much as blink. Montagne sighed, rose, and crossed to the escritoire. He slid open a drawer and pulled out a roll of paper. Then he unfurled it on the table, smoothing it with long, elegant fingers. “This is a map of the Temple prison.”

Tristan rose and studied the detailed drawing of the interior of the prison. Every room was drawn to scale, labeled, and doors and windows noted. Staircases and guard stations had been identified as well as what looked like secret passages.

“Mon Dieu.” Tristan stepped back. If Robespierre had any idea the league had something like this, he would not sleep until he caught every last one of them.

“Monsieur will do,” Montagne remarked drily. Tristan really would have liked to punch him in that perfect nose.

“How did you acquire this?” Tristan asked.

“You don’t need to know that,” Ffoulkes said just as Miss Blake opened her mouth, presumably to answer. “And you should also be aware that we have made copies of the documents you provided us and given them to a friend for safekeeping. If anything should happen to us, Robespierre will have the proof of your perfidy within the hour.”

“Are you threatening me?”

Dewhurst moved out of the shadows. “We’re simply providing you all of the necessary information. Now, it’s your turn.” He pointed to the map. “Start talking.”

Tristan sighed. “I believe this is correct and that Citoyen Capet is held here.” He indicated the room already marked with the words Dauphin de France. “He’s held alone with a guard outside at all times.”

Montagne nodded. “We infiltrate the Temple, make our way to the king’s cell, and force the guard to open it for us. Voilà!”

Tristan shook his head. “I think the only person with a key to the cell is Antoine Simon, who has been charged with reforming the boy.”

The group muttered quietly, obviously having heard of Simon and disapproving.

“Then we make Simon open the door,” Dewhurst said.

“How?” Alexandra asked. “He knows to do so will mean death by guillotine.”

Dewhurst made a fist with one hand and smacked his open palm. “There are ways of convincing him.”

“We won’t have time for that,” Montagne said.

“And I believe you are all forgetting that we want the king’s removal to go unnoticed until we are out of the city.” Ffoulkes crossed his arms.

Montagne nodded. “Perhaps we pick the lock. Alex?”

“I can manage a common door or window, but nothing reinforced. What type of lock was it?” she asked Tristan.

“I don’t know the word in English. Cadenas.”

“Padlock,” Ffoulkes translated.

“Gabrielle could do it,” Alexandra said.

“She’s in England, and it will take too long to arrange for her return.” Ffoulkes turned to Miss Blake. “We’ll need release papers for a locksmith.”

“I can make them as soon as we know the name.”

“Chevalier can take care of that for us,” Dewhurst said.

“I don’t follow.” Tristan looked at Alexandra.

She held up a staying hand. “Every task we ask of him puts him at risk of suspicion. We need him to gain us entrance to the prison. That’s foremost. I’d rather ask the Pimpernel to send us Gabrielle than compromise Chevalier.”

Dewhurst bore down on her. “And I’d like it if we didn’t treat this”—he flicked his wrist at Tristan—“murderer like a china doll. Let him get his hands dirty with something other than innocent blood.”

“Dewhurst,” Montagne said, his tone a warning.

Dewhurst sneered at him. “This is why we don’t sleep with the enemy.”

Tristan lunged for Dewhurst, but Ffoulkes stepped in front of him. Alexandra calmly lifted her glass of wine and threw it in Dewhurst’s face.

“Fils de salope.” Montagne quickly moved the map off the table and Miss Blake gave him a handkerchief to dry the edge that had been stained.

“What I do or do not do on my time and with my body is not your concern, Tony,” Alexandra said. “And the next time you mention it, it will be my fist in your face.”

Wiping his face on his sleeve, Dewhurst moved back. “I overstepped. Forgive me. But my point stands. We can’t coddle him.”

Ffoulkes eyed Tristan, who gave him a steely nod. Clearly, Alexandra could handle herself. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t punch Dewhurst the next time he had the opportunity. Montagne wasn’t looking so bad.

“We could send for Lady—” He broke off, clearly not wanting to say more about the identity of the mysterious Gabrielle. “We could send for our friend, but three weeks is optimistic. It could be three months before she can slip into Paris, and that’s if the situation here doesn’t worsen. Do we have that kind of time? Chevalier, you saw the king?”

“He’s not the king. He’s Citoyen Capet.” Before he knew what had happened, Montagne had him by the throat.

“He is the king, and while you’re here you’ll give him the respect he deserves.”

So he’d been right to hate Montagne from the beginning.

“Laurent,” Miss Blake said. “Release him, please.”

But Tristan didn’t need her help. He grasped Montagne’s hand and pried it off his throat. “He’s no better than you or me, and I won’t treat him or you any differently.”

Montagne stared at him and Tristan stared back.

“Boys,” Alexandra said. “We’re wasting time. Let’s all sit down and return to the task at hand or we’ll be arguing politics in the tumbrels.”

Tristan returned to his chair as did Montagne, but he didn’t sit quite so negligently now.

“As I was saying.” Ffoulkes straightened his sleeves. “Chevalier, you saw Louis Charles?”

“Yes.”

“What was his condition?”

Tristan blew out a breath.

“It must have been poor for you to be here,” Alex prompted him. “Tell us.”

“As I said, he’s kept alone. I don’t think he’s allowed out of his cell or that anyone is let in. So Simon may have the key to the—ah, padlock, but I think it’s rarely used. It must have been this way for some time. The child’s feces had piled in a corner and the stench was considerable. There is a slot in the door to pass a tray of food through—”

Montagne jumped up. “What kind of monsters would do this to a child? I’ll fucking kill them all.”

For the first time, Tristan actually felt some fear. The expression of Montagne’s face was that of a man who would do exactly as he’d said.

“Monsieur, your outbursts won’t help the child,” Ffoulkes said calmly. “If you can’t bear it, then you’d better leave.”

It was a cold response, but it seemed to have worked. Montagne sat again and Miss Blake poured him more wine, then slipped her hand into his.

“Go on, citizen,” Ffoulkes said.

“Food is passed through the door. When I was there it was night and the boy was sleeping. I asked Simon to rouse him, and he did so.”

“What did he look like?” Montagne asked, his voice ragged.

“It was...him. I’d seen him before the revolution, and it was the same child, but he was thin and dirty. The room was cold, and he shivered and walked rather unsteadily.”

Montagne rose abruptly and stalked out of the room, slamming the door behind him. Ffoulkes held up a hand, stalling Miss Blake who rose to go after him. “We need you here, and he could probably use some time to compose himself.”

She nodded, then addressed herself to Tristan. “He knew the royal children and loves them like siblings. He’d do anything for them.”

Tristan nodded. He knew what it was like to watch a beloved sibling suffer. He knew the pain and agony of being helpless to stop it.

“Perhaps we might buy time if Robespierre was made aware of the child’s condition. If it could be improved—”

“No,” Alex interrupted Ffoulkes. “Robespierre knows. I heard Chevalier tell him last night.” She exchanged a look with Tristan. He’d supposed she’d heard, but this confirmed it. She had been even closer to being discovered than he’d wanted to accept. “Robespierre doesn’t care. He won’t kill the king, but if the child dies that is one more problem he won’t have to deal with.”

“Hold.” Ffoulkes leaned both hands on the table. “Are you saying Robespierre visited Chevalier’s apartments when you were there?”

“I hid.”

“Good God, Alex! If you’d been discovered—”

“I wasn’t.”

“Not this time. And I don’t want to risk a next time. There is no time to lose. We need a locksmith if we’re to have any hope of opening that cell. Montagne can get the locksmith in, and Chevalier can distract the guard, but he can’t walk out with Louis Charles.”

“And Montagne and I discussed it. We don’t think it’s wise for us to use the secret tunnel again,” Dewhurst said. “It will be guarded or walled up now.”

Miss Blake raised a brow. “You were having a discussion with Laurent?”

His mouth curved slightly. “It was brief.”

“If we can smuggle Laurent in, he knows all sorts of secret passages inside the Temple.”

“Exactly how many people do you think I can walk in with?” Chevalier demanded. “Why don’t you all come? That won’t seem suspicious.”

“What if someone from the inside let us in a back way?” Alexandra said, tapping her chin. “Perhaps someone who is very good at disguise could pretend to be a servant and—”

“While I was there, the captain told me he knows every guard and every servant personally. If you tried it, you would be caught and questioned.” Tristan didn’t need to add that Alex would also be killed.

“Then we have no choice but to use the secret tunnel.” Alex sat back, dejected.

“A year or so ago I went to Vauxhall Gardens,” Miss Blake said slowly. “Vauxhall is a pleasure garden in London. They have music and dancing and fireworks.”

“We know what Vauxhall Gardens is,” Dewhurst grumbled.

“He might not.” She indicated Tristan.

“I’ve been to London, Miss Blake, so I have heard of these gardens.”

“When I was there, I saw the most wonderful rope walker.”

“All I ever see are whores,” Dewhurst muttered.

“You have to look up, Lord Anthony,” Miss Blake remarked, lifting her hands from her ample chest to her face.

Everyone but Dewhurst stifled a laugh. Tristan found he rather liked Miss Blake, though she obviously had horrible taste in men.

“This rope walker could do amazing tricks on the rope. She stood on her hands and bent over backward. I was terrified she would fall, even though there was a net to catch her if she did. But she didn’t fall. She was very talented. And don’t look at me like that, Sir Andrew. I have a point. There must be rope walkers in Paris, although what we need is someone who can climb a rope rather than walk it.”

“Even if we could find such a person,” Dewhurst said, “how would we secure a rope inside the Temple?”

“You don’t need a rope,” Montagne said from the doorway. He’d returned and looked as unruffled as before. “There are drainpipes from the roof of the Temple almost to the ground. We’d just need someone who could climb one of those. There’s a walkway on the inside of the turrets. He or she could gain entrance from there.”

“And how are we to find someone who can climb like a monkey?” Dewhurst asked. “It’s not as though we can walk through the Parisian prisons and ask for the expert climbers to come forward.”

“I can climb it,” Alexandra said.

“No,” Tristan said before he was even aware of what he was doing.

She cut her gaze to him. “Yes, I can. When I was in the traveling troupe with my parents I knew rope walkers. They have to be good climbers to make it up to the rope.”

“Then I was right that we need a rope walker.” Miss Blake smiled.

“You need a good climber, and though I never did much rope walking, I did often help to string the ropes. That requires expert climbing. I’d like to think I became quite good at it.”

“And how long ago was that?” Tristan asked.

“Long enough, but I could practice and still do it. I know I can.”

“If anyone could do it, it’s you,” Ffoulkes agreed. “You’re small and light enough—”

“Am I the only one who doesn’t want Alexandra to fall to her death?”

“No one wants her to be hurt, Chevalier,” Ffoulkes said, “but if all we need is a locksmith that makes our task much easier. Alex climbs up, admits us, helps the locksmith free the king, then lowers him down in...perhaps some sort of basket—”

Tristan covered his eyes. Now she was to climb up with a basket?

“And we take the child out of the country.”

“How am I to get out of the Temple?” Tristan wondered aloud. “Or is that not a concern?”

“We’ll need a distraction,” Montagne said.

“I’m good at distractions,” Dewhurst said. “A few explosions ought to do it.”

Montagne crossed to Miss Blake. “Then Honoria and I will wait in a carriage and take the king across the border. It’s past time we left Paris anyway.”

“After this, Chevalier will have to leave as well,” Alexandra said.

“Pardon?”

She gave him a long look. “You didn’t think you’d be able to stay, did you?”

He’d tried not to think too much about that eventuality. Not that he thought he would be traveling anywhere. The plan the league had sketched out was doomed at best. It would never work, and now he had no choice but to go along with it.
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Alex could see the doubt written on Chevalier’s features. She might have felt the same if she didn’t trust the rest of the league implicitly. They’d never failed her yet, and they wouldn’t now. But she didn’t have time to convince Chevalier of that. She had to make sure he arrived at his apartments without being caught.

“I’ll take Chevalier home while you plan the details,” she said.

Ffoulkes nodded, already consulting with Honoria about the forged documents they’d need. “We need that locksmith,” he said absently.

“And the pass,” Honoria added.

“He’ll get them,” she promised. She took his arm and led him through the door and down the stairs.

“Curfew began an hour ago,” he said. “We can’t risk going out.”

“Then we go up.”

“What does that mean?”

She led him to a door that opened into a bedchamber. She entered and removed her shoes, but he hesitated. “What are you doing?”

“Not seducing you. I still dislike you.” But she didn’t hate him. Truth be told, she didn’t even dislike him—most of the time. He was worried about her falling when climbing. Her heart had filled when he’d stood up for her. “I need to change if I’m to be dashing about on roofs.”

“This is your bedchamber.” He stood outside, peering in, and she could only imagine what he thought of the unmade bed and explosion of clothing on the floor. “Wait.” He scratched his head. “What do you mean, the roofs?”

She smiled and began rummaging about in the wardrobe. “I can’t hear you.”

He stepped into the room just as she stepped away from the wardrobe with a pair of breeches and a black coat in her hands.

“You can’t mean to wear those.” His eyes were wide.

“Oh, yes I do. Would you close the door, please?”

“If you are found dressed in men’s clothing—”

“The door, Chevalier.”

He went to the door and closed it. “—you could be arrested and charged with not only violating curfew but inappropriate dress. What are you doing?”

“Removing this dress. Can you help so I don’t have to ask Honoria to come down?” She turned her back to him. She was an actress and used to dressing and undressing in mixed company. She had lost her modesty long ago. “That’s a ridiculous law. I don’t understand why people can’t simply wear what they want.” She glanced at him over her shoulder. “Unlace me.”

“It’s unseemly for women to dress as men.”

He took so long to cross to her, she half thought he would step out and tell her to call Honoria, but then she felt his hands on the laces. He was hesitant at first, but then more deliberate in his movements. The tight bodice began to loosen, and she took a deep breath. “Why do you uphold some manmade beliefs but not others?” she asked. “You fight to the death against the belief that nobles are better than commoners. You oppose the wearing of different clothing and the giving of titles, yet you still insist women must dress differently than men, and your precious republic has yet to give females the right to vote.”

“Some have argued for that.” He finished with the laces, and she removed the bodice so she stood in corset and chemise. She could deal with her skirt herself.

“Have you?” she asked, turning to face him.

“No.” His voice was distant, and she looked up from her task to see his gaze had dipped to her breasts, pushed high by the tight corset.

“Typical man, then.”

His gaze rose to her face. “Forgive me.”

“Just because my body differs slightly from yours doesn’t mean I am no less equal.” She finished with the tapes on the skirt and allowed it to drop to the floor. “And don’t tell me that women are intellectually inferior to men. If some women lack the education men have it is because men have kept them from it, just as the nobility prevented the commoners from the rights and privileges they should have.”

“I find I have no good argument.”

She smiled at him. “That’s a start. Will you help unlace this corset?”

The look of pure hunger on his face almost made her smile. She really had not been trying to seduce him. Now that he was here, though, and looking at her with those dark eyes, it was difficult not to want him. She tried to summon that dislike again, but it was fleeting and fickle.

“Or perhaps I should call Honoria?” she asked.

“Too late for that,” he said, voice low and husky. “Turn around.”

She gave him her back, and he made quick work of the laces on her simple corset. She shrugged it off and would have turned back around, but he placed his hands on her waist and bent to kiss the exposed skin of her shoulder. Alex’s pulse kicked, and she closed her eyes, intoxicated by the feel of his lips on her flesh.

She did not like him. She did not like...oh, but she did like this.

“Oui?” he asked.

“Yes.”

His lips trailed across the back of her neck, making the fine hair there stand up. She shivered as he kissed down the top of her spine, his hand continuing down the material of her chemise to rest on the small of her back. “How do you always smell like flowers?” he asked, nuzzling her hair and then moving to the back of her ear. Alex stifled a moan.

“I don’t know. Soap?”

“You have daisies in that vase by your bed.”

She glanced over at the small blue bottle she’d used as a vase. “They’re half dead, but the little girl selling them looked even worse. I don’t think they have a fragrance.”

“That’s the scent your skin carries—spring flowers.” The hand at the small of her back slid lower to the curve of her arse.

“Oui?” he asked again.

She moaned.

His hand slid over her buttocks, molding the shape and making her sex ache in response. “How far do you want this to go?”

She knew he meant their lovemaking. She could tell him to stop now or allow it to go on a little longer...or a lot longer. “I want you,” she answered. “I know it will complicate matters.”

“Because I may betray you?”

“There’s that.” The hand still on her waist traced the curve of her body to the neck of her chemise. Her nipples pebbled in response. “But also because Dewhurst had a point. It’s harder to put someone you...have a connection with in danger.”

“Someone you care about.” His fingers toyed with the bow she’d made when tying the neck of her chemise together.

“If this goes much further, it will be hard not to care about you.”

“I already find it difficult not to care for you.”

She knew exactly what he meant. They were supposed to be enemies, but the battle lines grew blurrier every day.

He pulled the bow and the chemise slipped down, revealing her breasts, the rosy nipples erect. His hand trailed down, cupping her flesh, fondling a nipple. But it was the hand on her bottom that drew most of her attention. He pulled the chemise to her feet, then his hand was on her bare arse again.

“If we do this, I have rules,” Chevalier said.

Her eyes opened, and she turned her head to look at his face. He kissed her lips gently. “I won’t be dominated.” His hand on her bottom traced the seam of her cheeks to the juncture of her legs.

“And you think I would dominate you?”

“You would try. I can’t allow that.”

“Because of what happened when the Duc—”

He kissed her again to silence her. His hand slid between her legs, pausing just short of where her sex throbbed. “I will be on top. Always.”

“So you want to dominate me.”

“I’ll be considerate.” His fingers brushed her sex. “Oui?”

“Please.”

He caressed her outer lips, then slid just inside, where she could feel wetness already pooling.

“I won’t dominate, but I do need to be in control.” His wet finger moved upward, finding that little bud of pleasure and glossing over it. Alex saw stars.

“So I’m to lie on my back and take it.”

“I’ll make it worthwhile.” His finger slid back down and dipped further inside her. “Are we in agreement?”

“You on top?” she panted as his finger made the slow trek back to her clitoris. “I lie back and take it.”

“Or stand here and take it.” His finger brushed her clitoris and she jerked.

“I think.” She moaned as the hand on her breast lightly pinched a nipple. “I can agree to that. This time.”

“Stubborn,” he said with a laugh into her neck. “I like a challenge.” He circled the nub where pleasure was building. Her whole body and mind was focused on that one spot as he flicked and circled, and then his hand drew back, two fingers entering her this time and she all but cried with frustration. When he withdrew and spun her around, she gave a huff of displeasure.

“I want to see your face, mon trésor. And I seem to remember you thinking I wore too many clothes last night. Shall we remedy that?”

Now he had her attention. She certainly appreciated the male form, and if what she had felt when pressed against him was any indication, she would like what she saw under his clothing. She pushed his coat off his shoulders and helped him pull it off, then watched as he loosened his cravat and unbuttoned his shirt. She dipped her hands in the waistband of his breeches and felt him inhale sharply as she slowly pulled the hem of his shirt out. She inched the linen up, her fingers brushing against the hot skin of his abdomen. Finally, he pulled the garment over his head and stood before her bare-chested. She traced the muscles of his torso, liking the way his skin seemed to pebble with gooseflesh at her teasing touch.

“Take off the rest,” she ordered.

He glanced at the closed door.

“No one will interrupt us. If there’s something important, they’ll knock first.”

He bent to remove one boot and stocking, and she moved behind him to observe the way the breeches molded to his buttocks. “You often entertain in here?”

“I’ve never brought a man here, but Honoria and Montagne...entertain in the bedchamber across the hall, since there’s no privacy in the attic. None of us liked Montagne—”

“I don’t wonder why.” He reached for the remaining boot.

“—at first, but Honoria is not a child, so we didn’t interfere. I’ll be given the same courtesy.” She ran a hand over his taut backside and he jerked up.

