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Dear Reader,

Rumors have circulated for years concerning the existence of a real Scarlet Pimpernel. Others have written of him, and undoubtedly you have heard the tales of the Pimpernel and his League.

This too is a story spun from a series of “what-ifs,” a fiction different from those you have previously read and therefore all the more entertaining.

Consider the tales of the Pimpernel’s daring, his cunning, his outright bravery in the face of death. Consider the largely fictional 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. And now consider the possibility that these stories are no myth.

The legend is true.

But what you know is not the whole story . . .
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One
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Paris terrified her. The daily executions, the violence in the streets, the National Guard, who ransacked houses nightly in search of royalist sympathizers. Honoria Blake hated Paris.

And yet, she was still here.

She had no one but herself to blame for the fact that she wasn’t tucked in safe under the roof of her flat in London. No one but herself to blame that she was stuffing feathers back into a mattress that had been bayoneted and all but destroyed by the Guard not once but three times in the past month she’d been here. No one to blame but herself that she was tired and on edge.

No but herself and, perhaps in part, Monsieur Palomer.

Hiding three men of the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel under the floorboards in her bedchamber for half the night would make any person nervous and exhausted. Especially when Lord Anthony Dewhurst, Lord Edward Hastings, and Sir Andrew Ffoulkes were among Robespierre and his Committee of Public Safety’s most wanted.

No one suspected two women—herself and Alexandra Martin—of being in league with the Pimpernel. The soldiers searched the safe house—could she call it a safe house when it had been searched three times in thirty days?—never pausing to consider that two members of the League they sought stood directly before them.

Honoria could not have said precisely what Alexandra did for the Pimpernel. She suspected Alex ferried aristos through Paris and into the countryside so they could be taken to safety in England. Alex was also in charge of disguises, and she had a remarkable talent there. She could make a large, dark man like Dewhurst look old and decrepit. She could make the burly Scot Mackenzie look like a woman—not an attractive woman, but not an ugly one either. And when Alex wasn’t leading aristos through the catacombs running under the city of Paris, she was performing on the stage. She had a small part in a production of Le Jugement dernier des rois at the People’s Theater.

If they’d been in London, Alex and Honoria would not have been acquainted. Honoria was one of only a handful of women who worked for the British Museum. She was an expert in Roman antiquities and spent much of her day identifying and cataloguing pieces acquired by or for the museum. She enjoyed working for the museum in Montagu House. It was quiet and peaceful and her little chamber was hidden away from the prying eyes of most men.

Honoria had realized early on that she was unusually attractive. Had she been the daughter of a duke or some other titled gentleman, her beauty might have worked to her advantage. But she had no lofty connections and, after the age of fifteen, no one to protect her. She’d done all she could to hide her stunning beauty, but nothing worked so well as locking herself in a dusty office with the bust of a long-dead emperor.

Honoria sneezed as she stuffed the last feather into the mattress. It had taken all morning, but the room was finally put to rights. She didn’t even want to think about the mess awaiting her in the drawing room. Thank God all the papers and correspondence the League needed were hidden in a false panel in the dining room wall. Not only would it have doomed them if the soldiers had discovered the documents, she would be the one cleaning up the shredded foolscap before she, too, was dragged to prison.

Honoria’s work for the Pimpernel was neither as exciting nor as dangerous as that of the others. Not only was she knowledgeable about Roman artifacts. She possessed the ability to duplicate almost any handwriting. It was a talent she had realized purely by mistake when, after she annoyed him once too often, her father had given her the tedious task of copying old manuscripts. She’d made it more interesting by imitating the penmanship of the author. Her skill had impressed her father, so she’d honed it to perfection. Now the League needed her for her skills in forgery and document creation. She could sign Robespierre’s name better than he could, and the papers she made for the aristos escaping Paris looked as authentic as any issued by the Committee for Public Safety. She could duplicate the stamp, the embossing, and every other minute detail.