“I don’t like being touched from behind.”

“More rules?” She arched a brow as he turned to face her. “I don’t like rules.”

“Rules protect us and keep us safe.”

“You don’t need protection from me.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” He gave her a serious look. “If my rules make you uncomfortable, we can stop now.” His gaze swept her body. “I don’t want to stop, but I will.”

“I don’t want to stop either.” She moved closer, pressing her warm naked flesh against his. “I’ll follow your rules.” She kissed him with promise. “This time.” Her hands slid down his chest and rested on the fall of his breeches. “May I?”

He nodded, and she opened the breeches, freeing his hard member, then wrapping her hands around the hot length of it. He groaned low in his throat, and she slid the breeches over his buttocks and down his thighs. They caught, and she knelt to free them from his calves and feet. Then he was as naked as she. She looked up, admiring the size and length of him. Her hand closed on the hard flesh again, her thumb and forefinger barely meeting.

Without asking if there were any rules against it, she leaned forward and licked the tip of him. He jerked, but didn’t pull away. Slowly, she closed her mouth over the head of his erection, sucking lightly.

“Alexandra.” His voice was almost a growl. “You don’t have to do this.”

She looked up at him. “What makes you think I feel compelled? I like the taste of you.” She put her mouth on him again and took more of him inside, sliding her lips up and down his rigid flesh.

His thighs tightened where she held them for support, and his breaths turned to pants. She could hardly take all of him, and when she managed he let out a hoarse cry. She loved how he sounded so much she did it all over again. He was trembling slightly, and if she still disliked him, she would have felt triumph at having found a weakness. But she didn’t dislike him, and she certainly didn’t dislike this. He was warm and alive and pulsing deliciously against her tongue. She slid up to the tip of him again and he stepped away.

“You don’t like it?” she asked, still on her knees, wanting him back so she could lick and taste and pleasure him until he made those sounds again.

“I love it. Too much. No one has ever done that to me before.”

“Not even Claudine du Champ? Then I suppose I had better make this good.” She reached for him again, a little surprised by how much she wanted to continue.

“No.” He pulled her to her feet. “What I want is you on the bed.” He kissed her, and his skilled tongue slid between her lips. His hands roamed over her body, making her flesh hot and tight. Making her forget about his cock in her mouth. Now she had other ideas for what to do with it. She reached for his cock, but he caught her hand, then turned her away from him and pushed her down on the bed. Her bottom was in the air and he stood behind her and nudged her legs open. She tried to rise, but he pushed her down again. “Lift your hips,” he ordered.

She didn’t like orders, didn’t like men telling her what to do. That sliver of dislike she’d been holding on to reared up again. Then his hand slid up her inner thigh. “You’ll like this, Alexandra,” he said, voice low. Her sex clenched, and she lifted her hips. With her legs spread, she knew she was exposed to him. The vulnerability was unnerving, but also exciting.

She heard him exhale, the moan he made clearly a sound of appreciation. She spread her legs wider, and his hand on her lower back clenched. His gentle fingers slaked across her aching flesh, testing her readiness. She could have told him she was ready, but she appreciated the courtesy. And then his cock was there, the hard length of it rubbing over her outer lips until they began to swell with anticipation.

“I have a rule,” she panted. She’d almost forgotten. His touch and the sight of him made her forget everything, it seemed.

“Tell me.” He slid over her again, the tip of his cock resting for just a moment at the entrance of her sex. Her hands on the coverlet clenched and loosened. Oh, yes. She was beginning to like him more and more. She wanted him inside her.

“Don’t come inside me.” She knew that method didn’t always work to prevent pregnancy, but she had no other options.

“You have my word.” His length glossed over her again, and she pushed back, hoping his cock would brush the small, sensitive nub that seemed to throb with a demand for satisfaction. “Any other rules?” His teeth sounded clenched.

“I can’t think of any.”

He slid back down, coming to rest at her entrance again. She pushed back, taking just an inch of him inside. 

“Can I make them up as we go along?”

“Oui.” He pushed inside her so slowly that her hands opened and closed on the bedclothes like a kneading kitten’s. She rocked back, trying to take more of him, but he grasped her hips and held her still. She tried to buck him off, but he was strong and he had no intention of relinquishing control. She clenched around him, trying to pull him deeper that way, but his control didn’t waver.

“Please,” she said, mortified that she sounded as though she were begging. “Please.” She could feel the climax building, but she couldn’t reach it. She needed hard and fast. Frustrated, she reached to touch her aching clitoris, but he caught her hand.

“Slow down. You English are so impatient.”

“Tristan. Deeper.”

To her surprise, he obliged, filling her and making her sigh out a moan. Yes. He pulled back, then thrust deep again. This. Yes. She was lost in the pleasure of it again, her body vibrating with need and tension. He rocked into her, slid out slowly, then entered her just as slowly. Every nerve was on fire, coiled with need. She panted and mewed, writhing on the bed under the hand that kept her right where he wanted her. Perspiration gathered on her back as she came so close to climax but didn’t reach it.

Just when she thought she would scream from frustration, he changed tempo. She held on as her pleasure reached new heights, but just when she was ready to climax, he would change the rhythm or depth, leaving her unsatisfied.

“Tristan!” she cried in frustration.

“I like when you use my name. Say it again.” His hand brushed her sex, where the tight bud of nerves ached for release.

“Tristan. Tristan. Yes.”

He stroked her, and everything shattered. She felt like a bubble filled so full of air she finally exploded. Inside her, he swelled and thrust deep, and she turned her face into the bed to muffle her screams of satisfaction. The orgasm seemed to go on and on, and she rocked into it, taking as much as she gave.

Finally, when she could hardly bear more, he withdrew and she felt his seed spill onto her back. Her entire body felt warm and heavy, and she did not think she could have moved if a mob was at the door. “There are linens on the washstand,” she mumbled. She heard him pad across the floor, pour water from the pitcher into the basin, then return. A cool, wet cloth slid across her back. When he retreated to return the cloth to the basin, Alex rolled over and stretched contentedly.

She looked up and Tristan smiled down at her. “When you look like that, I want you all over again.”

“I’m amenable,” she said, opening her arms.

He shook his head, regretfully. “It’s late. I need to find a way home.”

Alex lowered her arms. She had always been the one to shy away from too much intimacy. Now she was offering more and being rejected. She searched for that tiny shard of dislike and couldn’t find it.

She sat up, her body still sated and sluggish. “I’ll dress and show you the way.”

“I’d rather you stayed here, where you are safe,” he said, pulling on his breeches. How would she ever hate him again when he said things like that?

But she was no wilting flower. “And I’d rather you make it back without being questioned. That won’t help our cause. Besides, I need the pass you used to gain entry into the Temple. Honoria will study it to make copies.” Unconcerned with her nakedness, she washed at the washstand and ran damp fingers through her short hair. Finally, she found the clothes she’d discarded earlier and laid them on the bed.

“I don’t have the pass,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“Any important document of that nature must be returned to Robespierre.” His gaze dipped to her breasts. “To prevent forgeries. Do you need help dressing?”

“Am I distracting you?”

“Excessively.”

“Good.” She made no move to dress. “Did you return the pass yet?”

“No. It is in my office. I’m to return it to Robespierre personally, and he was not available today.”

“Then we can still get it.” She lifted the shirt and let it fall over her head.

“I don’t think you understand. My office is in the Tuileries.”

“Then we will go to the Tuileries and retrieve the pass before I take you home. Honoria can make the copy tonight, and I’ll return the original to you in the morning.” She pulled the trousers on and buttoned them. Now she needed boots, a coat, and a hat, and not only would she look like a boy, she’d be able to move freely. It was liberating not to have to wear her corset. She was small-breasted and did not need to bind herself under the shirt, so she was free in more ways than one.

“Do you understand what you are saying?” Tristan asked, frowning at her. “The likelihood we will be caught is—”

She held up a hand. “Probabilities are for gamblers, and I never gamble.”

“Why is that?”

“Because the game is always fixed.”
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“That’s exactly my point,” he said. “The odds are against you.”

She was extremely vexing when she refused to listen to reason, which seemed to be most of the time. Even worse, he’d been led by his cock instead of his brain the last hour or so and hadn’t really paid enough attention. Did she really think she could traverse the roofs of Paris to see him back to his apartments? Did she really believe she could access the Tuileries? The Committee of Public Safety rarely slept. Someone would surely be there or nearby and catch them.

“No, the odds are in my favor.” She pulled a coat over her white shirt. He didn’t think she looked remotely like a man in those clothes, but then he knew what she looked like under them. He supposed others might be misled if they did not look closely. “The government doesn’t expect anyone to try and access the offices of the committee. The entire populace is trying to stay far away. They won’t be prepared for such an eventuality, which makes our task all the easier.”

“You think it will be easy?”

She put a cap over her short, blond hair and started for the door, motioning for him to follow. “We only need to access your own office, correct? You know where the pass is and where your office is. Yes, I call that easy.”

“I call it suicide,” he muttered, following her out of the room. The door opposite opened, and Montagne looked out.

“I’m taking him home now,” Alexandra told him. Montagne’s gaze shifted, then returned to her.

“Do you need my help? With anything?”

“I’m perfectly well.”

His brow arched. “Is that why you were screaming?”

She rolled her eyes. “I can’t let Honoria have all the fun. Tell her to be ready when I return. She’ll need to make a copy of Chevalier’s pass tonight. He must return it in the morning.”

“I’ll tell her. Are you certain you want to go alone?”

“I’ll be with her,” Tristan said, somewhat annoyed that he was being ignored.

“I’ll be fine,” Alex said. “And if I did want help, I wouldn’t ask you to come. If I’m caught with you, I’ll only be in more trouble.”

“Ffoulkes or Dewhurst then? I can ask—”

“I’ll make sure she’s safe,” Tristan interrupted.

Montagne scowled. “You can’t even get yourself home safely.”

Tristan pushed past Alexandra. “I can take care of myself far better than you, aristo.”

“Oh, isn’t this entertaining?” Alexandra said, pushing Tristan back. “As much as I would like to see a bare-knuckle fight between the ancien régime and the revolutionaries, we don’t have time.” She took Tristan’s hand and dragged him back up to the attic. Ffoulkes looked to be asleep on one of the cots, but Dewhurst lay awake and gave them a waggle of brows as they passed. No one said anything when she opened the attic window and crawled out onto the sloped roof.

He crawled out after her. The moon was about half full and the sky was clear, and she extended her hand to encompass the dark city. “The Tuileries is that way and your apartments are close by. We stick to the roofs as much as possible. If the guard is out they won’t be looking up.”

“How can we even be sure we can use the roofs to reach my apartments?”

“I know.” She started in the direction of the Tuileries, and he followed, sliding carefully down the sloped roof until he reached the edge.

“Are you saying you have done this before?”

“How do you think I came home last night?” She lifted a plank lying on the roof and spread it over the narrow gap between the league house and its neighbor. Hands out, she took four steps across, then waited for him to do the same.

Tristan didn’t fear heights, at least he hadn’t thought he did, but walking across that plank and feeling the empty space below him made him sweat. He took a gulp of air on the other side while Alexandra pulled the plank across, leaving it on the adjacent roof, presumably for her return trip.

“I have a feeling last night wasn’t the first time you’d made the trek to my apartments.” He followed her around the side of the roof, as it was too steep to go over.

“We’d watched you for some time before we contacted you. I watched your apartments.”

He’d suspected this, and it made him angry. Except, in her place, he would have done the same.

She stepped across to the next roof, and Tristan followed, glad to have it over quickly.

“And what did you hope to discover?”

She shrugged. This roof was flatter, and they crossed over it. “Your habits, your friends, your lovers.”

At his annoyed silence, she looked over her shoulder. “How did you think I knew about Claudine du Champ?”

He glared at her.

“I must confess, I thought it strange that a man with your looks would only have the one lover.”

“My looks?” He rubbed the scar on his jaw.

“I think you know you’re handsome.” She touched his scar with the lightest of brushes. “And this makes you look slightly dangerous. I suppose I thought you were a bad lover.”

Tristan all but choked on the breath he’d taken. “Pardon me?”

“Why else would Madame du Champ visit so infrequently?”

He couldn’t resist asking. “And what do you think now?”

She put her arms around his neck and kissed him. Too easily, the annoyance of a few moments ago dissipated. “Now I think if I ever see Claudine du Champ again, I will have to kill her. I want you all to myself.”

She was beautiful under the light of the moon with the jagged chimneys and roofs of Paris behind her. Up here, he could almost forget about the committee and the guillotine and the fact that she was in league with the Scarlet Pimpernel. Up here, it was just the two of them, and when he held her in his arms, nothing else mattered. He returned the kiss and immediately wished he hadn’t been so eager to leave her bedchamber. Truth be told, he’d been shaken by their lovemaking. When she’d opened her arms to him, it had been more than the tempting curves of her body that drew him. He wanted more time with her. He craved it.

And he’d been afraid that if he gave in, he would never want to leave her.

But he couldn’t afford to close himself off to what was happening in Paris. Robespierre must be stopped. The documents he’d unwittingly provided the Scarlet Pimpernel were one step toward that goal. Freeing the little boy was another. The former dauphin was a living symbol of all that had gone horribly wrong with the revolution. Tristan could not make it all right, but he could save one little boy.

The action would probably ensure his death; Alexandra’s too. And that was another reason he couldn’t allow himself to care for her. If he did, how could he allow her to sacrifice herself as they would all do in just a few short days?

She pulled back from the kiss and studied his face. “You’re thinking too much.”

“It’s a bad habit.” He rested his chin on the top of her head and looked out over the city he loved. The towers of Notre-Dame were visible near the river and just beyond that the Hôtel de Ville.

“Care to tell me what you’re thinking about?”

“How we will all die trying to save this boy. Although, you and I might die tonight.”

She stepped away from him. “You won’t die. I won’t let that happen.” She took his hand and led him to the next crossing. As he watched her leap across the space between the buildings, he almost believed her.

***
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AN HOUR LATER THEY reached the gardens of the Tuileries, after having made their way almost exclusively via the roofs. Tristan would not have believed it possible, but it was clear Alexandra had done it many times. She had ropes, planks, and even ladders in position. Now, looking at the darkened edifice of the Tuileries, he felt less confident. In such a large palace, where so many committees met and where it seemed the guards were always about, Tristan didn’t see how they could enter without being seen and stopped.

“Where is your office?” she asked, peering at the palace from behind the trunk of a tree.

The former palace was mostly dark. The republic could not afford the extravagance of lighting such a large building, but a few lamps burned here and there. Tristan pointed to the Salle des Machines. “There is where the committee meets. My office is adjacent to Robespierre’s.” He squinted. “Right about there.”

“Ground floor?”

“Yes.”

“That makes it easy then. We simply open the window, slip inside, then once we have the pass, we slip back out again.”

“And what if someone is walking by? The guard has patrols and members of the committee may be about.”

“We keep to the shadows.”

“If that does not work?”

She started for the next tree, stepping into its shadow with Tristan following closely. “You worry too much. I told you. Nothing will happen to you. When we’re closer, point out the window. I’ll climb in while you keep watch from the garden. We’re fortunate your office isn’t in the front. We’d have no gardens then.”

“Robespierre wanted a view of the gardens.”

“Of course, he did. Wretched little man,” she muttered. “Come on.”

Faster than he would have liked they crept closer to the palace until the once manicured gardens left little shelter. “It’s that window, correct?” She verified the one he’d pointed out for the last time.

“I should go with you.”

“Stay here,” she said. “You’re more valuable to the league than I am. If anything should happen to me, do not try and interfere. Go straight home and stay there. If I don’t return tonight, the league will know something has happened.”

“I don’t like this.” He didn’t like watching her go into danger or having to stay back as though he were some sort of coward.

She nodded. “I know the feeling, but sometimes the most important task is to be the one who stays behind so the fight can continue another day.” She waved a hand. “Not that you should worry. I’ll return in a few moments. Where is the pass?”

“The top center drawer of my desk.”

She rolled her eyes. “You didn’t even try to hide it, did you?” She gave him a quick kiss and turned to go, but he caught her arm and pulled her back for a longer kiss. When he finally released her, she looked slightly dazed. “Save another of those for when I return.”

And then she was gone, sprinting across the path, keeping low and moving quietly. Tristan tore his gaze from her to scan the area around them. So far he’d seen no one and heard only the faint whistle of one of the guard. It had sounded far away.

Still, he did not like hiding while she risked her life. Tristan held his breath, only exhaling when she was no longer out in the open. Finally, she made it to the palace and stepped into the shadow of the building. The windows were low to the ground, and she seemed to be attempting to push his open. Would that he had left it unlatched for her.

She’d asked a dozen questions about the window latches in his office, and he tried to remember. The Tuileries was a rather old palace, having been built by Catherine de’ Medici in the 1560s. It had once been the home of the Bourbon kings, but that was before Versailles. The Tuileries had been used once again when Louis XVI and his family had been forced by the people to live there before the imprisonment in the Tower, but the building was in some disrepair. Tristan hadn’t really had any idea of the state of the latch in his office, but he’d suggested trying nearby windows if she couldn’t force his.

As he watched, she began to do this. His wouldn’t open, so she moved to the next, which was one of the windows in Robespierre’s chambers. It too would not budge. Tristan began to feel anxious. How long could she stay out in the open without being spotted?

She moved to the next window, a thin, small shadow against the dark backdrop of the old building. Suddenly, she lifted her arms and turned to wave at him.

She’d found a way in.

A moment later, she disappeared inside and closed the window. Now the palace stood silent and still. Nothing moved inside or out. He could imagine her leaving Robespierre’s chambers and moving to his own. He sincerely hoped she did not decide to search Robespierre’s things. They didn’t have time for it. Tristan sat back, knowing it would be a few moments before she emerged from his window. But then he sat forward again.

He’d caught a flicker of movement and stared at the far end of the palace intently, hoping he’d been wrong.

He hadn’t.

Two members of the guard walked, lantern in hand, surveilling the area. Tristan had little fear they would discover him. They wouldn’t venture into the gardens, but if Alexandra emerged from the window now, she would be caught. And since they were on the opposite side of the palace, if she emerged before they’d walked the entire length, quite a long trek, she would be caught. He had no way to warn her.

He crouched, wanting to act but not knowing what he should do. One thing was certain. He would not leave her to be captured as she’d suggested. By the same token, he couldn’t reveal himself or negate all she had fought for.

Tristan was not a praying man, but he began to pray now. He prayed Alexandra would stay inside until the guard had passed. But all too soon, he saw her form at his window. She wasn’t visible to the guard yet. They still had several yards until they reached the window, but they could not help but notice her climbing out.

Tristan tried to signal her. He waved and made a slashing sign, but either she couldn’t see him or she hadn’t looked. He couldn’t do anything so overt as to jump out of the garden. Then he would be seen.

His window slid open, and Tristan’s gaze went from the guard to the window and back again. She didn’t even look to check if anyone was coming, not that it would have helped. If she’d been seen looking out, the alarm would have been raised.

She stuck one leg out, balancing on the sill. Tristan pivoted toward the guard, who stopped short, obviously seeing exactly what he was and trying to make sense of it.

Quite suddenly, the one with the lamp turned and ran the way he’d come while the other moved against the wall of the building and continued forward. The men were no fools. They didn’t want to risk their quarry retreating into the palace. It was a maze of salons and passageways. It would take more time to find an intruder there. So one guard stayed and the other left to sound the alarm and fetch reinforcements.

Unaware she’d been spotted, Alexandra climbed out of the window and pulled it closed. He knew the moment she spotted the guard approaching because she stiffened and then looked his way. If she was gauging the distance between the guard and herself and the gardens, she must know she would never make it.

She gave a last fleeting look at the gardens, then raised her hands as though in surrender.

Tristan couldn’t hear the conversation, only the low barks of the guard and Alexandra’s muffled replies. The guard edged out from the side of the building, blocking her escape to the gardens. In doing so, he also turned his back to Tristan. His friend hadn’t returned yet. It was a long way around the building and it would take time for him to find his superior.

Tristan didn’t wait. He moved out of the cover and ran as soundlessly as possible toward the guard. Alexandra saw him and shook her head, but he ignored her. The guard asked her something and she replied in a low voice, obviously trying to keep up the pretense that she was a boy. The guard must have had suspicions, though, because he knocked the hat off her head and peered closely at her face. Tristan was closer now, and he slowed to a walk, silence of the essence. He could hear the conversation.

“You’re not a boy at all. You’ve been lying this whole time.”

“I’m sorry, citoyen. I was scared.” She even sounded scared, though Tristan doubted she had the sense to be as frightened as she ought to be.

“What were you really doing in the palace? Stealing? Or maybe something worse?”

If Alexandra saw Tristan nearing, she didn’t let on. Her attention was wholly on the guard. “I admit I did take a few baubles. I’ll give them back. I’ll empty my pockets. Then we can forget this ever happened.” 

“I’ll decide about that.”

She reached into her pocket, and Tristan who was within striking distance now, landed a hard blow to the back of the guard’s head. He went down, and Tristan hit him again. The man didn’t move, and Tristan could only hope he’d rendered him unconscious.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” Alexandra demanded. “I told you to—”

“We don’t have time to argue. There’s another who ran to sound the alarm.”

“Bloody hell! Run!”

They started back toward the gardens, but had taken no more than a few steps when they heard clanging and the shouts of men.

“They’re coming,” she said, unnecessarily. He could hear them coming, and his belly roiled with nervous nausea. Even reaching the gardens didn’t make him feel relieved. The guard would follow, and there were more of them.

“Not that way.” Alexandra grasped his arm and pulled him toward her.

“But this is the way to my apartments.”

“And if we lead them that way, we’ll never make it. We lead them away, then double back.”

“That’s if we manage to evade them.”

“We’ll evade them,” she said moving into thicker brush and shadows. “We have to. At least you have to.”

Tristan took her hand. “I know what you’re thinking, and I won’t allow it.”

“If I go back—”

“No. The king needs you just as much as he needs me. We both escape.”

“Fine.”

He could still hear the guards behind them, but he and Alexandra had enough of a lead that the guards couldn’t be certain they weren’t hiding in the gardens. They had to move slowly, checking under benches and behind trees.

Tristan emerged from the gardens, still holding Alexandra’s hand, and the two ran toward a cluster of buildings. “We have to find a way to access the roofs,” she said.

“Not the roofs again.”

“If we stay down here, they’ll find us. No one else is out after curfew.” She tried a door, found it locked, and moved to the next. Tristan tried one and then another. The third opened.

“Alexandra.”

“Good!” She looked over her shoulder before moving inside the building. “I don’t think we were spotted.”

The building they’d entered had once been the home of a wealthy family. Tristan assumed it would have been someone who often wanted to curry favor with the Bourbon family, as this was an ideal location if one wanted access to the royals when they visited Paris. It appeared to be empty now, all the valuable items looted. Alexandra pointed to a staircase, and they ran up it, then up again, finally taking a small attic door out onto the roof. She closed the door after him, then went to the edge and looked down.

“They’re searching one street over,” she said, moving back again. “But they won’t think to look up here.” She sat, then lay down, her chest heaving as she gulped in breaths.

“Now what?” he asked, sitting beside her. “This roof doesn’t appear to connect to any others.”

She pointed toward the neighboring building. “It’s close to that one.”

“Not close enough that we can jump.”

“Once the guard moves away, we can go back inside and look for something to bridge the gap.”

Wonderful. They stared up at the stars for a few minutes, then he said, “Did you get it?”

She turned her head and smiled. “It was right where you said it would be.” She patted her pocket.

“I hope this is worth it,” he grumbled.

“It’s already been worth it to me, just to hear you call Louis Charles the king.”

“I did not.”

“Yes, you did. You said, the king needs you just as much as he needs me.” She sat and placed a hand on his cheek. “A lovely sentiment by the way, even if it’s not true.” Her hand dropped. “And don’t think it means that I’m not angry with you for disobeying my orders.”

He snorted. “I was never going to follow those orders.”

“Why, Chevalier, can it be that you’re starting to care for me?”

He ignored her teasing tone, but her arrow had hit too close to the mark. “I don’t want you to be guillotined.”

“It must be love.” She turned away. “I’ll check on their progress,” she said, starting to rise, but he pulled her back down and into his lap. If this was the end, he should say something, at least assure her he didn’t hate her any longer.

“You’re right that I do feel something. I care about you. I—”

The sound of footsteps made them both jump.

“Over there!” she hissed, indicating what appeared to have once been an aviary. They moved behind the dilapidated structure and ducked down. The guard must have found the unlocked door and entered the building. Alexandra took Tristan’s hand, holding it tightly. He glanced at her face and couldn’t be certain whether her expression was one of fear or excitement. Perhaps both.

The door opened, and someone stepped onto the roof. A moment later, the door slammed shut again. Alexandra looked at Tristan, and he gave her a questioning look. Had the man gone back down or was he searching?

Neither dared breathe for several moments. When they heard no other sound, Alexandra moved to the side of the aviary. Tristan tried to pull her back, but she shook him off. She peered around the structure, then stepped back.

“He’s gone. Another quarter hour and we can look for something to use to get away.”

His apartments were but a short distance from the Tuileries, but it felt as though they must traverse mountains. And then she still had to return to her house and deliver the pass to be forged. It was exhausting work.

“Is this what you do every night?” he asked. “Break into buildings, steal documents, travel over roofs?”

“Sometimes I have to use the sewers.”

He wrinkled his nose.

“Of course, I don’t do this every night.” She started back toward the door leading into the house. “Only the nights when I’m lucky,” she called over her shoulder.
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It was later than she liked by the time they entered Tristan’s apartment. He’d insisted on using the door, rather than the window, and she’d agreed because he was a high-ranking official and thus his neighbors were less likely to report him.

She knew she should be bone-weary, but her blood thrummed with excitement, which she hoped lasted long enough to see her back to the safe house.

After he locked the door behind her, he lit a candle. “Can I get you something?”

“Wine, please. I’m thirsty.”

He poured two glasses and handed her one. His hand grazed hers, and she inhaled sharply. Their gazes met and held. Hand trembling, she brought the wine to her lips, barely tasting it. The hunger she saw in the way he watched her was unmistakable and mirrored her own. The danger and tension of the night had built inside her, and she needed a way to let it out. That was it. That had to be the only reason she wanted him again.

She didn’t know if he took the wineglass from her hand or if it fell to the floor. She only knew she needed him, needed to touch him, taste him, feel his hands on her. Their bodies collided in mutual need.

She drank him in, moaning as his lips slanted over hers and shivering as his hands roved over her body. She yanked at his coat, eager to remove it, to touch bare skin. He yanked at her clothing, his mouth searing her skin as soon as he bared it.

His need was as great as hers. And though she understood their clawing of hands at clothing and tangling of tongues was a natural response, it didn’t feel like merely a reaction to her. She wanted him, Tristan, not any man. Him.

They were both bare to the waist by the time they surfaced for air. His touch was rough on her sensitive skin, and she raked her hands down his back, making his muscles bunch.

“I want you,” he said.

“I want you more.”

He lifted her and carried her into his bedchamber, dropping her none too gently on the bed, then coming down over her. In between kisses he divested her of her boots and trousers, then kissed a path from her breasts to her navel. She couldn’t catch her breath, couldn’t stop moaning. He shoved her legs open, his mouth nipping at the tender flesh of her inner thigh. She was already quivering for him. When his mouth touched her, she bucked in response, her body wound so tightly she knew it would take very little to bring her to climax. His tongue lapped at her, teased her tight bud, and she came apart. She was still in the throes of pleasure when he flipped her onto her stomach. He pulled her hips up, then had to pause to unfasten his trousers.

Alex tried to flip back over.

“No.” He pushed her back down. “I want you like this.”

She kicked out and flipped over anyway. “And I want to look at you.”

“I told you I won’t be dominated.”

She gave him a look she hoped appeared innocent. “I’m lying on my back with you towering over me. That’s hardly dominating you.” She reached out and unfastened his trousers. “Besides, I want to see you again.”

His gaze was wary, but he gave in, shoving his trousers over his hips. He was beautiful, and it was no lie that she’d wanted to see him again.

He covered her with his body, his flesh hot and hard and as tight as her own had been a few moments before. He grasped her wrists in one hand and yanked them up, effectively imprisoning her. She allowed it, but arched her hips to tease him. He groaned, and his mouth captured hers. He kissed her deeply and with such passion that it took her breath away. And then he was inside her, making her gasp with pleasure and surprise.

He wasn’t the patient lover he’d been earlier that night. This time he moved hard and fast, and she urged him on, matching his thrusts and the rhythm he set. He broke from the kiss and stared down at her, his eyes dark and intense. She freed her hands from his grip and slid them up the tense muscles of his arms, down his chest, and back up again, fastening her hands behind his neck.

“I. Can’t. Hold. Back,” he ground out, jaw clenched tightly.

“I don’t want you to.” She lifted her hips, taking him deeper, and he groaned. And then suddenly he was gone, pulling away to spill his seed outside her.

He crashed down beside her, dipping the bed so she slid against him. She draped a leg over him and kissed the stubble on his jaw.

“I didn’t mean to be such a brute.”

“I liked it,” she murmured. “I should put you in danger more often.”

He laughed. “No, thank you.”

She lay in his arms for a few moments, listening to his heart slow back to its normal pace. She wanted to do it all again, this time slowly and leisurely. Instead, she gritted her teeth and sat up. “I have to go.”

“I know.”

She was glad he hadn’t argued. She did not want to leave, and if he protested it would only make her departure more difficult. She rose and dressed, conscious that he watched her with an appreciative eye. “You seem to always be leaving me.”

“I’ll be back.” She opened the bedroom window and sat on the sill. She would have to pull herself up to the roof, then make the long trek back to her house.

He rose and put his hands on her waist. It was a sweet, caring gesture. She longed to fall back into his arms.

“Be careful,” he said.

“Always.”

She thought he rolled his eyes, but the light was behind him and she couldn’t be sure. He squeezed her hands and let her go. A moment later she was running across the rooftops of Paris.
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SHE MET HIM IN THE morning, passing close to him without acknowledging him, and pressing the pass and a note into his hands as they moved in opposite directions on the street near the Tuileries. His gaze lingered on her longer than she felt was safe, but she resisted the urge to do the same.

She moved on, wishing she could sleep for several hours, but knowing she had too much work to do to prepare for the evening. When she arrived home, she locked the door and went straight to the attic. Honoria sat with two candles burning on the table, illuminating the paper she used to create false passes into La Force. Ffoulkes was out, tasked with identifying a locksmith who was imprisoned. The plan was to free him and then ask for a return favor—helping them break into the king’s cell in the Tower.

Montagne sat with the map of the Tower, moving small objects about on it. He’d been assigned the task of determining the best way to reach the king’s cell undetected. Only Dewhurst was unoccupied. He lay on one of the beds, tossing an apple into the air and catching it. When Alex entered, he was the only one to acknowledge her. “Don’t make me a girl this time.”

She removed her cloak and scowled at him. “Hello to you too.”

He took a bite of the apple. “My mood isn’t as cheery as yours. I didn’t spend half the night rolling around in bed.”

“Jealous?” Montagne asked from across the room.

“Not really.” Dewhurst took another bite of the apple. “He’s not the sort I fancy.”

Dewhurst was notorious for favoring pretty but vapid young ladies. Alex went to the trunk where she kept her costumes and theater makeup. “That’s probably because he can string three sentences together at a time.”

“Too bad they’re all about the glory of the revolution.”

That was too bad. She couldn’t argue there, but she was beginning to hope Tristan might be seeing things differently. He must know that after they rescued the king, he would have to leave the country. The guards would mention that he had been at the Temple with a pass, and he would become a traitor to the republic. Alex doubted anyone but Robespierre and a handful of Jacobins would know of Chevalier’s duplicity, though. They couldn’t afford to let it be known that Louis Charles had been rescued from under their noses.

Alex considered her costume options. She’d wait until she saw the locksmith to choose a costume for him. She had no idea whether he’d be short or tall, robust or puny. Instead, she focused on the costumes for Dewhurst and herself. They would go as members of the National Guard charged by Robespierre to move the locksmith to the Conciergerie for immediate execution in the morning. The lists of the condemned were read daily and those whose names appeared were sent to the Conciergerie for their last night. The list had probably already been read for today, and she and Dewhurst would pretend the locksmith had accidentally been left off.

“I can’t make you a girl,” she told Dewhurst, pulling out two jackets she could fashion into those like the guard wore. “We’re going as members of the National Guard.”

“That won’t fit Chevalier,” Dewhurst said, pointing to the smaller of the jackets.

“You and I are going,” she said.

“Change of plan. Ffoulkes wants Chevalier to go in. After last night, we can’t be certain you weren’t identified.”

“I wasn’t identified, and in any case, I’ll be in disguise.”

Dewhurst shrugged. “Take it up with Ffoulkes. I want the big cockade.”

Alex blew out a breath. There was no point in taking the matter up with Ffoulkes. He was the Pimpernel’s second-in-command. She followed his orders or left the Pimpernel’s service.

“Dewhurst won’t let anything happen to Mr. Chevalier,” Honoria said, glancing up from her work. “Will you, Tony?”

“I’ll keep him safe and sound.” Dewhurst’s tone was snide.

“Plus, these passes will be so good no one will look twice at them. They’ll be in and out and back in an hour.”

Alex glanced at Dewhurst. “If anything happens to him—”

“I won’t touch a hair on his head. Not until after we rescue the king, anyway. Then...we’ll see.”

“I thought I was the first man you wanted to kill after we rescued Louis Charles,” Montagne said without looking up from his map.

Dewhurst stood. “How about I kill you now?”

Honoria slammed a hand on the table. “Stop fighting, all of you. You’re interrupting my concentration.”

Dewhurst sat back down, his eyes locked on Montagne, who smiled smugly from across the room. Alex blew out a breath and found a jacket she thought would fit Tristan, then began to create the disguises.

By the time Tristan arrived, Ffoulkes had returned and they’d all sat down to dinner. She ushered Tristan to the attic where they ate the soup and bread Ffoulkes had somehow managed to procure. Tristan took a bowl without comment, sitting beside Alex and keeping quiet. He ate very little, offering Alex the remainder in his bowl.

“You’d better eat something,” Ffoulkes told him. “You and Dewhurst are going to La Force tonight.”

Tristan looked at Alex, and she gave him an apologetic look. “I didn’t know until I returned home this morning.”

“I had planned to send Alex and Dewhurst,” Ffoulkes told them, “but after your fiasco last night, I thought better of it. Alex has the disguises ready. You can dress and have your makeup done after you finish eating.”

“Makeup?”

“I’ll use theatrical makeup to keep anyone from recognizing you. And if the absence of the locksmith is questioned later, the guards won’t be able to accurately describe you.”

“Why me?” Tristan asked. “Why not you?” he asked Ffoulkes. “Or him?” He nodded at Montagne.

“Because you’re the man I want to do it.”

Tristan folded his arms and sat back. “This is a test.”

Alex expected Ffoulkes to deny it, but he merely shrugged. “You could call it that. If you plan to betray us, I’d rather you do it now than once we’re with you and inside the Temple.”

“I’ll be with him tonight,” Dewhurst said indignantly.

“I already freed the abbé for you. What more proof do you need?”

“I need the locksmith.”

“And if I refuse?”

Under the table Alex clenched her hands. “Tristan—”

He held up a hand. “If I refuse?”

“Then we make your life unpleasant,” Ffoulkes said.

“How? If you turn over the documents I gave you, Robespierre will have me arrested. Then I can’t help you free Citoyen Capet.”

“So I don’t give him anything on you.”

Ffoulkes’s blue eyes and Tristan’s brown ones locked. Alex stood. “I think this is unnecessary. I’ll go with Dewhurst.”

“Chevalier will go,” Ffoulkes said, still watching Tristan. “Because if he doesn’t, his brother’s commander on the front will receive some very disturbing news.”

Tristan rose. “You bastard. He has done nothing!”

“That’s not what the documents we created say.”

Alex darted a glance at Honoria, who lowered her head, cheeks pink.

“Oh, my God,” Alex whispered. It wasn’t the first time they’d used tactics like this to reach their objectives. It was simply the first time she felt the twinge of guilt at their impact. While she believed Tristan could be trusted, she understood why Ffoulkes still had doubts. Moreover, she understood that sometimes people were willing to suffer for their crimes but less likely to allow loved ones to suffer. Ffoulkes was taking no chances.

He couldn’t. Saving the king was the most important thing any of them would ever do.

“I hope you all burn in hell,” Tristan said striding across the room and slamming the attic door closed on his way out.

“Brilliant!” Dewhurst put his hands behind his head. “I think that went well.”

“Shut up, Dewhurst,” the others said in unison.
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Her green eyes were full of apologies as she layered the heavy makeup on him. He felt as though anyone who looked at him would see the cosmetics and question him, but when he stepped in front of the looking glass, he didn’t appear to be wearing any cosmetics at all. He also didn’t look at all like himself. She’d made him seem older and haggard with a scar across one cheek. He looked very much like one of the dozens of peasants from Faubourg Saint-Antoine who’d joined the National Guard out of revolutionary fervor and the desire to feed his family. Dewhurst, on the other hand, looked younger and, if possible, more stupid. She shoved a wadded-up handkerchief in his mouth to stilt his speech and gave him pox scars.

“What is this?” Dewhurst said, pointing to his forehead, which protruded slightly, giving him a loutish look.

“A disguise.”

“Why can’t he look like the simpleton?” Dewhurst mumbled around the handkerchief.

“If the cosmetics fit...”

With a curse, Dewhurst stomped out of her bedchamber. Tristan moved to follow, but she grasped his hand. He didn’t look back at her; instead, he stood rigidly.

“I didn’t know,” she said. “You have to believe that.”

“I do.”

“Then why are you still angry?” Careful of his makeup, she turned his chin so he looked at her.

“Because you may not have known, but you don’t disapprove.”

She dropped her hand. “And does the republic act any differently?”

“No. And you may remember that is the reason I turned on Robespierre.” He started for the door again.

“Tristan, I—”

He paused, hand on the latch.

“I’ll talk with you when you return.”

Without a word, he followed Dewhurst through a secret passage and out a secret door. There was an hour until curfew, so they had no time to waste. Dewhurst headed toward La Force, his step purposeful. People they passed shied away or touched their cockades, checking to make certain they’d remembered to pin them on. Tristan tried not to notice how hungry and pale they looked. He tried not to think about the pain in Alex’s eyes. Who was he to cause her pain? He’d known it would end like this as soon as he’d first woken in that attic. Once he acted against the republic, there was no going back. He’d be forced to flee Paris and France. Possibly forever.

Maybe he’d known that the first time he met with Citoyen Allié or the first time he’d given the man papers detailing Robespierre’s crimes and excesses. Even if he hadn’t known Alex, hadn’t kissed her, lain with her, touched her, he would not want to leave the city of his birth.

But it seemed particularly egregious to be forced out and to have the last member of his family threatened by a group of rosbifs who would still be here when he was long gone. And that was the other thorn that pricked him. If they actually succeeded in rescuing the boy from the Temple, Tristan would have to leave Alex.

It would have been better not to take her to bed at all, but how was he to know he would begin to feel something for her?

“You’d better stop mooning over Alex and start playing your part,” Dewhurst muttered. “You’re supposed to be the superior. We’re almost there.”

Tristan looked up and saw La Force was just down the street. From the outside it appeared to be an ordinary house. It had been a house at one point, in fact. Now it held the imprisoned nobles who hadn’t been quick enough to escape the revolutionaries, as well as those citizens accused of disloyalty. Tristan had no wish to go inside and to see so many of the people he had been instrumental in putting there.