The nature of her work meant she rarely left the safe house. For the most part, she did not mind. The safe house was, as the name would suggest, relatively safe. But in the back of her mind one small point niggled. She hadn’t begged the Pimpernel to bring her to Paris so she could be safe. She had been safe in her little room in the back of Montagu House. She could have continued making false passports for him there.

Honoria had begun forging papers for the Pimpernel because she wanted adventure. She’d wanted to make a difference. She’d wanted to experience life. She’d been hiding from the age of fifteen. Now, at the age of six and twenty, she wasn’t afraid any longer. But she was still hiding behind severe hairstyles, drab shapeless dresses, and enormous spectacles that did nothing to improve her already perfect vision. Even with her ornaments, Dewhurst had described her as “too demmed pretty to go out alone,” and Ffoulkes had said she might go out at night but “in the daylight you’d draw too much attention.” Considering the curfew in effect after dark, the dictate meant Honoria almost never went out.

Once, Alex had worked her magic, making Honoria look sallow and pock-marked with missing teeth. She’d been able to go out then, but she’d been terrified someone might discover her disguise and begin asking questions.

And so she stayed inside and hid herself away. Now she was scheduled to return to London as soon as transport was available. What would she have to show for her efforts in Paris? Ink stains on her fingers and bags under her eyes. How was that any different from London? She’d been forging passports and papers to be used in France for the last few years. Not on a daily or even a weekly basis, but a couple one month and a few more several months later. And then Monsieur Palomer had walked into her cramped chamber at the British Museum. He’d been a friend of her father’s and knew she had a talent for forgery. She hadn’t wanted to hear his tales of the horrors in Paris. She’d read of them in the papers and that had been enough. But she hadn’t been able to make him stop talking, and something about listening to him recount what he’d seen was so much worse than merely reading about it.

His eyes had been haunted. He didn’t want to go back to France, but he felt he must. He had family and friends trapped in Paris, and he could not leave them to their fate. He wasn’t a noble but a drapery merchant to the nobility. His curtains had hung at Versailles. His factory had been burned and looted, many of his workers killed, and his family threatened. He’d been in England for business and was afraid to go back using his real name. He wanted to save his family and as many others as he could.

Honoria had made him the necessary papers and watched him walk out the door. She’d never seen or heard of him again, and she had looked for mentions of him or his family.

Had he died? Had he lived? Had he saved his family?

Did anyone care about all the innocent people trapped in the senseless violence of Paris? And if she did, what was she doing about it?

Monsieur Palomer had told others in the community of French exiles about her, and the next time an émigré had come to her with a request for false papers she’d made it known she wanted to work for the Scarlet Pimpernel. She didn’t even know if he was real, but if she was to go to France and help, she knew he was her best hope.

It hadn’t taken long for the Pimpernel to find her.

“Miss Blake!”

Honoria wiped her brow and rose to go to the door of the tiny room she shared with Alex. That had to be Dewhurst yelling. He would have bellowed prayers in church, and despite the fact that he was one of the sons of the Duke of Exeter, he had the worst manners of the lot of them.

“Yes?” She added my lord mentally, because even though they had no servants in the house and never any guests, they were careful as to how they addressed each other. They had false names, of course. French names, but though Ffoulkes was always reminding them to use the false names at all times, they rarely did when at home alone.

“We are for the market. A little shopping.”

She no longer believed they were actually walking to the market. The first few times she’d been told this, she’d asked after their missing packages when they’d returned. Now she understood shopping meant a mission. She moved to the landing at the top of the stairs so she could see Dewhurst. He stood at the bottom dressed in the rough clothes of a revolutionary, complete with a carmagnole jacket, a tricolor cockade, and a Phrygian cap on his inky black hair. He’d wound a red and white striped sash about his waist, where the handle of a pistol peeked out. His face had a light layer of dirt and grime on it, and if he looked a little too healthy, too well-fed to have stepped out of the Faubourg Saint-Antoine, no one would question him too closely. The dangerous glint in his eye tended to discourage questions.