But they were approaching the entrance now, Dewhurst walking as confidently as before, and Tristan pulled out the forged orders Miss Blake had made for them. Dewhurst slowed as they walked through the entrance, wide enough to allow carts and horses through, and Tristan took the lead, looking about for the man who appeared the most senior. He didn’t have to look hard. A man approached him immediately, dressed as a soldier and with a face weathered and hardened.

“Citoyen, what can I do for you?”

“Orders signed by Citoyen Lindet of the Committee for Public Safety.” Tristan held out the paper. “One prisoner was left off the list to be taken to the Conciergerie. We’re here to collect him.”

The soldier’s eyes narrowed as he read the documents. “Everything looks in order.” He gestured Tristan and Dewhurst to follow him. “I’ll have him brought out. Wait in the guardhouse, if you like.”

“Thank you, citoyen.” Tristan moved that way, but once the soldier with their papers walked away, he didn’t move any closer.

“Let’s sit down. This will take an age,” Dewhurst said.

“I’d rather not mingle with anyone. If they recognize me, we’re in trouble.”

“Even your own mother wouldn’t recognize you.” Dewhurst put an arm around his shoulder and dragged Tristan toward the small building that had probably originally been used by footmen and grooms who waited upon arriving conveyances.

“It’s not a good idea.” Tristan kept his voice low, but didn’t fight Dewhurst’s grip. He didn’t want to attract the other soldiers’ attention.

“Yes, it is. I want to hear any news, and they have wine.”

Tristan bit back a rebuke. Dewhurst was obviously an incorrigible risktaker. Tristan wished Ffoulkes had come with him. The blond man seemed far more levelheaded. Dewhurst greeted the soldiers jovially and laid down his assignats to join their game of hazard. Tristan sat back in the corner, keeping watch on the courtyard for the return of the leader.

“Another man need shaving by the National Razor?” one of the soldiers asked once the die had been thrown.

Dewhurst shrugged. “I didn’t ask questions. That only causes trouble, eh?”

The other men laughed, but Tristan frowned. Once he’d been of that opinion. He’d thought it disloyal to question the leaders of the revolution. Now he realized that those who weren’t questioned gained too much power. Was that why they’d wanted to depose the king? Because he was seen as divine and therefore above reproach?

“Do you have anyone interesting inside?” Dewhurst relinquished the die and paid what he owed. Tristan assumed he was losing on purpose. Everyone liked a man who lost amiably.

“No.” A young soldier with long brown hair shook his head. “We had a former marquis, but he sneezed into the basket.”

“Now just old men and women who cry about how innocent they are all day,” said another soldier who looked far too young to be so callous.

“What if they are innocent?” Tristan asked more to himself than the others, but he’d spoken aloud.

“If they was so innocent, they wouldn’t be here,” the young soldier answered.

Tristan rose. “No? People lie. Accuse neighbors out of vengeance and—”

Dewhurst laughed loudly, cutting Tristan off. “He thinks too much, and he forgets that’s why we have the Tribunal. If anyone is innocent, the Tribunal will find out.”

Tristan glanced at Dewhurst. The soldiers didn’t believe that any more than the rest of Paris did. But Dewhurst’s dark eyes were filled with warning.

“You’re correct, of course.” Tristan walked away, the men’s conversation fading as he stepped into the shadow of La Force. The prison, which held hundreds, was eerily quiet. Tristan could almost feel the despair of the condemned seeping out through the stones of the building. Quite suddenly, he wished he could free all of them, not just the locksmith. 

Tristan clenched his hands. What was happening to him? What had Alexandra done to him? He closed his eyes and remembered the face of the Duc du Mérignac as he’d watched his men defile Tristan’s sister. He couldn’t bear to think of the attack he’d endured, but it had been enough to see the duc’s impassive look as sister had been raped.

He wasn’t sorry the duc had gone to the guillotine. He wasn’t sorry the man’s family had suffered as they’d made his family suffer. Revenge was not noble. It was petty and vindictive, and Tristan could accept that he had acted as badly as the duc in some regards.

What he could not accept was how he’d allowed his hatred for the duc to extend to all of the nobility. He’d wanted to punish them all for the sins of one man. Like the young soldier, Tristan hadn’t wanted to see how petty vindictiveness opened a door for injustice. And now all of France paid the price as the bloodthirsty Robespierre put hundreds to the guillotine every week.

He still believed in the ideals of the revolution, but if he’d worried he’d resent being made to flee the country because of what the league would make him do, that worry was past. He had done enough harm, and perhaps when the papers he’d collected about Robespierre were made public, the country would see the man for who he was and his reign would end.

“Here you are,” said the soldier leading a man on the early side of forty. His hair was long and unkempt, his clothing black and plain and much worn.

His hands were bound in back, and he looked up at Tristan with dull eyes. He’d probably waited for his name to be called each morning and now that it had happened, he was glad for the waiting to end.

Tristan took the papers back from the soldier holding the locksmith. “You are”—he glanced at the papers—“Citoyen Leroy?”

“I am,” the man said, his voice low.

“Locksmith by trade?” Tristan’s voice was neutral, but his heart began to pound. If the man was not a locksmith, the entire charade would be for nothing.

“I was,” the man said, looking at his bare feet.

“Good.” Tristan tucked the papers into his coat and took possession of Leroy. Dewhurst had left the dice game and joined him. “Citoyen.” Tristan saluted.

The man saluted back and Tristan and Dewhurst led Leroy away.

“Don’t look back,” Dewhurst said, sounding as though his jaw were clenched. “It looks guilty. Head high. Eyes forward.”

Leroy lifted his head, looking from Dewhurst to Tristan. “Who are you?”

“Shut up,” Dewhurst told him. “Or we’ll rob Madame Guillotine of her chance with you and kill you ourselves.”

When they were out of sight of La Force, Dewhurst cut down a narrow alley, leading Tristan and Leroy through a series of winding paths that kept them off the main streets and led gradually back toward the Boulevard du Temple. Keeping Leroy between them, Dewhurst reached the end of a side street and motioned for Leroy and Tristan to wait. Tristan kept a hand on Leroy’s bindings as Dewhurst edged out, checking to make sure the street was safe. Then they’d cut down another alley and enter the safe house from a hidden door in the cellar.

But as soon as Dewhurst peered out, he stepped back again, cursing.

“What is it?” Tristan asked.

“See for yourself.” Dewhurst held out his hand to take Leroy’s bindings. Leroy was not actively watching the two of them, clearly curious and frightened, but keeping quiet.

Tristan inched forward and peered around the corner of the building and out onto the street. Half a dozen soldiers surrounded the safe house, and Tristan recognized the carriage out front.

Robespierre.

No!

Alexandra’s face flashed in his mind, and Tristan had to check the urge to rush forward to see if she’d been taken. If Robespierre’s men had so much as touched her...

But to act so rashly would not save her and would ensure all of them were killed. Tristan clenched his fists and ducked back.

No sooner had he taken a backward step than Dewhurst grabbed him by the neck and slammed him against the building wall. Leroy started to run, but Dewhurst stuck out a foot, tripping him. With his hands bound, the man would have difficulty rising on his own.

“What game are you playing now, rosbif?” Tristan wheezed.

“That’s the question I have for you, traitor.”

“Traitor? You think I sent Robespierre here?”

“Who else? Convenient for him and his men to arrive when you’re not there.”

“And how did you think I planned to explain him?” Tristan pointed to Leroy. “You think Robespierre doesn’t care that his own secretary is taking prisoners out of La Force for royalists?”

“Then how did he know?” Dewhurst demanded, squeezing Tristan’s throat.

“I don’t know!” Tristan squeaked. “I’ve heard nothing of this.”

“If you’re lying to me...” Slowly Dewhurst released Tristan’s throat.

“We can stand here arguing until Robespierre drives by and spots us or we can hide. Once they’re gone, we’ll go in and see if the attic was discovered.” Please, God let her be hiding there. Safe and unhurt. If she’d been taken...but he couldn’t think of that. The pain was too crushing, the panic too near the surface.

“No.” Dewhurst picked Leroy up and prodded him forward. “If they weren’t caught, they won’t be there, and they won’t go back unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

“Where will they be?”

But Dewhurst didn’t speak. He was looking at Leroy. “You’ve probably guessed we’re not soldiers. We rescued you for the work of the Scarlet Pimpernel.”

“The Scarlet Pimpernel! I thought he was a myth.”

“He’s real, and he can take you safely out of Paris. We’ll ask one favor of you first.”

“Anything.”

Tristan pressed his lips together, sure the man would not feel so eager once he knew he would have to enter the Temple.

“Our friends will decide when to reveal that to you, but right now, we have to find shelter before curfew. If I remove your bindings, will you go with us willingly?”

“Of course.” Leroy turned, and Dewhurst removed a dagger from his boot and cut the bindings.

“Let’s go.” Dewhurst started back he way they’d come.

“Where are we going?”

“Somewhere you won’t leave if I find out you’re the traitor I think you are.”

***
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JUST AFTER CURFEW THEY arrived at the Cimetière des Errancis. The cemetery stunk of the dead, the smell of decay only slightly muted by the limestone thrown into the mass graves where the victims of the revolution were buried. Tristan covered his nose with his sleeve and followed the dark shape of Dewhurst. He must be mad indeed to follow the man into a cemetery, but at this point he would have followed the man anywhere if Alexandra might be waiting at the end.

Leroy was much less eager. The poor man must have dreamed of a thousand things he would like to do if he ever gained his freedom from La Force. A trip to Errancis had probably not been one of them.

All the way here Tristan had not been able to think of anything but Alexandra. His mind had gone over and over every possible scenario until he had wanted to scream with rage and frustration. He hadn’t felt this helpless since—

No. He couldn’t allow himself to believe she’d been taken or harmed. But she was the most likely of all of them to be captured. She didn’t generally hide in the attic. She might have opened the door to the soldiers or even been caught moving about the house. If she could have sacrificed herself so the others could escape, she would have done so without a second thought. Where was she now? Had she been taken to La Force? Or perhaps she’d gone straight to the Conciergerie?

Tristan tripped over a rock and jumped, imagining it had been a skull. “Dewhurst, I’ve had enough. Where are you taking us?”

When Dewhurst didn’t answer, Tristan froze. “I won’t take another step until you tell me where you are leading us.”

Leroy seemed torn between following Dewhurst and taking a stand with Tristan. But finally he slipped past Tristan, head down.

“Stay out here, if you want,” Dewhurst called as he began to move into the darkness, toward a mausoleum with a stone angel on top. “But then you won’t see if Alex made it out or not.”

Swearing, Tristan followed, stopping short when Dewhurst tapped on the large stone sealing the entrance to the mausoleum. Tristan, Leroy, and Dewhurst stared at the stone. Then Dewhurst tapped it again.

“They’re dead,” Tristan muttered. “They can’t answer.”

“Citoyen,” Leroy began, his voice full of concern.

But then the stone slid against the base of the mausoleum, and a sliver of darkness became visible.

Tristan took a step back. It was foolish to fear spirits. He didn’t believe in the supernatural, but neither was he eager to see who lay inside the grave.

“Tristan!” Alexandra stepped out of the mausoleum. “Hurry inside!”

His heart clenched so painfully he almost bent double. She was safe. She was free. He hadn’t lost her. “Alexandra!” His voice was hoarse with emotion. His throat tight and his legs gone suddenly weak. He reached for her, touching her, pulling her hard against him.

Dewhurst moved behind them, grumbling as there was really not room for three. Tristan didn’t care. He had her in his arms again. Finally, Alexandra extricated herself. “I must push the stone back.”

He helped her, and then they were alone in the passage with only the flickering candlelight. He cupped her face and kissed her, then looked down at her, knowing the chances he would lose her only increased going forward.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked.

He shook his head. This was no time to tell her he’d just realized he was in love with her.
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Tristan pulled Alex into his arms again, his hold so tight, the little remaining air she had was squeezed out of her lungs.

“I thought I’d lost you,” he said into her hair.

She could barely see him. She’d brought only a weak candle with her to the passage. They’d lit torches in the adjacent chamber, not wanting to risk any light seeping under the stone entrance in case a soldier was patrolling the cemetery.

“I’m far too clever for Robespierre,” she said. His tone possessed more emotion than she could allow herself to feel at the moment. She feared she would break into tears of fatigue and fear. She’d been afraid she might never see him again, and waiting for him to come to the cemetery, knowing he might not come at all, had been exhausting. But he was here now. They had this night, and she would not think about the future or the danger they faced in the days to come.

“Of course, you are.” He kissed her neck, causing warmth to flow through her. “But that was too close.”

She took his hand. “Let me take you in to the others.” She started toward the antechamber, but he resisted. “What is it?” she asked.

“Are there...Is that where the dead are laid?”

“It would be, but there aren’t any dead there now. We moved them months ago in case we had need of shelter.”

“How macabre.”

“Exactly.”

She knocked on the second stone slab, and it slid open, revealing a small huddle of people bathed in torchlight. Tristan surveyed the faces, accounting for everyone.

“How did you manage to escape?”

Ffoulkes shrugged. “Robespierre’s men barged in. Alex pulled the cord to ring the bell in the attic, then took the hidden staircase up herself. We were all gone before the soldiers had finished searching the ground floor.”

“What I want to know is how Robespierre knew where to find us,” Dewhurst said. He crouched in a corner, his expression dark. “If we have a traitor among us, I say we kill him now.” He gave Tristan a menacing look.

“I think I’m to blame,” Alexandra said. “Ffoulkes must be right. When Chevalier and I were at the Tuileries, the guards who spotted me climbing out a window recognized me.”

“They did not see Chevalier. One ran to fetch the others and Chevalier hit the other from behind. But he saw me. He must have known who I was.”

Dewhurst grunted, looking annoyed that he didn’t have a reason to strangle Tristan.

Because of her career on the stage, she was not as anonymous as she might have hoped. She’d hoped the dark that night coupled with costumes, stage makeup, and wigs would have made her impossible to identify. But she’d been wrong and should have realized she could be identified and the house, even though in Hastings’s name, invaded.

“We’re all here now,” Ffoulkes said, changing the subject. “And I propose we move forward with the plan.”

“We are hiding in a cemetery,” Tristan said. “We are in no position to undertake a mission as big as freeing the little boy.”

“I disagree,” Ffoulkes said. “We strike now while their attention is on finding Alex and trying to discover what her mission in the Tuileries might have been. Not to mention, Chevalier, you were seen in her company more than once and she was discovered climbing out of your office window. You are no longer a free man. You must hide like the rest of us.” Ffoulkes waited for Tristan to object, but Tristan sat back, seeming to have accepted this conclusion. Alex took his hand, and he laced his fingers with hers.

“But you are correct in one thing,” Montagne interrupted. “We cannot live in my mausoleum. It lacks the comforts to which I’ve become accustomed. Therefore, I propose we make our way, in small groups, to my pied-à-terre.”

Honoria was nodding her head now, as though in agreement.

“It’s not far from our previous quarters, on the Boulevard du Temple. No one has taken possession of it, and there’s more than enough room for all of us. Of course, it cannot appear to be occupied, so we must be careful, but I assume it will do for a day or two.”

“Thank you, Montagne. That’s generous of you,” Ffoulkes said.

“Before you call me generous, understand that Honoria and I will be taking the largest bedchamber and not sharing it. I’m almost glad Robespierre found the house, so I no longer have to sleep on that pallet in the attic.”

“Now that the important matters have been settled”—Ffoulkes said wryly—“this is what I propose. We travel in small groups in the morning to Montagne’s pied-à-terre. That way we don’t risk being caught after curfew. Montagne will tell us the most unobtrusive way to enter the residence. We sleep and eat and prepare for our mission. Dewhurst, you are to provide transportation in the city and once we’re outside. How much time do you need?”

He shrugged. “Everything is ready. I only need to tell our men where to be and when.”

“Good. Alex, you will be climbing the Temple. Do you have all you need?”

“I have special shoes in my trunk with the costumes. I wasn’t able to take them.”

“And I don’t have my forgery supplies,” Honoria said. “I made all the passes and passports, but they are hidden in the attic.”

“So one of us must return to the attic to collect the papers and the shoes. I will do that.” Ffoulkes looked at Montagne. “You and Alex have mapped the secret passages and your route?”

“We’re ready,” Alexandra said.

“And we are only rescuing the boy?” Tristan asked. “Not the little princess?”

Everyone exchanged looks before Alexandra nodded. “Just the king.”

Tristan opened his mouth to ask why, but the way everyone was avoiding looking at him made him close it again. There was something the league wasn’t telling him. A separate plot to rescue Marie-Thérèse? He wouldn’t put it past them.

Ffoulkes tapped his chin, seeming to consider what else must be done. “I will discuss with Citoyen Leroy his role. If he agrees and I am able to retrieve what we need from the attic, can we act tomorrow night?”

The group exchanged looks and nodded. Alex glanced at Tristan, and her throat tightened. “What about Chevalier? If he’s in hiding, is it safe for him to present himself at the Temple as an agent of Robespierre?”

“I thought of that.” Ffoulkes rubbed a hand down his face. He looked as though he hasn’t slept for several days. “As Chevalier is so close to Robespierre, I do not think Robespierre will want to publicize his suspicions until he’s able to speak with Chevalier. That’s another reason we must act now. As time goes on and Chevalier’s disappearance must be explained, Robespierre will have no choice but to publicly condemn him. But I doubt the guards at the Temple will have any reason to suspect him.”

“And if you are wrong?” Tristan asked.

“Then I suppose we all go to the guillotine.” Ffoulkes looked at each of them in turn. “Are you willing to risk it?”

Every single person, save Tristan and Leroy, gave an enthusiastic aye.

“Dewhurst, tell us about the arrangements after we’ve freed the king.”

Dewhurst moved forward, taking Ffoulkes’s place. “I will drive one conveyance and Ffoulkes the other. Montagne, Miss Blake, Chevalier, and Leroy are with me. We’ll exit the north gate, travel to Calais, and take one of our ships to London. Our papers will identify us as farmers from Normandy, and we’ll be in a cart that has recently been used to transport produce. Once Ffoulkes retrieves the passports, you can study your new identity so you answer to it at the gate.”

“That’s not what I agreed to,” Montagne argued. “I want to travel with the king.”

“You are a marquis and might be recognized as such. Do you want to put the boy in jeopardy?” Ffoulkes demanded.

Montagne pressed his lips together and sat back, obviously not pleased but concerned with the king above all else.

Dewhurst looked at Alex and Ffoulkes. “You two will take the second conveyance, a carriage, along with the king. Ffoulkes will play your husband and the king your son,” he said to Alex. “You’ll exit the west gate and change horses and conveyances at the posting houses I have noted on the map.” He patted a pocket where he had secured the maps. “Then you’ll make haste to cross the Austrian border and take the king to his family there. No one must see the boy. It’s best if he says nothing and does not leave the carriage when others are around. We do not want what happened with the royal family in Varenne to happen to us.”

Alex waved a hand. “I think I am smarter than Louis XVI. We’ll be careful, and we’ll see His Majesty safely to Austria.”

“Wait a moment.” The conversation continued, but Tristan pulled her back slightly. “You are traveling to Austria?”

“Someone has to take the king, and it makes sense for a young boy to be traveling with his mother and father. Honoria is far too pretty. She’ll attract attention. Montagne would also insist on traveling with her, and he might be recognized as the marquis. Undoubtedly, the king, who knew Montagne before, would be more comfortable with him, but we can’t risk it. They go to London. I go to Austria.”

“And then where?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps I’ll travel with the king’s party to Vienna. Surely they need actresses in their theaters.”

He stared at her for a long moment, and she knew what he was thinking. Tonight was their last night together. Tomorrow they would separate, possibly forever. But if she thought he might offer her tender words or beg her to come to him in London, she was wrong. He released her hand and sat back, seeming to pay rapt attention to the discussion. Alexandra didn’t know why she should feel so disappointed.

***
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IT WAS BARELY EIGHT in the morning when Alexandra and Honoria arrived at Montagne’s pied-à-terre. “This really is the perfect place,” Alex said. “I’ve walked the Boulevard du Temple hundreds of times and never even noticed it.”

“Wait until you see the interior,” Honoria said, leading Alex through a gate and into a small garden that had grown quite wild, but had probably been lovely when tended. It was lovely still, if untidy and shadowy. But the overgrowth served their purposes, and Alex was glad to slip under the cover the gloom provided.

Montagne and Leroy were already inside. The locksmith had agreed to the plan and his part in it, seemingly without reservation. Alex didn’t think she would have been so eager. But she hadn’t spent months in La Force either. Leroy was grateful for his rescue.

Ffoulkes had gone to the safe house, and Tristan and Dewhurst would arrive later, after Dewhurst secured the transportation for the night.

“Nothing to do now but wait,” Montagne said as Honoria went to stand beside him. “I, for one, plan to sleep for a few hours. If I’d known I’d be spending the night in that mausoleum, I would have furnished it.”

Alex was not deceived. Laurent and Honoria would probably not be sleeping in the marquis’s bed—at least not right away—but no one knew what tomorrow would bring. She was tired as well, but someone must keep an eye on Leroy, so she volunteered to wait in the salon that opened onto the garden for the others to arrive.

The salon possessed chairs upholstered in cream and blue. They did not look comfortable, but Leroy promptly fell asleep in one. Alex paced to keep awake. She hadn’t slept well either. She tried to lean against Tristan, but he had not been able to settle all night. She ended up trying to sleep propped up against a cold stone wall.

About an hour later, Ffoulkes made his silent entrance. Alex had been watching for him, else she wouldn’t have seen him. He nodded at the sleeping Leroy. “Are you on guard duty?”

“Yes. Dewhurst and Chevalier haven’t arrived yet.”

Ffoulkes pulled a stack of papers from his waistcoat and laid them on a table. “I imagine Montagne and Miss Blake went straight to bed.”

“I can hardly blame them. If all does not go as planned tonight—”

Ffoulkes lifted a finger to his lips. “Don’t even think there’s a possibility of failure. We will succeed. We have to.” He reached into his coat pocket and removed the slippers she’d described to him the night before. “Are these what you need?”

She took them. “These are perfect. I saved them from the days I traveled in the troupe. They are what all the rope walkers use to keep their feet from slipping. In what state did you find the house?”

“Ransacked. Mattresses slashed. Cupboards left open and all the dishes smashed.”

“Did they discover the attic?”

“They did, but they must have exhausted most of their energy by then. It had been searched but not vandalized. Of course, the soldiers didn’t find our hidden compartments. I moved some of the materials to another location and brought these here.”

Alex knew better than to ask for any details, but she suspected it might be the location Mackenzie or the Pimpernel were using to hide in Paris.

“Why don’t you find a room and get some rest,” Ffoulkes suggested. “I’ll watch Leroy. I need to speak with Dewhurst as soon as he arrives at any rate.”

“Are you sure?” But she had already found a large jug and was on her way to the fountain in the garden to fill it. She disliked wearing the same clothes for days, but she could tolerate it if she had a chance to wash.

Water in hand, she found a small bedchamber that was still bright, despite the curtains being drawn. She would have liked to open them so the sun flooded in, but she contented herself with the slivers of sunlight and the little warmth the winter sun provided. Alex stripped and used the dusty linens she found in a clothespress to wash her body. Then she washed her undergarments and laid them over chairs to dry.

Next she climbed into the chilly bed. The sheets smelled musty, but they were clean, and it felt good to lie on a soft mattress, her head cushioned by a pillow. She woke when the door opened, her hand immediately grasping the knife she’d placed under her pillow in case she needed it. But it was only Tristan at the door.

Only Tristan who made her heart thunder when she saw him. Only Tristan who made her forget to breathe.

He peered inside, and spotting her in the bed, moved inside and closed the door.

Alex released the knife. “I wondered when you would arrive.”

He looked for a place to sit, but seeing only chairs strewn with damp garments, sat on the edge of the bed. “Dewhurst dragged me halfway around the city.”

“Was that wise?”

“It was unavoidable, and we stayed clear of the Conciergerie and the Tuileries. He’s speaking with Ffoulkes now.”

She eyed the sunlight filtering through the curtains. “We have several hours until dark. Do you want to join me?”

His gaze settled on her bare shoulders. “To sleep?”

“If you like.”

His eyes darkened. “Are you naked under those sheets?”

“Come in and find out.”
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She was naked under the sheets, her slim body smooth and soft to his touch. He’d undressed as well, and the feel of her body sliding against his was almost more than he could take. He gritted his teeth and forced his hands to move slowly, to explore. They had a couple of hours, at least. There was no need to rush.

He palmed her small breast, the nipple pebbling against his hand. Moving under the sheets, he took the hard bud in his mouth and sucked, causing her to moan and arch. She smelled like the usual heady mixture of spring flowers, and he kissed her skin from neck to navel, making her giggle and writhe and her flesh react with goosepimples. Finally, he kissed the pale hair between her legs, licking down until he tasted the essence of her. Her body moved more frantically now, seeking release, but he had control and prolonged her pleasure as long as he could. When she bucked and cried out, he flipped her over, lifted her hips and plunged into her. She cried out again, her sex clenching around him, still in the throes of climax. He thrust deep and hard, his knees trembling as the pleasure swirled through him. Finally, he withdrew and spent himself on a discarded piece of linen. With a groan, he collapsed and pulled her against him, her back to his chest.

She murmured something, but he was already half asleep. He hoped to God that Dewhurst and Ffoulkes were watching for revolutionaries because he could not have remained awake even if he’d had a pistol to his temple.

He woke an hour or so later, his hand on Alexandra’s belly, feeling the gentle, rhythmic rise and fall of it. She was still sleeping, and he had to resist the urge to clutch her tighter. Tomorrow they would either be dead, in prison, or on their way to different countries.

Could he allow her to leave him?

Could he allow himself to tell her he wanted her?

Ever since the loss of his parents and the loss of his innocence at the hands of the Duc du Mérignac, Tristan had avoided vulnerability. He dared not attach himself to anyone or anything for fear it might be taken away. When he made love with a woman, he kept his distance, not looking her in the eye, leaving when the act was done.

He’d tried these tactics with Alexandra, but she’d managed to make him care for her anyway. Now he had a sick, churning feeling in his belly every time he thought about losing her. This was exactly why he’d kept to himself all these years, working hard for the revolution and not pursuing relationships. He knew what it felt like to lose the people he cared most about. He’d never wanted to feel that pain again.

But as she stirred and turned to face him, burrowing her cheek against his chest, Tristan knew it was too late. The pain was a foregone conclusion. Somehow he would survive it.

“I don’t ever want to get out of bed again,” she murmured sleepily. “Montagne may be an arrogant arse, but he has excellent taste. This is the most comfortable bed I’ve ever slept in.”

“Perhaps because I’m in it.” He ran a hand over her soft hair, ruffling it slightly.

“I won’t argue.” She sighed, then looked up at him. “I suppose I have to rise soon. Ffoulkes will want to go over everything, and I should have Montagne show me the map one more time.”

“I wish you didn’t have to do this. It’s so dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” She ran a finger over the scar on his jaw. “All I must do is climb the Temple. Once I’m in, it will be easy. You have the more difficult task.”

He didn’t agree, but there was certainly no guarantee he would even be admitted or that the guards would believe his lies. “You know that if even one part of this plan goes awry, we are doomed.”

“Then we make certain we don’t fail. We are the king’s last hope.”

“I never thought I would risk my life for a noble.”

“I never thought I would trust a revolutionary.”

He propped himself on his elbow and looked down at her. “You trust me?”

“With my life.”

“Because you have no choice.”

“I always have a choice.” She feathered his hair back from his forehead. “The question is whether you trust me.”

“If anyone can climb the Temple, it’s you. I’ve seen you on the roofs—”

She put a finger over his lips. “That is not what I mean.”

His eyes searched hers.

“I mean, do you believe I won’t betray you?” she asked. “Do you believe I care for you? That I’ll protect you?”

“I don’t need you to protect me.”

“I don’t need you to protect me, either, but I believe you will. I know you will.”

“I trust you,” he said.

She lifted a brow. “Prove it.”

“How?”

She rose, pushing him back on the pillow until she was looking down at him. And then he understood. Would he trust her to take the lead in bed, as she’d trusted him to do?

She leaned down to kiss him, moving over him. When he lifted his arms to hold her, she grasped his wrists, slid her hands to his fingers, and twined her fingers with his. He waited for the panic to seize him, for his chest to feel as though a vise tightened around it, for his breath to grow short and his throat to close.

None of that happened. Her skin was silky soft against his, her mouth tantalizing as she kissed him. And when she straddled him, the heat of her was impossibly arousing.

She looked down at him, clearly asking for permission as she settled his hard member at her opening. “Oui?” she whispered.

“God, yes.”

“You’re not uncomfortable?”

“I’m impatient.”

“You French are so impatient.”

He chuckled as she threw his own words back at him. His chuckle turned to a groan when she lowered her hips slightly, taking him slowly inside. He attempted to thrust deeper, but she was definitely in control and thwarted him.

“Will you trust me to give you pleasure?”

His fingers clenched around hers, and he nodded his head. She lowered herself farther, so he entered her inch by tortuous inch. Finally, he was sheathed to the hilt, his breath coming fast, his brow beaded with sweat.

Then she began to move, and his vision swam. She knew just the rhythm, just the depth he needed. Looking up at her, he felt no fear of dominance. No memories of the night the duc had taken his revenge returned. Tristan only saw Alexandra, her lovely body moving over his.

“I want to touch you,” he said, and her fingers released his hands. He slid his palms over her hips, loving the feel of her undulating under his touch. Then he dipped across her waist and up to cup the gentle swell of her breasts. When his thumbs grazed her nipples, she caught her breath and her movements faltered. He felt her clench around him and moved his hand back down her torso until he slid his fingers between their bodies. She arched back, giving him access, and he found the slick, hard nub of her pleasure.

He pressed his thumb to it, moved in circles, and her hips began to thrust more rapidly. She was impossibly beautiful. Why had he feared this? She wasn’t dominating him. She was loving him, giving herself to him so completely. Her body tightened, and he felt her clench him, just as her head fell back and a long, soft moan escaped her lips.

Before she could completely recover, he rolled them over so he was once again on top. Now he looked into her eyes. He slid in and out of her. He was loving her as thoroughly as she had done him. Her eyes were hazy from pleasure, her body still bucking with her release, but she met his gaze and held it.

Tristan realized that in his efforts not to be dominated, he in turn, had dominated. Only now were they truly equal, each taking and giving with trust and passion and...did he dare to think more?

He was close to climax and he drove deep into her, making her moan with pleasure. “Yes. Don’t stop.”

He drove into her again, and she cried out in pleasure. He never wanted to leave her, but she trusted him to protect her. He pulled out, spilling his seed outside her body, then collapsing beside her, out of breath and shaken.

The way he felt with her...He did not know what to do with these feelings. Hold them tightly or let them go as he must let her go.

Time and time again, he must let her go.

She rose first, taking the cloth he’d used earlier to clean herself. She moved about the room naked and unself-conscious. She was so lovely that in another time and another place he would have insisted she never dress.

She climbed back into bed, but sat on her knees, looking down at him. “If I lie down, I will never rise again.”

“Come here,” he said, half expecting her to object. She didn’t, and when she scooted closer, he pulled her down for a kiss. “Did I prove I trust you?”

“More than. In fact, if you keep kissing me, I’ll make you prove it again.”

“Little wanton.”

“I don’t deny it.” She looked down, and when her eyes met his again, she looked serious. “If anything should happen tonight, I want you to know—”

Now he put a finger over her lips. “Don’t say it.” If she loved him, and God, he hoped she would tell him she loved him, he couldn’t hear it now or he’d never be able to go through with the mission tonight. “You don’t need to say it.”

“If I never get another opportunity?”

“Don’t think that way. And besides, I already know.”

She arched a brow. “Do you?”

“I’m the best lover you’ve ever had.”

She laughed, breaking the serious mood. “If it wasn’t true, I’d hit you. And I thought Montagne was arrogant.”

Someone pounded on the door. “Get dressed and get out here before Ffoulkes comes in and drags you out.” It was Dewhurst, sounding as surly and rude as always.

“Five minutes,” Alexandra called.

“Two,” Dewhurst muttered, then clomped away.

They both washed and dressed, then joined the rest in the salon. The doors to the garden were closed and the room was cold, as no one had wanted to risk lighting a fire in the hearth.

Tristan was the last to arrive in the salon, and all eyes in the somber group turned to look at him.

“This is it then,” Ffoulkes said. “We either prove ourselves or die trying.”

***
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ALEX WAITED UNTIL SHE was certain no guards were patrolling this side of the Temple, then scurried through the small group of trees where she’d been hiding. At the small wooden fence that surrounded what she supposed was a vegetable garden, she paused and removed her boots. The night was cold but not windy, for which she was thankful. Still she might have wished for her cloak and mittens, but neither were practical for what she was about to do.

She tugged the slippers over her feet. They were thin and flexible, much like what a ballet dancer would wear, and she made sure her hat was pulled low over her hair. The sun had gone down, but if the last rays glinted off her hair, she would too easily be seen against the shadowed hulk of the Temple.

She’d borrowed breeches from Montagne. They came to her ankles but were snug enough that the cord she’d tied about her waist held them securely. For once she was glad of the marquis’s love of fashion, which included tight, tight breeches.

Alex knew Montagne and Leroy watched from the tree-lined park and she gave them a quick wave before running across the open field between the Temple and the garden. She pressed herself to the wall of the Temple and looked up. About three feet above her was a stone receptacle that collected the rain water from the attached drain pipe. That pipe ended on the uppermost tower. If she could reach the top of the receptacle, she could shimmy up the pipe until she gained the small walkway that surrounded the steep triangular towers.

She’d only seen this side of the Tower from a distance, and she’d hoped she could jump and reach the receptacle, but now she saw it was too high. She would have to climb the bricks, until she could climb on top of the receptacle. No easy task, especially when a guard might round the corner at any moment and see her. She hoped Tristan had sought to gain entrance by now and was keeping the guards busy.

Taking a deep breath, Alex reached up and found a handhold in the ancient bricks of the Temple. She found another with her other hand and braced her feet against a pipe that, from the smell, presumably emptied a garderobe. The pipe was too thin to support her full weight, but she used it to push herself off the ground. Her biceps immediately began to burn as she pulled herself up. Her legs stayed steady against the pipe, but she wobbled as she sought another handhold.

Finally, she found one and, with a grunt, pulled herself higher. A couple more feet and she could climb on top of the receptacle. She would not look up at the long climb she had ahead of her. One step at a time. She sought the next handhold, grasped it, but her hands were moist with sweat now. Her fingers slipped on the stone and she began to lose her grip. She slid downward, landing hard on the earth below.

***
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TRISTAN GAVE THE COMMANDER of the guard at the Temple his most imperious glare. He conjured Montagne in his head and added a look down his nose for good measure. His hands trembled, and he clenched them behind his back. “Citoyen, it is not your place to question why I’ve returned so soon. Citoyen Robespierre has sent me. That is all you need know.”

“Is Citoyen Robespierre displeased?”

“If he is, you will hear it from the man himself. I am merely here to look in on Citoyen Capet once again. As you see on the papers in your hand, I have permission from the highest levels to be here.” Now was when he would see if Mademoiselle Blake’s forgery was worth anything.

The guard looked down at the papers again. “I will fetch Citoyen Simon.”

“Good.” Tristan watched him move away, his fingers aching from the tight grip. Ffoulkes had told him Simon would be away from the Temple. He hadn’t said how he planned to accomplish that feat. Tristan had assumed another member of the League or the Pimpernel himself would take care of that matter. But it looked as though that effort had failed. Tristan wasn’t prepared to give up yet. The mission was not lost because Simon was present. It would just be made more difficult.

Was Alexandra inside yet? Montagne and Leroy? He didn’t think so. It felt like hours, but he had only been here minutes. He had to keep the guards busy so they were not inclined to wander.

“Have you had enough to eat lately?” he asked the small contingent standing about nearby. “What about your stores of wine? This has been a cold winter.”

The men were eager to give him a list of necessities, and he pretended to be vastly interested, promising them everything they needed and more.

Finally, the captain returned. He did not look pleased, but Tristan’s grip finally lessened slightly. Simon was not with him.

“Citoyen Simon has gone out and not yet returned, Citoyen Chevalier.”

“I see. Does he often leave his charge like this?”

The captain exchanged glances with his men. “Not often, citoyen. He has taken his wife. I am certain the matter must be important. Perhaps a visit to family. They cannot have visitors here, you understand.”

“I do.”

The captain shoved the papers back into Tristan’s hand. “You will have to return when Citoyen Simon is present.”

“Why? Surely you can show me to the boy’s chamber.”

“Citoyen Simon doesn’t allow anyone contact with the boy unless he is present.”

“As much respect as I have for Citoyen Simon, I’m afraid I must insist.”

“And I’m afraid I must refuse you, Citoyen Chevalier. Good evening.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Nineteen


[image: image]


This was her third try, and if she didn’t reach the receptacle this time, it wouldn’t matter if she did so later. She’d wasted far too much time and all but broken her neck on the last fall. She had to hurry.

Alexandra found the now-familiar handholds again and levered herself up. This was the point at which she’d lost her footing the previous time, so she was careful to find a wide brick. She’d rubbed her hands with dirt to keep them dry. Now as she moved upward, she let out a slow breath of relief that she held on. Just another couple of feet and she would grab the receptacle. She could rest a moment and then begin the climb up the drainpipe.

She was hungry, thirsty, and exhausted, but she put it all out of her mind. She could rest later, eat and drink later. The king was all that mattered.

She inched up, grasping at a small handhold and searching for another just as quickly. Her hand slipped, but fortunately, she caught a jutting brick and held on. Heart pounding, she reached for the receptacle. Her feet dangled for just a moment and then she had it and climbed on top.

Alex caught her breath and shook her arms to ease the burn. She wrapped both hands around the drainpipe and pulled on it, testing its strength. It was solid and did not pull away from the stone.

“Here we go.”

She began to inch up the pipe as one might a rope, arms pulling with all her strength, followed by knees. This action was familiar to her, and she felt more comfortable. Of course, the Temple was much higher than any tree she’d climbed. She had to pause halfway to the top of the Temple and rest, though it was not much of a rest when she was using every muscle she could to hold on to the drain pipe.

Tears sprang to her eyes as she fought the pain and exhaustion. She could not give up. If she failed, the mission failed. She would not have the king’s death on her conscience. Alex began to climb again, gritting her teeth and closing her eyes against the sting of tears and sweat burning her eyes.

Pull. Slide. Pull. Slide.

She concentrated on the rhythm, ignoring everything else.

Pull. Slide. Pu—

Her hand slid back down the drainpipe, and she fought to prevent her body from sliding down as well. She clenched the pipe tightly with her knees, then pulled her hand back to wipe away the slick wetness on her coat. The scent of blood was tangy in her nostrils. The skin of her palms had split and the blood mixed with the dirt she’d used to keep her flesh dry. She replaced the bloody palm and began to climb again. But this time the other slipped and she lost her grip, arching back into the cool air of the night.

Alex made the mistake of looking down. It was a long, long fall.

***
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“VERY WELL,” TRISTAN said, turning away from the captain of the guard. The man had made his decision, and Tristan could not force his way in. There were a dozen guards around him. He would lose.

But one thing was clear. The captain of the guard had not yet been told that Tristan was a traitor. Perhaps Robespierre wasn’t yet certain of that. But if the guard had been told of the republic’s suspicions, he would have tried to keep Tristan there rather than send him away.

“I shall fetch Robespierre and return as soon as possible,” Tristan said as he walked away, speaking loudly enough for his voice to carry back to the captain. “He will not be pleased to be taken away from his dinner, but when I explain his written orders are no longer good enough—”

Tristan could hear the murmur of voices behind him. The men clearly did not relish a meeting with Robespierre. Tristan could hardly fault them. When Robespierre was present, heads tended to roll.

“Citoyen,” the captain called.

Tristan stopped.

“I did not say Citoyen Robespierre’s orders were not sufficient. I merely said that Citoyen Simon does not allow the boy visitors without his presence.”

Tristan did not turn around. “And so I take it Citoyen Simon’s wishes trump Citoyen Robespierre’s.”

“No, of course not.” The captain was before Tristan now, his expression all amicability. “There is no need to interrupt Robespierre. If you are willing to wait for just a little while, Citoyen Simon will return—”

“No.” Tristan gestured to the darkening sky. “The curfew will be in effect soon. If I wait, I will be breaking it. I don’t have to tell you, Captain, the importance of following the rules of our new republic. They are intended for the safety of every citizen.” He sincerely hoped the captain didn’t point out that if Tristan fetched Robespierre and returned, then he’d still be breaking the curfew.

The captain glanced at his men and lowered his voice. “I would only ask you keep this to yourself. If Citoyen Simon discovers what I have done, he will be most displeased.”

“I have no reason to speak to Antoine Simon of this.” He’d done it. He would be escorted inside. The mission was far from complete, but at least now it was underway. Tristan had to work to appear calm and to keep the smile from his face.

“You will be quick, citoyen?”

“Of course. As I said, I would like to be home long before the curfew.”

The captain blew out a breath. “Then follow me.”

Tristan entered the Temple through the same door he had before. The guards stationed throughout were alert and attentive. It would not be easy to slip the boy past them. Fortunately, that was not his task. As he climbed higher and deeper into the Temple, he thought of Alexandra scaling the outside wall and hoped she had already made it to the top. He could only stall the captain so long before the man would be suspicious.

Finally, the captain reached the level where the boy was imprisoned. As before two guards stood outside the boy’s door.

“How is he?” the captain asked.

“Quiet, sir,” one of the men replied.

“Would you like to see him?” the captain asked.

“I would.”

The captain gestured and one of the guards slid back the rectangular viewing plate. Tristan stepped forward and removed his notebook with the worn blue cover. “If you do not mind, I would like a few moments of privacy to make my notes.” Because he expected a protest, he said, “Captain, you may stay, but I would ask you to stand over there so as not to distract me.”

The guards looked at each other and then the captain, who nodded. “Take a short break.”

“Yes, sir.” The two men departed, and the captain leaned against the wall at the far end of the corridor.  

Tristan peered through the opening in the door. The small, thin form of the boy lay on the pallet on the floor. He faced away from the door.

Tristan’s gaze slid to the padlock on the door. It would probably pose no real difficulty for Leroy, but Leroy needed to get inside.

Hurry, Alexandra, he thought as the moments flew by.

***
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ALEX SHIFTED HER WEIGHT until she landed with a hard thud against the stone of the building, the drainpipe still clenched between her knees. Her head swam, and her heart pounded. That had been far closer than she would have liked. She didn’t know how long she had been at this, but she knew time was of the essence. She could afford no more close calls, no more errors. Taking the time to wipe the blood from her hands again, she grasped the drainpipe and began to climb.

Pull. Slide. Pull. Slide.

She muffled a cry of pain as a rough piece of metal stabbed at her skin, but she ignored it and continued to climb. She could see the wall of the walkway around the Temple roof now. Five feet, then four. Her arms shook and her muscles threatened to give in to fatigue. She fought the impulse and put every last ounce of strength into pulling herself up one more time. Then one more.

Her shaking hand grasped the stone wall. She had intended to use the drainpipe to climb over it and drop down, but she hadn’t counted on how hard the climb up would be. She feared if she didn’t take hold of the wall, she might never make it. She placed both hands on the edge of the wall and used her legs to push off the drainpipe and lever her body up. Her legs, though tired, were not as spent as her arms. She was able to hook her elbow over the wall, climb over, and tumble down onto her back.

The rampart was narrow, but she could lie on her side. She closed her eyes and took several breaths, then she climbed awkwardly to her feet. She didn’t want to use her aching hands. Keeping low, she began to run the length of the walkway, in the direction of the park, where Leroy and Montagne hid among the trees. By now, they would be in position and waiting for her to admit them. The barbican to the Temple was the opposite direction, and she hoped Tristan had made it inside.

Montagne had told her each turret had a door that opened onto the rampart. Then spiral stairs led down to landings where doors opened to the various levels. The turret stairs were old and dilapidated. It was more likely those inside the Temple would use the internal stairs between levels. Still, there was the chance she might come face-to-face with a guard coming up the stairs as she ran down. Alex removed the dagger from the sheath she’d tied to her belt and held it at the ready.

Ffoulkes wanted no interaction with any of the guards. He did not want them to know the boy was gone until morning, if at all possible. Once the boy’s escape was known, he would be pursued, and the gates to the city closed. It was imperative that the league was out of Paris before then.

Alex rushed down the stairs, narrowly avoiding rotting floorboards and scurrying mice. Fortunately, it did appear the stairs were rarely used. At the lowest level, she paused at the exit door. This door opened into a room used to store dry goods, like flour and potatoes. The cooks and maids should be gone for the day, but there was always a chance one had stayed a bit late to clean up or prepare for the following day.

Alex listened at the door for what felt like an hour, but was probably only three or four minutes.

All was silent.

She sheathed her dagger again, lifted the latch, and pushed at the door. Montagne had warned her the door might squeal when opened or stick, as it was so rarely used. But when she pushed against it, nothing at all happened. The door would not move. Alex stepped back, but the only light she had filtered in from the arrow loops a few feet back and up.

She couldn’t tell if the door was locked or if she had not lifted the latch high enough. She tried again, and again the door did not budge. Montagne and Leroy were definitely in place now. Tristan was most likely inside. Everyone was waiting on her, and she couldn’t get the damn door open.

Throwing caution to the wind, Alex lifted the latch as high as she could and shoved her shoulder against the wooden door.

Nothing happened.

***
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“HAVE YOU SEEN ALL YOU need to see?” the captain asked after Tristan had stood pretending to look through the viewing hole for several minutes. In reality, he was listening for any sound to indicate that Alex and Montagne had managed to move Leroy into position.

Not that the three of them in position would matter if the captain continued to stand guard over him. He needed Dewhurst.

“Another moment or two,” Tristan said, stalling. He put a hand to his chin and stroked it thoughtfully. He heard nothing in the turret that would indicate Montagne was leading Leroy to him. But then the point was for them to move silently.

“And now?” the captain asked after three or four minutes had passed.

“I...” Tristan didn’t know what to say. How many times could he ask for another moment?

“Sir!” One of the guards tromped up the stairs behind the captain. Merde. If the guards were returning to their posts, the league would have no chance.

“What is it?” the captain asked, turning.

“The wine merchant is here with the delivery.”

Dewhurst. Finally.

“Now?”

“Yes. Should I send him away?” The guard’s eyes flicked to Tristan, and Tristan hastily looked back at the cell door.

“No. Tell him to go around back.”

“He wants to be paid, Captain. He says if he isn’t paid right away, he’ll take it all back to the warehouse.”

The captain made a low noise in the back of his throat. “I’ll be there in a moment.”

The guard nodded and clomped back down the stairs. The captain gave Tristan an impatient look. “Are you quite ready, citoyen?”

“Not quite. If you don’t mind, I need just a few more minutes.”

The captain sighed. Clearly, he did mind. And clearly, he did not want to lose his monthly ration of wine.

“I will return in five minutes. Do not go anywhere else. Stay right here.”

Tristan waved an arm, dismissing the order. “I’ll be here when you return.”

The captain turned on his heel and rushed down the stairs. Immediately, Tristan went to the turret door and yanked it open. But no one waited there.
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FIRST HER HANDS, NOW her shoulder. Alex blew out a breath and stepped back as far as she could from the door without losing her hold on the latch. She rammed the door with her shoulder, feeling a shock of pain reverberate through her, but also, thank God, feeling the door move slightly. Just to be certain she was not imagining things, she peered at the casement. Indeed, there was a sliver of space.

She rubbed her shoulder and rammed the door again. Then again. Finally, she was able to stick her head partway through. The room was empty, which was fortunate. Unfortunately, someone had placed a heavy crate in front of the door. She couldn’t tell what was inside, but whatever it held was heavy and solid.

Now that she had the door open slightly, she did not need to hold the latch. She leaned all of her weight on the door and felt the crate move slowly out of the way. Feeling she had lost far too much time, she squeezed out of the narrow opening in the door, banging her nose so that tears welled in her eyes.

She swiped them away and stood surveying the room. An image of Montagne’s map came to her. She faced the rear of the room and raced back to another stack of crates filled with potatoes and apples that would be taken into the cellar and stored. Using her body to push the crates aside, she cleared the edges of the cellar door. Apples fell from one of the crates, and she tried to catch as many as she could so they would not thud loudly on the floor. Then she pulled the cellar door open and Montagne and Leroy blinked up at her.

“About bloody time,” Montagne said.

Alex must have looked how she felt because the marquis held up a hand to ward off a blow. Alex moved back, and the marquis and the locksmith climbed out of the cellar. Montagne surveyed the room. He pointed to the turret door opposite the one she’d forced open. “We’ll take that one. Close the other and let’s go.”

“You close the other,” Alex hissed and moved toward the door opposite. Of course, this one had nothing blocking it and opened easily. She pulled out her dagger again and stepped inside. Montagne and Leroy were right behind her. They raced up the stairs, Alex breathing hard and feeling as though her legs would give way at any moment.

When they reached the top, the door was already open. Alex stopped short, causing Montagne to ram into her from behind. She spilled forward and fell at a pair of booted feet.

“I was worried,” Tristan said, helping her up. “The captain will be back any moment.”

“Then I had better get to work,” Leroy said, taking a roll of linen from his pocket and unfolding it on the floor. Tucked inside were the tools of his trade, assembled from supplies retrieved from the safehouse by Ffoulkes. Montagne lifted one of the torches from the sconces on the wall and shoved it in Alex’s hands.

“Hold this.” He went to the door of the cell and looked through the rectangular viewing window. A moment later he swore quietly.

“What is it?” Alex asked. “Is he not in there?”

Montagne’s face was grim. “He’s in there. Hurry, Leroy.”

Alex looked down at the metal tools Leroy had unrolled. He lifted a long straight object with a flat end and inserted it into the padlock. “A little more light, s’il vous plaît.”

Alex lowered the torch. Her gaze darted between Leroy’s efforts and Tristan, who stood in the shadows near the stairwell. “How long do we have?” she whispered.

“I don’t know. Dewhurst’s distraction worked, but the captain didn’t like leaving me.”

“I almost have it,” Leroy said. “Ce fils de salope is old and a bit rusty. But...”

Alex heard the snick as one of the pins gave way.

Montagne was pacing back and forth, which Alex wanted to point out was not at all helpful. If she hadn’t had to hold the torch, she probably would have been pacing as well.

“Leroy...” Montagne’s voice had an edge of warning in it. “If we’re caught, I doubt the mob will wait for the guillotine. We’ll be torn apart in the streets.”

“Shh!” Alex glared at him. But now that he’d seen the boy, Montagne was more agitated than ever. She supposed it was like a starving man who spots ripe fruit that’s hanging on a vine just out of reach. Still, every second felt like hours. She exchanged a look with Tristan, and though his eyes were wide with concern, his jaw was set. They would not leave Louis Charles behind. They would die first.

And the latter possibility was looking more and more likely as Leroy continued to wrestle with the padlock.

Then, to her surprise, the padlock snapped open, clanging loudly on the door. Leroy pulled it aside, and Montagne shoved the locksmith out of the way. They’d already decided Montagne would be the one to take the child out of his cell, but the marquis wasn’t waiting. He yanked the door open and went inside. Alex returned the torch to the wall and ran to Tristan. “Leave as soon as the captain returns. I hate that you must stay behind.”

“If I’m not here, the captain will be suspicious. The longer we keep the boy’s release a secret, the better.”

She took his hands, forgetting hers had been injured as she climbed. His eyes widened, and he tried to turn her torn hands over.

“I’m fine.” She clenched her hands into fists. “I just...I don’t know how...”

“Then don’t say adieu. We’ll meet again.”

“How? When?”

“I don’t know, but you can’t think that now I’ve found you, I’ll let you go.”

She stared at him. What was he saying? “Do you mean that—” She pressed her lips together as the sound of voices came from below stairs. “He’s returning?”

“Yes. Get Montagne and go.”

Alex hesitated only a second, trying to fix Tristan’s face in her memory. Then she ran to the cell and hissed, “Laurent! Now!”

The smell in the cell sent her reeling backward, which was for the best because the marquis emerged just then carrying a small bundle she knew must be the king, but that seemed far too small for a boy of eight. He had his head buried against Montagne’s shoulder and Montagne was murmuring to him in a reassuring tone. He went straight to the open door in the turret and started down the stairs.

Alex peered into the cell once again. Montagne was supposed to have made a bundle under the bedsheets to make it appear as though the king was sleeping. He’d either forgotten or couldn’t find any materials.

“He’s coming!” Tristan hissed.

“Leroy, your coat,” Alex ordered. Montagne and the king were away. If she was caught it would make it that much more difficult to take the king out of the country, but Montagne would not wait for her. Leroy pulled off his coat and handed it to her.

“I still have to replace the padlock!”

Alex stared at Tristan. “Stall him!” Then, covering her nose with her sleeve, she ran into the cell.
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Tristan watched Alex disappear into the cell and very much wanted to go in after her. He wanted to pull her out and force her to leave, to run to safety. Leroy gave him a panicked look, and Tristan did the next best thing he could think of. He turned and marched down the stairs, intercepting the captain, who would have reached them in a matter of seconds.

“Captain, there you are!”

The captain of the guards looked annoyed to see Tristan heading toward him. He tried to push forward, but Tristan barred his way. “Captain, I have a few questions for you.”

“I can answer them at the gate, Citoyen Chevalier. I must look in on the prisoner one last time.”

“Of course, but before you do that.” The stairwell was narrow, and Tristan need only edge a bit one way and then the other to block the captain. “Can you tell me how you intend to keep the boy from escaping his cell. I noticed he has a window.”

The captain lowered his brows. “The window has bars on it, citoyen. I’m sure you must have noted that.”

“But how old are the bars? Is the iron still solid? Iron does tend to weaken over time. Have you tested these bars yourself, Captain?”

“I have not. No one but Citoyen Simon is allowed inside the cell with the little brat.”

“Ah, yes. Citoyen Simon.” Tristan crossed his arms and leaned a shoulder against the wall of the Temple. “And where is he? Does he often leave his work? Where does he go?”

The captain stiffened. “I’m afraid if you want that information, you will have to ask Simon himself. Now, if you will excuse me.” He gestured toward the landing.

Tristan could think of no more questions, nothing else that would delay the captain. But instead of allowing the man to pass, he turned to lead him up, walking as slowly as possible. Behind him, the captain huffed out an impatient breath.

Tristan’s heart pounded as they reached the landing. Had Leroy managed to close the padlock and lock the cell? Had Alexandra escaped the cell? He stepped onto the landing, but before he could survey the scene, the captain pushed past him. He went directly to the cell and peered inside. Then he looked at the padlock and looked at Tristan.

Tristan swallowed and took a step back. He might be able to outrun the captain, but the other soldiers would catch him easily.

“Look at this,” the captain said, gesturing to the open panel in the cell door.

Tristan hesitated.

“Go on. Look.”

Feet heavy, Tristan plodded to the door and looked through the panel.

“Sleeping. That’s all the brat does. And you worry about him breaking bars on windows!”

Tristan scanned the cell. A small lump was under the threadbare blanket. He could just see what appeared to be a dirty tuft of hair poking out.

“I think it is time you returned home.” The captain gestured to the stairs. “Curfew is in less than an hour. Surely, you do not want to break the law.”

“No.” Tristan dared not glance at the turret door. He hoped Alexandra and the rest were out of the Temple by now. He would take his time leaving, hoping his presence would be a distraction that might keep the league from discovery.

***
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ALEX COULDN’T BREATHE deeply. She could barely move, and she imagined the sensation was much worse for Montagne, who was a good deal larger than she.

“I have it. I have it,” a voice said, sounding far away. “You’ve done enough.”

Alex hoped it was Dewhurst. She heard a thud and a noise as presumably a wine barrel with one of the four of them was rolled into the wagon. She said a quick prayer that the king was not too frightened. She didn’t know how Montagne had managed to persuade the boy to climb into the barrel, but he’d done so. The boy had looked terrified, but he did not argue. Perhaps his spirit had been crushed, and he no longer knew how to argue.

Her barrel tipped, and she almost let out a squeak of surprise. She pressed her hand, tucked against her chest, to her lips and remained silent.

“The empty ones are light as a feather,” Dewhurst said. She knew his voice now that he was so near. She began to move, her head spinning as the barrel rolled up the cart. “Go on and enjoy your wine. I won’t say a word.”

She stopped rolling, and Dewhurst set her upright again. The problem was he set her upside down. He was supposed to have paid attention to the direction the barrel was facing when he turned it on its side. Apparently, he’d been so busy trying to make the guard leave, he’d forgotten to look. Alex tried to lift her hands to brace herself so her head didn’t ram against the bottom of the barrel. All of her weight crushed down, making breathing even more difficult. But she dared not make any noise until they were away.

She heard another barrel rolling up the ramp to the back of the cart, but Dewhurst didn’t speak. Hopefully that meant the guard had left him. Had Tristan made it out? Was he safe? Would she even see him again before he took the carriage that would travel to London?

Her head started to pound, and she wrenched her shoulder against the side of the barrel, hoping to better brace herself. Finally, she heard the last barrel roll onto the cart, shaking the wooden slats her barrel sat on as Dewhurst set it down.

It seemed an eternity before the carriage began to move and then Alex wished it hadn’t. Her barrel jiggled and shook, bouncing her head against the bottom. Several times she almost lost her tenuous hold, which would have brought all her weight down on her neck and head, but she managed to hold on.

The cart jounced over the cobblestone streets and finally jolted over the rougher terrain she knew to be the park. Once she was certain they were away from the streets, she began to kick and scream. “Dewhurst! Let me out!”

The cart continued, the noise of the wheels and the horses too loud for Dewhurst to hear her.

Alex’s head thudded against the barrel again. She had to do something. She could barely breathe, and one big bounce might cause her to break her neck. She used the next jolt to lean her weight into the tilt of the barrel. It didn’t tip, but it swayed. At the next opportunity, she pushed as much of her weight against the barrel as she could. This time it leaned, balanced on the rim, and finally tipped over. 

The impact pushed all the breath out of her body, and her head hit the side of the barrel hard. For a moment, Alex thought perhaps the cart slowed, but then all she heard was a loud ringing in her ears.

***
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“WHERE THE DEVIL ARE they?” Tristan said to himself. He’d left the Temple, every step away from it expecting to be called back as the boy was discovered to be missing. Instead, he walked until the guards could no longer see him and all he could make out of the structure were the towers.

Then Tristan broke into a run. He headed down a side street and back toward the Temple, arrowing for the back, the section bordered by a wooded area.

He was to meet Dewhurst here and the six of them, four of them in wine barrels, would rendezvous with the carriages and go their separate ways. No one had told him where the rendezvous was. Only Dewhurst knew, and this was to make certain no one could give it away if they were captured.

Tristan entered the chilly darkness of the woods, peering through the gloom for any sign of the cart. He saw nothing. Perhaps Dewhurst wanted to be certain they were well hidden, so he walked further into the woods. Still nothing.

He found wheel ruts where Dewhurst and the cart must have been waiting while Alex and the others entered the Temple. But the cart was nowhere to be found now.

A trickle of unease rippled through him. What if Dewhurst had gone straight to the rendezvous? What if that had been the plan all along? Tristan Chevalier was known as Robespierre’s secretary. Wouldn’t it be easier for the league to escape without him? Surely they knew by now that Tristan would be under suspicion of having aided the enemy. But what did that matter to them if they had Capet far away?

Tristan clenched his fists. He couldn’t allow himself to think this way. Alex would never have agreed to that plan. She wouldn’t have left him.

Or would she? She’d looked at him with such sadness back at the Temple. Was that her way of saying adieu?

He’d been a fool to trust her. He’d been a blind, lovesick fool to allow her to slip her way into his heart when all along she cared nothing for him. Had she been laughing at him as she took her pleasure over him? Had he been a challenge for her to conquer before she left France to take the little brat to Austria?

He should have never let his guard down. Of course, she would use him if he allowed it. All she cared about was her precious league. Tristan felt the trees closing in on him. He’d risked everything and now he would be left behind to suffer the consequences. He would be caught and put to death. He would be fortunate to die by guillotine. Tristan’s one chance was that when Robespierre discovered the boy was gone, he would not want the people to know the boy had been freed on his watch, so to speak. He would keep the rescue a secret if possible, allowing the people to believe Citoyen Capet was still imprisoned in the Temple. That meant the mobs would have no reason to attack Tristan.

He leaned against a tree and closed his eyes. He’d always known it would end this way. As soon as he’d handed those papers over to Citoyen Allié he’d signed his own death warrant. There’d been no going back after that.

But the more Tristan considered his path, the less he regretted it. Would he have done things differently? If he’d known it would end this way, would he have kept Robespierre’s treachery to himself? Would he have traded the chance to touch, to kiss, to love Alexandra Martin, just to be safe in his position with the republic?

Tristan realized he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t have done anything differently. Even if, as it appeared now, Alexandra had betrayed him, he wouldn’t have given up even a moment of the time they’d spent together. She was worth the price he would pay now.

The low rattle of wheels moving toward him caught his attention and Tristan braced. Surely if the guard were looking for him they would come on horseback. Who would be driving a conveyance through the park now? Most people would be hurrying home before the curfew.

And then Dewhurst, his bonnet rouge pulled low over his brow, appeared, driving two horses harnessed to a cart with several wine barrels in the back. He barely slowed the horses before he threw Tristan the reins and jumped down. “What is it?” Tristan called, holding up a hand to settle the horses.

“I didn’t dare stop until now, but one of the barrels fell over. I’m afraid it might be the king.”

Tristan tied the reins to a tree and rushed to help Dewhurst right the barrel and pry the lid open.

“Bloody hell,” Dewhurst muttered.

Tristan’s heart was in his throat. It wasn’t the king but Alexandra. Her blond hair was matted to her face and blood ran down her cheek. “Help me get her out.”

Dewhurst grasped her under the arms and pulled her up, and Tristan freed her legs. Then Dewhurst passed her to Tristan. “I had better open the other barrels quickly.”

Tristan carried Alexandra’s lifeless body off the cart and laid her in the grass. Her eyelids fluttered, giving him hope, but she didn’t move or even moan, though he unintentionally jostled her. Behind him Dewhurst pried open barrels. Montagne emerged first, looking flushed but well. Together Dewhurst and Montagne freed Leroy and the boy. The boy was curled into a ball, clearly terrified but unharmed. Montagne spoke to him softly while Dewhurst rushed to Tristan’s side.

“We can’t stay here. The others are waiting, and we’re already late. If we’re much later, the gates will be closed for the night. I want the king out of Paris.”

“I’m not certain it’s safe to move her.”

“It’s not safe to stay here,” Montagne said. “We must go.”

Leroy had been arranging the wine barrels again and now lifted heavy blankets. Leroy and Dewhurst were to drive the cart to the rendezvous while Tristan, Montagne, Alexandra, and the boy hid under the blankets in the back of the cart.

“We’ll put Alex and the king between us,” Montagne told Tristan. “They’ll be cushioned that way.”

Tristan hated to move Alexandra again. She looked so pale and lifeless, but he carried her to the back of the cart and laid her between the sets of empty barrels. He lay down beside her and Montagne coaxed the boy to lie on her other side. When Montagne was in place, Leroy threw the blanket over them.

The boy whimpered, and Montagne whispered words of encouragement. “We’re almost there, Your Majesty. You know I will keep you safe. Soon you will be reunited with your sister.”

Tristan wondered how that was possible when the daughter of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette was still imprisoned in the Temple, but now was not the time.

“Dewhurst said you would be able to breathe in those barrels,” Tristan said as the cart began to move. “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” Montagne said. “It was hot and cramped, but I could breathe. If her barrel fell over, that must be how she hit her head. But I don’t know how her barrel would have fallen. Dewhurst drove the horses slowly. So slowly I could barely contain my impatience to be away.”

It was too dangerous to continue to speak, so Tristan lowered his head and pulled Alexandra against him, trying again to keep her head from hitting the boards beneath them. Tristan closed his eyes and for one of the first times since the attack by the Duc du Mérignac, he whispered a sincere prayer. His prayers hadn’t been answered when the duc had killed his parents and taken his innocence, and Tristan had no reason to believe they would be answered now. Still, he prayed.

The wagon clattered over cobblestones on the way to the rendezvous, the little boy began to cry, and still Tristan prayed. Finally, Alexandra moved against him. For a moment he was certain he had only imagined it or it had been nothing more than the movement of the cart, then she lifted her hand and touched her head.

Tristan felt like a man who’s been held under water and finally emerges on the surface again. He could breathe, and his heart, which had felt as though it might burst, now swelled with another feeling—hope.

“Where...”

He could not make out the rest of her words, but he leaned close to her ear. “We’re on the way to the rendezvous. You’re away. You’re safe. I have you.”

Her hand closed on his where he gripped her waist. She squeezed hard. “You are safe. I worried—”

“Shh. We’ll talk later.” But as soon as the words left his lips, he realized that wasn’t true. She would go her way and he his. This might be the last time they spoke.

He couldn’t let her go. Even if it meant going to Austria with her and the...king, he couldn’t leave her.

Finally, the cart slowed and turned. The late afternoon light filtering through the blanket dimmed and darkened. Under the blankets, no one stirred or even dared breathe too loudly.

The cart stopped and the silence seemed to clang as loudly as the horses’ hooves had a moment before.

“You’re a bonny sight. I dinnae think you were coming,” said a voice in English.

Alexandra pulled the blanket off her head.

“Wait!” Tristan urged.

“It’s Mackenzie,” she said. “I’d recognize his voice anywhere.”

Just then a man with brown hair and broad shoulders peered over them. “Och. What happened to you, lass? You look half deid.”

Alexandra touched her head again. “That oaf”—she pointed to Dewhurst, who had turned to look back at them—“set my barrel upside down. I could hardly breathe. I had to topple it just to take a breath and then when it fell over I hit my head.”

Dewhurst raised his brows. “Oh, now it makes sense.”

Tristan jumped to his feet. “It makes sense? You almost killed her!”

“But I didn’t.”

Mackenzie looked amused at the two men, but Ffoulkes strode over from beside the closed carriage that also occupied the enclosed courtyard in front of what looked like some sort of warehouse.

“We don’t have time for arguments,” Ffoulkes said. “If they close the gates early, we’ll never make it. Honoria there has all of the papers. Get yours and sort yourselves out.” He gave a deep bow to the boy. “Your Majesty. I will be honored to escort you to Austria. You have family there who, I believe, are eager to see you safe.” He gestured to Alexandra, who’d accepted a handkerchief from Mackenzie and was dabbing the blood on her forehead. “Miss Martin and I will accompany you.”

The boy looked from Montagne to Ffoulkes. “What about Uncle Laurent?” It was the first time Tristan had heard him speak, and he was taken off guard by the high pitch of the child’s voice. Such a small voice in such an emaciated body. How could Robespierre have been so afraid of a child as to treat him so monstrously?

“I’m afraid he will go another way tonight, but you have family in Austria who—”

“No!” The boy wrapped his arms around Montagne’s neck. “I won’t go without him.”

Tristan understood how the boy felt. He wanted to wrap his own arms around Alexandra and beg her to come with him.

“Your Majesty,” Montagne was saying. “You will be safe with Sir Andrew.”

Ffoulkes went to the end of the cart and removed the rope strewn there to secure the contents. “Come down and let’s meet properly.”

But when they’d all climbed down, the boy would not release Montagne from his hold. “Give us a moment, will you?” Montagne said and carried the boy to the carriage where Miss Blake stood. The two conferred quietly.

“He’ll not want to leave the king,” Ffoulkes said, voice low. “I should have anticipated the boy’s attachment.”

“But Honoria wants to return to London,” Alexandra said.

“I think she wants to be with the marquis more.” Ffoulkes gave them a fleeting look. “She’ll agree, and then I cannot travel with you. Two men might look suspicious, but two women will not. Alex, you can say you’re the boy’s nanny.”

She nodded. “I think the three of us will do very well once we escape Paris.”

Tristan could almost hear the words she’d been thinking—if we escape Paris.

“Then Dewhurst, you go with Chevalier and Leroy to London. I’ll stay behind. Mackenzie could use help with his next mission.”

“Aye, that I could.”

“I’m afraid I must object,” Tristan said, causing everyone to look at him. “I’m not going to London.”

Alexandra grasped his hand. “You can’t stay here. It’s too dangerous. No one has seen Ffoulkes. He is safe, but you are known.”

“I’m not staying here.” Tristan raised her hand to his heart. “But wherever you go, I go too.”

Alexandra stared at him, then shook her head. “That’s not—”

But Dewhurst slammed a fist on the side of the cart. “And this is why I always say don’t sleep with the enemy! We haven’t time for poetry and declarations of love. Alex, you’re with the king, the marquis, and Honoria. Chevalier, you’re with the locksmith and me.”

“Alexandra?” Tristan locked eyes with her. She would have to choose between him and her precious league.

“I’m sorry,” she said, tears in her eyes. “I’m so sorry.”
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Alex stared at Tristan, seeing the love in his eyes so plainly she didn’t know how she could have missed it before. He loved her. How could she have doubted it? And she loved him. And this was the worst possible time for that realization, but their time was now or never.

She looked at Dewhurst, his expression dark and foreboding. “I’m sorry.” Then she looked at Ffoulkes. “I’m so sorry. I’m not traveling with the king. I’m for London with Tristan.”

Tristan pulled her in his arms even as Ffoulkes and Dewhurst swore.

“What a bloody mess,” Ffoulkes muttered. “Honoria, let’s take a look at those papers.”

Everyone around them was speaking and shuffling papers and passports. Alex hardly noticed anything. All she knew was that she was in Tristan’s arms, and she’d never have to leave.

“I couldn’t let you go,” he said. “I love you.”

She pulled back, and his face was blurry through her tears. “I didn’t think I’d ever hear you say those words.”

“I know the feeling.”

She laughed. “I love you too, Tristan. I love you.” She pulled his head down and kissed him. As soon as their lips touched, there was nothing in the world but the two of them. She kissed him with all of the emotion and longing she’d felt, all of the love she thought he’d never return.

“Ahem. I hate to interrupt, but the curfew won’t wait.”

Alex heard the voice, but it sounded so very far away.

“No rush. Only a matter of life and death.”

With a smile, she pulled back and glanced at Ffoulkes, who stood beside them with hands on his hips. “Ah, I see you have returned to reality. And a fine reality it is, thanks to you and Montagne.” He nodded to Tristan.

“I’m sure you’ve found a way to work it out,” Alex said.

“Of course, I have.” He shoved a pile of clothing into her hands. “You will ride in the cart that Mackenzie is, even now, scattering with bits of produce. You will masquerade as a farmer and his wife returning from selling your crops in the city.” He pushed clothing at Tristan. “Dewhurst and Leroy are Claude and Emmanuel, your field hands.”

Dewhurst was changing coats, from the one he’d worn as a wine merchant to that of a poor farm worker. He pointed at Tristan. “Give me one order, and I’ll kill you.”

Ffoulkes ignored them. “Honoria is in the carriage donning travel clothes suitable for a woman traveling to Austria. When she finishes, do what you can to alter her appearance so she’s less attractive.” He nodded to the clothing in Alexandra’s arms. “This is what she was wearing. Put it on while we finish with the cart.” He pointed to the carriage Honoria had just exited.

Tristan and Alex climbed inside and immediately began removing clothing. She struggled to pull a blouse over her head and tuck it into the skirt.

“Here.” Tristan handed her a scrap of fabric. “You’d better put this over your hair. No farmer’s wife would have such fashionable hair.” He tied the kerchief over her head, then leaned down and kissed her gently. “Do you think we’ll make it out of the city?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Then this might be our last kiss.”

“If we survive, I have one request.”

“Anything.”

She grinned. “Really? Then I want you to go to the theater with me in London and watch Shakespeare.”

He groaned. “If I do, then you must grant me one request.”

“What’s that?”

“I’ll tell you after the play.” He kissed her hand, and they stepped out. Montagne and Honoria were waiting to climb inside, Montagne still holding the king. Alex did what she could to dull Honoria’s beauty with a bit of earth and clay, and she made Montagne stuff handkerchiefs in his cheeks to give his face a plump appearance. When she’d finished, she gave him a quick hug and Honoria a longer one.

“You will come back to London, won’t you?” Alex asked.

“I hope so. One day, but Louis Charles is like family to Laurent. And he is my family now.”

“And you always wanted adventure.”

“I always did. Be happy, Alex.”

“You too, Honoria.” They hugged again and then Tristan led her to the cart where Leroy and Dewhurst sat in the back, looking very much like French peasants. Ffoulkes gave Tristan a stack of papers.

“Take care of her.” Ffoulkes gave Tristan a hard look.

“I always have,” Tristan said, smiling at Alex. She smiled back, though she knew the danger was far from over.
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“DON’T OFFER ANY MORE information than the guards request,” Dewhurst was saying. “And keep your responses—”

“Brief. I know,” Tristan answered as the cart finally approached the north gate out of Paris. Dewhurst had been giving him the same advice for the past twenty minutes, as Tristan drove the cart through the crowded streets of Paris. He’d tried not to appear in a hurry, while hurrying toward the gates. They would close in a quarter hour, so they’d made it just in time.

Or so he thought until he saw the line to exit. Two dozen or more people, many on foot but some in coaches and carts, stretched in front of them. “Do you think we’ll make it?” he asked Alexandra.

“If nothing goes wrong in front of us.”

“And if someone has the wrong papers or causes a problem?”

She gave him a quelling look. “Let’s hope that doesn’t happen.”

No one wanted to consider their predicament if they did not escape the city tonight. By now those at the Temple might have noticed the king was gone. If not, they would surely know tomorrow, and no one would leave Paris until every inch of the city was searched. Tristan wondered if the little boy was already out of the city and on his way to Austria. However fearful he might be that his papers would be questioned or that he’d be recognized, it was nothing to the fear Montagne and Miss Blake must be feeling with the terrified little boy in their care.

The line moved forward and Tristan slumped down, as though settling in for a wait. Alexandra had smudged her face with dirt and kept it down. Of all of them, she was the most likely to be recognized, though it was doubtful these guards had spent much time at the theater. He wanted to take her hand and hold it both to reassure himself and her that this nightmare was almost over. He shouldn’t be pleased to flee to England. His first loyalty for so long had been to France. But he didn’t recognize France any longer. He didn’t recognize Robespierre. He had joined the patriots to avenge the deaths of his parents and his sister. But this reign of terror was not what they would have wanted for their beloved homeland. Daily executions and neighbor turning on neighbor was not what his brother at the front fought for.

It was time to leave Paris, time to allow old wounds to heal and scab over, time to let himself feel again. Alexandra had made all of that possible for him, and right now only a few people stood between them and their future.

He nudged the horses forward, and they were close enough that they could see the three guards. Two were quite young. They earnestly checked papers and waved travelers through. They were not experienced enough to be able to detect forgeries, and Miss Blake’s work was so expert that even a more knowledgeable guard, like the one sitting to the side, would probably not have known the papers as fakes. Tristan had looked at them and been fooled at first glance himself. Only the smallest signs gave anything away. The older guard, though, was no one to worry about. He had a woman with him, and they were leaning against the guards’ small building and laughing. He passed a flask to her and she drank, then passed it back. They glanced at the travelers with only a fleeting interest.

Two more groups and it would be their turn.

“Oh, no,” Alex murmured.

Tristan’s skin immediately went cold.

“What is it?” Dewhurst asked, keeping his gaze focused on the line behind him.

“I know the woman with the captain. If she recognizes me, we’re done for.”

“Who is it?” Tristan asked.

“Élodie from the People’s Theater. We’ve known each other for years. I don’t think she has any loyalty to the revolutionaries, but if she sees me she might accidentally—”

Dewhurst was pretending to stretch and leaned slightly out of the cart to get a look at the actress. “What do you mean she has no loyalty to the revolution? She’s obviously taken with the captain.”

“With the theaters closed she needs a protector. We all have to eat”—Alexandra watched as Élodie drank from the flask again—“and drink.”

“Keep your head down and she won’t notice you,” Leroy suggested.

“No.” Dewhurst’s tone was firm. “We can’t risk it.” He stood and jumped out of the cart.

“What are you doing?” Alex asked.

“Getting you out of here,” he muttered. “Go without me.”

“No!” Alexandra hissed. “You cannot stay. It’s too dangerous. You were seen at the Temple.”

“Let me worry about that.” And then without another word, he strode toward the captain and the actress. “Excuse me!” he said loudly. “Aren’t you that famous actress from the People’s Theater? Élodie Michel?”

Élodie put a hand to her cheek, which had turned a pretty shade of pink. Dewhurst slid in front of her to block her view of the passing carts. The group in front of them moved forward, handing their papers to the younger guards who had all looked over their shoulders with interest at Élodie and the captain.

“We can’t let him do this,” Alex muttered.

“What do you propose?” Tristan asked, his hopes of a life with her in England fading as quickly as the sun in the late afternoon sky.

“I don’t know, but we can’t leave him behind.”

Tristan glanced over at Dewhurst, who was gesturing animatedly. He couldn’t see Élodie as Dewhurst had blocked her completely. The captain’s gaze was also on Dewhurst, his brows drawn together in annoyance.

“We must leave him behind,” Leroy said, surprising them both. “He’s made his choice and if we fail now, his sacrifice is for nothing.”

Alexandra looked at Tristan. Tristan nodded. The locksmith was correct. No one would have chosen Dewhurst’s path, but he was on it now, and they could only make it more difficult if they strayed from their own.

The group ahead of them moved forward, and the guards looked past them. “The gate closes in five minutes!” one called. “Have your papers ready. If you are not through before the gate closes, come back first thing in the morning.”

A few people groaned at the suggestion they might have to stay the night in Paris. One of the guards, a blond with blue eyes, motioned them forward. “Papers,” he said. Tristan offered his and Leroy’s while Alexandra handed hers to the guard on the other side, an auburn-haired boy with ruddy cheeks. He glanced at her papers, then walked around the cart inspecting it.

The blond inspected his papers, then looked at Tristan, Alexandra, and Leroy. “Going to Normandy?”

“Oui, citoyen.”

“Does everything look as it should?” he asked the auburn-haired guard.

Alex kept her gaze down, and Tristan could almost feel the panic rising off her. If Élodie looked past Dewhurst and saw her, all of their lives would be in danger.

“Nothing to see here.” He handed Alexandra’s papers to the blond. Tristan almost reached out to take them, but he gripped the reins tighter, trying to act as though he was completely unconcerned.

The blond looked at Alexandra’s papers and then handed the entire stack back to Tristan. “You’d better hurry if you want to make it before nightfall.”

“Oui, citoyen.”

Tristan called to the horses and the cart started forward. His back burned as he felt the gaze of the guards on it. He clenched his fists to resist the urge to look back at Dewhurst. Alexandra gave a small moan, the only indication she had begun to weep. Tristan reached over and took her hand. “He will be fine. He’s resourceful.”

She nodded, wiping her eyes. “He’ll be fine.”

He wondered if she’d heard the lie in his voice as clearly as he’d heard the one in hers.
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“‛Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears,’” Tristan quoted as he strolled out of the theater with Alexandra on his arm. It felt strange to walk freely through the streets of London so late in the evening. In Paris, the curfew would have been in effect and anyone out and about without a pass would have been arrested. But here men in beaver hats with ebony walking sticks strolled by, smiling at the pretty girls they passed. Ladies climbed into coaches that clogged the already congested streets. Somewhere the bells of a cathedral rang, and a hawker advertised pasties in a voice rough from use.

He’d forgotten what freedom felt like.

“So you liked the play, then?” Alexandra said, smiling up at him. She was dressed in scarlet, a color she wore very well. When they’d arrived in London, lodgings and clothing had been waiting for them, as well as a position as a French tutor for himself. Tristan hadn’t asked questions. He knew when the Scarlet Pimpernel had a hand in something by now.

And just this morning a letter had arrived from Austria thanking Miss Martin for the safe delivery of the sheet music. It had caused much joy for the recipients and would be treated with the utmost care. Alexandra had burned the letter after she’d showed him. They embraced as they watched it burn, knowing the king, Montagne, and Miss Blake had succeeded on their journey.

They’d had no news of Dewhurst or of Ffoulkes. She’d made inquiries, what few she could, but no answers had been forthcoming. At Tristan’s urging, she’d also made an attempt to locate her parents. She had more luck with that search and had written to them at their last known destination, hoping they’d receive the letter when they traveled back that way. Tristan had agreed to attend Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar tonight in part because he wanted to take her mind off the friends she’d left behind in Paris. Also, because he didn’t hate Shakespeare as much as he’d led her to believe.

But there was no reason to drop the ruse now. “The play was tolerable.”

She scowled at him. “You sound more and more British by the day.”

“I attended the play you wanted to see, and this is the thanks I receive?”

“I’m sorry, but you have to admit it’s the perfect production for the time. A tyrant is murdered, which leads to civil war and ultimately to more tyrants. That must sound familiar.”

“Vaguely.”

They’d reached the edge of a park—Tristan couldn’t have said which one—and he decided this was as good a place as any. He gestured to an empty bench. “Sit with me a moment?”

She looked up at him, mischief in her green eyes. “I think we would be more comfortable at home,” she said.

Oh, they would have been very comfortable in their small flat above the bakery, but once she started kissing him and undressing him, he’d never manage to say what he wanted.

“I might even let you be on top this time,” she whispered.

Tristan took a shaky breath. They had all night to indulge her fantasies—and she had so very many fantasies.

“Humor me,” he said, indicating the bench again. She thrust her lower lip out, but sat. He shifted from one foot to the other. “Do you remember when we were leaving Paris I said I had a favor I wanted to ask of you after the play?”

“Yes. I just assumed you wanted to use the scarf to tie me up again.” She flashed him that dimpled smile.

“No.”

“No? I rather liked what you did when the scarf—”

He held up a hand. He’d liked it too. “This isn’t about what the two of us will do in bed tonight.”

“What’s it about, then?”

“I suppose...” Now that the moment was here he couldn’t think of the words. “It’s about the two of us in bed for the rest of our lives.”

Her foot had been tapping impatiently, but now it ceased and her face went completely blank. This was a skill she’d learned as an actress, a method she employed when she didn’t want to show emotion.

Tristan lowered himself to one knee and took her gloved hand. “I don’t have a ring,” he said. “I don’t have anything.”

Tears sparkled in her eyes as her mask began to break.

“All I can offer at the moment is myself and my love. I can’t promise you security.” God knew French tutors were poor, due to the fact they were abundant at the moment, what with all the French émigrés in London. “But I can promise I will always love you.”

Her free hand went to her lips. “Tristan, you don’t have to—”

“Let me finish. Alexandra Martin, will you marry me?”

She inhaled sharply, and for a moment he feared she would say no. But then she threw her arms around him, almost knocking him over. “Yes! Yes!” She kissed him, even though several people were walking by. “I’ll marry you. I love you, Tristan Chevalier.”

He held her tightly, ignoring the tsks of passersby. “I promise I will try to buy you a ring.”

“I don’t need a ring,” she said. She rose on tiptoe and whispered in his ear. “Let’s find that scarf again.”
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Author’s Note
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Ever since I first learned the fate of Louis Charles, the boy king, he has haunted me. The story of Louis Charles is perhaps the saddest of many sad stories to emerge from the French Revolution. He was only 8 when the royal family was sent to the Temple prison. After 6 months in prison, he was separated from his mother and put in a room by himself. His mother, Marie Antoinette, and his sister, Marie-Thérèse, said that for weeks they could hear him crying for his mother. His tears resulted in harsh punishment from the jailors. His mother and sister could hear his torment but could do nothing to help him.

Louis Charles endured horrendous abuse at the Temple. Some said he was given alcohol and made drunk, he was taught to swear and curse his mother and father, and there were reports he was sexually abused by prostitutes in order to give him venereal diseases. It’s hard to know what’s fact and what’s fiction in these accounts, but he did testify against his mother at her trial, alleging that she sexually abused him. This accusation is widely believed to be a lie to make the queen look bad. That Louis Charles was willing to utter the falsehood is proof of extensive manipulation by his captors. One can only imagine the suffering of this poor lonely child, forced to testify against his own mother.

The guards at the prison changed frequently and over time Louis Charles was forgotten and severely neglected. Accounts from the time claim he was locked in a room and passed food through an opening in the door. He stopped speaking and became seriously ill. He died before he could receive any care, and the doctor who did the autopsy concluded the child died of tuberculosis. His body was covered with scars from his abuse.

After his death there were many conspiracy theories, the most popular of which was that the child escaped. But in 1999 these rumors were put to rest as DNA testing showed that the heart the doctor removed from Louis Charles’s body during the autopsy and kept preserved for all these years was indeed that of Louis XVII.

There’s something about the death of Louis Charles that has always tugged at my heart. I can’t imagine what that child was thinking, all alone in his filthy cell, sick, cold, lonely. He must have wondered what he’d done wrong, and of course, the answer was nothing other than be born the son of a king. I can also imagine the anguish of his parents who could do nothing to comfort him. I can’t go back in time and save Louis Charles, but I could save him in this book. And that’s what I did through the actions of my fictional League of the Scarlet Pimpernel.

If you’re interested in learning more about the French Revolution, check out my videos on the topic on You Tube. 
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If you enjoyed this book, pre-order The Claiming of the Shrew, available April 2019.
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Here’s a sneak peek of The Claiming of the Shrew.
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CATARINA ANA MARCIÁ Neves ran into the London rain storm without so much as a cloak or an umbrella. She didn’t care. She was glad for the rain that washed the hot tears away. If anyone were to see them—if he were to see them, she’d be shamed.

She swiped at her eyes and looked fruitlessly for one of those conveyances that transported people for a fee. She didn’t know why she was crying. Of course, he had another woman. What had she expected? She hadn’t seen him for five years. And though they were married in God’s eyes, this country did not recognize the union. She had supposed Benedict Draven had considered himself wed, but clearly she had been wrong.

About a great many things.

Oh, why could she not find one of those carriages for hire?

“Catarina!”

She spun around in time to see her husband exit the door to his lodgings and barrel into the storm. He was the sort of man who barreled or shouldered or plowed into most things—war and marriage chiefly among them. He had broad shoulders and a wide chest and the unruliest red hair she’d ever seen, and unless her eyes had deceived her, that red hair was not yet streaked with gray. It was too dark outside to see anything but shadows now.

She gave him her back. “Go away.”

“You didn’t come all the way from Portugal to tell me to go away,” he replied, speaking loudly to be heard over the pouring rain.

“I did not come from Portugal at all.” It gave her a small measure of pleasure to point out his mistake. “Leave me alone, adulterer!” She lifted her valise and took a few steps.

“I am not an adulterer. The woman you saw in my flat is not my lover.”

She gave him a scathing look over her shoulder. “No decent woman would go to the home of a man unchaperoned.”

“Catarina, come inside and let me explain.”

“No, thank you.”

He frowned at her. “We haven’t seen each other for five years, and I come home to find you in my parlor. Now you plan to leave without even saying more than a dozen words to me?”

“Go speak to your harlot!”

He rolled his eyes and seemed to reach for patience. “You can’t stand in the rain all night.” His voice was oh so reasonable.

“I do not plan to. I am seeking a hacking or hackly...I forget the name.” She waved a hand.

“A hackney. Come inside, and I’ll have my man flag one. In this weather, it might be some time before one passes.”

“I will not.” She set the valise on the wet walkway. “There is nothing for me to say to you, at any rate. I only came to tell you that I want an annulment.”

Even in the dim light she saw the shock on his face. His ruddy complexion paled, and his mouth opened and closed uselessly. He took a step back from her, as though she had struck him.

Good. She wanted to wound him.

“Why?” he asked, voice barely audible in the downpour.

“I want to marry someone else, of course.”

He didn’t speak, and she watched as water cascaded down his forehead and across his face. His unruly hair lay flat for once, finally tamed.

“I have all the papers, senhor,” she said, hoping they hadn’t become wet along with the rest of the items in her valise. “I need your signature before I send them to the Holy Father.”

“I’m not even Catholic.”

She nodded. “That may help my petition. That and the fact that you never intended to—” Even with the cold rain pounding down on her, she felt her cheeks heat. “Never intended to produce children with me.”

His eyes locked on hers, and she was the first to look away.

And that’s when she saw the hackney. She raised her hand and the driver veered toward her.

Her husband grasped her hand and lowered it, turning her to face him at the same time. “Catarina, don’t go. Come inside and talk this over with me.”

His voice was deep and compelling, and even in the cold, his hand was warm and comforting. But she could not give in to his charms. Slowly, she drew her hand away.

“I cannot stay. You may find me at Mivart’s.”

“I see.” His shoulders straightened at the mention of the exclusive hotel. Now he would know she was not the same impoverished girl he’d known, a girl who had not even been able to afford shoes.

“Where to, gov?” The hackney’s driver directed his question to her husband, of course.

“Mivart’s in Mayfair. I can see to the door.” He opened the door for her and helped her inside, his hand colder now than it had been earlier. A moment later he set her valise on the straw lining the floor.

“Thank you, senhor.”

“I have...business to attend to, but I will call on you at my earliest convenience. Perhaps the day after tomorrow.”

“Fine.” She gave a pointed look at the door, but he didn’t close it. Instead he continued to stare at her, almost as though he thought she might be a spirit.

“Me ‘orse shouldn’t stand long in this weather,” the driver called.

“You’re right,” Draven said. “Good night, Catarina.” And he shut the door.

Catarina did not cry on the ride back to the hotel. She didn’t know what to feel. When Draven had walked into his receiving room with the woman, Catarina had been angry. But then when he’d said she was not his lover, Catarina had wanted to believe him. She wanted to believe his reaction to her request for an annulment was one of shock and dismay. She wanted to believe he did not want to let her go.

But she was no longer a child, and she could not afford to hold on to such childish fantasies. For years she’d prayed and hoped and yearned that he would come for her. If he’d wanted her, he would have. She had mistaken his reaction tonight. He probably cared only for the inconvenience she caused him.

She was barely inside the doors of the hotel, when Juan Carlos stepped out from behind the chair where he’d been lurking. His face blushed red with anger and his mustache quivered with impatience. “You are late,” he said in Spanish. He took her arm then abruptly dropped it, looking down at his damp hands. “What happened to you?” His gaze flew to her face. “You look like a street rat.”

“I was caught in the storm,” she answered in his language. She continued walking, heading for the staircase. “If you do not mind, I would like to change before I catch cold.” She lifted the hem of her heavy skirts.

His dark eyes dropped to her valise. “Did he sign the papers?”

“No,” she said simply. “Not yet.”

“What do you mean, not yet?” He followed her up the staircase. “You said this would be simple.”

“It will be simple, but it will also take more than a quarter hour. Benedict Draven is not the sort of man who acts without thinking.”

“Then he will sign tomorrow?” They reached the landing and she turned in the direction of the room she shared with Ines.

“He said he would call on me here the day after tomorrow.”

Juan Carlos made a sound of disgust. Catarina paused outside her room. “Do not fret, senhor. You will have control of my business soon enough.”

“Nonsense,” he said, reddening further. “I think only of your happiness and your marriage to my son.”

She gave him a hard look. “You think only of your own finances.”

“I am helping you, my dear.”

“I hardly consider blackmail a charitable endeavor. Buenos noches.”

She opened the door and Ines was immediately before her. Her younger sister had obviously been waiting on the other side and had probably heard the conversation with Juan Carlos. That was no matter. Ines knew all of her secrets, scant as they were.

“It seemed you were away forever. Oh!” Ines immediately began unbuttoning Catarina’s spencer. She was relieved as her own hands were too cold to manage. “You are wet to the bone.” She tugged the spencer off and turned Catarina around to begin unfastening her dress. Catarina felt as though she were the younger sister, though she was eight years older than Ines, who was barely eighteen.

“The weather is very bad.” Catarina stepped out of her gown and Ines started on her stays. “Cold and damp and wet.”

“I miss home.” By home Ines meant Portugal, not Barcelona, where the two had lived for the past three years.

“I do too.” But not as much as she would have thought. Catarina had liked the bustling city of Barcelona, and she found much in London to like as well. She might have wished to see the sun a bit more often than she had since arriving in England, but this was the land of knights and round tables. She found it enchanting. “Did Tigrino eat?”

“A little. He still hides under the bed and swats at the chamber maids’ feet when they walk by.” That sounded like her ill-tempered cat.

“I can do the rest,” Catarina said when Ines had loosened her stays. “Would you send for hot water?”

While Ines rang for footmen to bring hot water for a bath, Catarina stripped out of her wet stockings and chemise and wrapped a large blanket around her shivering body. She stood near the fire until she could feel her fingers and toes again.

“I am guessing your husband did not sign or Juan Carlos would have sounded happier.”

“I only spoke with Benedict Draven briefly,” Catarina said. “I waited for him at his home, but he did not return alone.” She gave her sister a meaningful look.

Ines furrowed her brow. “Why should that matter?”

Catarina wondered if she had ever been so innocent. “He had a woman with him.”

“His wife?”

Catarina had never even considered that possibility. Thankfully so. “No. He claims she is not his lover.”

“Do you believe him?”

Catarina shrugged. She had no reason not to believe her husband. To her knowledge, he had never lied to her before. He had always treated her with dignity, honor, and respect. “I lost my temper.”

“Oh.”

Her sister’s tone was one of horror.

“It was not so bad.”

Ines pursed her lips, looking dubious.

“We argued in the rain and—”

“And then he kissed you!”

Catarina rolled her eyes. Ines was in love with love. She supposed that was why her father had tried to marry the girl when she’d been fourteen. If Catarina hadn’t convinced her sister to run away with her, the girl would have a house full of babies by now, like four of her other sisters did. Perhaps five were married by now as Beatriz was sixteen already. Ines had been the only one of her six sisters who was anything like Catarina, though to be fair Joana had been only six when Catarina had left home and her personality still developing. But like all the others, Joana had shown signs of being shy and obedient and utterly subservient. It was difficult to be otherwise when one’s father was a tyrant who demanded submission and subservience from the women in his household.

Only Ines had shown a spark of rebellion. It wasn’t the stubborn, pig-headed rebellion her father said Catarina possessed. Ines was a dreamer and a romantic. She was also overly idealistic, which in itself did not recommend her to Catarina, except that she was willing to fight for her ideals. When she saw injustice, she challenged it.

Thank the Holy Mother Catarina had been able to spirit the girl away or she would have had her spirit crushed by whatever old man her father chose for Ines’s husband.

Her father hadn’t been able to touch Catarina by then. After twenty years of enduring her father’s control in every aspect of her life—from what she wore to what she ate to when she spoke—she had escaped. She had married and left her father’s house to live with Tia Alda, but after she’d convinced Ines to leave home, she thought it wise to leave her aunt’s house. She’d always wanted to go to Lisbon, and that was where she and Ines had first set up shop.

“He did not kiss me,” Catarina said.

“Oh.” Ines looked disappointed. No doubt she wanted to hear about the kiss in detail. Her favorite story about Colonel Draven was when he’d kissed Catarina after their wedding. Catarina had made the mistake of telling her sister about the kiss and regretted it ever since. She’d made it sound too perfect, too magical, too...everything. Now even she doubted if it could have ever been as wonderful as it was in her memory.

But then again, she’d thought her husband could not possibly be as handsome as she remembered him, and tonight that had proven untrue. If nothing else, he was more attractive to her. He wasn’t handsome, not in the way some of the boys she’d flirted with in her village had been. But he drew her nonetheless. It was more in the way he carried himself, the way he spoke, the way she felt when he looked at her.

“I told him I wanted an annulment, and he agreed to come and sign the papers the day after tomorrow.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

“But he is supposed to fight for you. He is supposed to save you from Juan Carlos.”

“I do not need saving from Juan Carlos. Marriage to his son will not be so bad.”

Ines’s expression turned stricken. “But all you have worked for will be taken away. You will be his property, and you always said you never wanted to be a man’s property.”

Catarina blew out a breath. She should learn to stop talking so much. “I was foolish to say so. I was already a man’s property.”

“Not really. Senhor Draven made no demands on you. You were free and independent.”

She was forgotten, which was not quite the same thing. “Yes, but those days are over. I have no one to blame but myself.”

“How can you blame yourself? It is not your fault you were attacked!”

“Ines, hush!”

“No one can understand Portuguese here.”

“We cannot be too careful. If you expose me, you do Juan Carlos’s work for him.”

“Good. Then he cannot force you to marry Miguel.”

“I would rather marry his son than dangle on a scaffold.”

“You wouldn’t—”

Ines was interrupted by a knock on the door, which turned out to be the footmen carrying water and a standing tub. Catarina went to the dressing room, as she wore only a blanket, and Ines directed them to place the tub behind a screen and fill it. When they were finished, Catarina discarded the blanket and poured the water over herself, warming her skin and washing away the mud and dirt splashed on her from the rains.

By the time she was in her night rail again, she hoped Ines had fallen asleep. But Ines, as usual, was full of energy. “Tell me how he looked. What did his house look like? What did the woman look like? Or do you not wish to discuss her?”

“I do not wish to discuss any of it,” Catarina said. She was exhausted, having barely slept the night before because she’d been worried about seeing Draven today. And now after seeing him, she didn’t think she’d sleep very well tonight. “I am tired.”

“But you haven’t eaten any supper. I sent for soup and a vegetable tart. It’s waiting on the table.” She indicated a small table in the corner of the room with a plate under a dome on top.

“I will eat tomorrow. I am too tired tonight.”

Ines gave her a look of incredulity. “May I eat it then?”

“Yes.”

And Ines scampered away to have her second dinner of the night. Catarina did not know how the girl stayed so thin when she ate so much. It seemed no matter how many times Catarina skipped a meal, her hips stayed round. But she was honestly not hungry tonight. Her stomach roiled, and she didn’t know if it was because she wouldn’t see Benedict tomorrow or because she would see him the day after.

At some point Tigrino curled up at her feet, and Catarina fell into a light sleep. Her thoughts were fraught with worry. How could she escape Juan Carlos and his son Miguel? How could she keep her business? And what would she say when she saw Benedict again? Finally, she dreamed, her mind returning to its favorite subject—that first, and only, kiss.

Pre-order now!
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