That and the bloody pike he liked to carry.

“I do hope you find a bargain,” she answered. It was the accepted way for her to wish them good luck.

“Lock the doors and stay inside.”

“I will.” She kept her gaze on his face and not on the pike.

“Work in the dining room with the panel open. If anyone comes to the door—”

“I know what to do.”

“If he is one of ours, he’ll know the signal or have the mark.” Dewhurst narrowed his eyes, waiting until she nodded. “Even then, be careful.”

“Of course.” She’d heard it all so many times, but she didn’t blame him for reminding her. The Pimpernel himself might be in Paris right now. If he came to the door, she wouldn’t know him. She’d corresponded with him, even spoken to him on half a dozen occasions, but she’d never seen his face, and the few times she’d caught a glimpse of him, he’d been in disguise.

“What if something goes wrong?” she asked.

Dewhurst had been about to turn and walk away, but now he paused and gave her a long look. He had dark eyes, and they looked even darker in the enclosed space of the stairwell.

“It won’t. Au revoir.”

“Au revoir. Bonne chance.”

She heard a rumble of voices, the sound of the door, and then she was alone. Left behind, as usual.

She started back up the steps and made the mistake of peeking into the drawing room.

Left behind to clean up the mess. With a sigh, she bent to pick up a fallen pillow.

***
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LAURENT LOOKED UP THROUGH a haze of sweat and blood and into the face of the devil. The devil was not a horned red creature with a forked tail, as the painters made him out to be. Neither was he the golden angel fallen from heaven. The devil was the frenzied mob butchering the helpless inmates of La Force.

The devil was the peasants of France.

He’d closed his eyes then, giving in to the peace that would come with death. If hell had come to earth, certainly death could be no worse. The shrieks and groans faded away, and he felt only the warmth of the sun and the cool of the breeze on his face.

“Citoyen Bourgogne.”

Something sharp prodded his ribs.

“Open your eyes. Citoyen, wake up.”

“He’s dead. Leave him.”

The voices crashed over him, rousing him from the only peace he’d known in months.

“He’s awake.”

Laurent opened his eyes and scowled at the men looking down at him. He struggled to sit. One glance beyond them told him he was no longer in the prison courtyard. Where was he? Where was the mob? Perhaps this was the mob. Perhaps they’d saved him for last.

“Well,” he rasped. “Go ahead and kill me.”

“It’s tempting,” said a tall man with dark hair, who was dressed in the revolutionary garb of the sansculottes, in simple trousers and carmagnole. He was larger and healthier than most peasants. His shoulders strained his dingy brown shirt, hinting at muscles and power beneath. His size and strength meant he wielded more authority. That and he had a pistol. At one time in his life, Laurent would have given his right hand for a pistol.

Laurent stared at the pistol. “Can you shoot straight, citoyen?”

“As an arrow,” the man answered, his accent not that of the poorer faubourgs like Saint-Antoine, but not that of Versailles either.

Laurent squared his shoulders. “Then do it. Right between the eyes or through the heart is preferred, though I doubt you care for my wishes.”

“Not particularly, no. You deserved to die at the hands of those lunatics, but I saved you.”

“For the guillotine?” Laurent asked. It was a stupid question, but clearly some peasant had damaged his head. Laurent’s temple throbbed, and he had a vague memory of a wooden axe handle coming down on him. He’d lost too much blood. Why else would he believe this revolutionary had come to save him?

“I saved you for him.” The man grabbed Laurent’s hand and pressed what felt like foolscap into it. “Now stand.”

He roughly yanked Laurent to his knees. The world rushed at him, green and brown and red, but he managed to rise and stay on his feet. He was no longer inside the gates of La Force. He was free and weaving along an alley. If the muted sounds of violence in the distance were any indication, he was not far from La Force and the mob carnage being wrought there.

At the end of the alleyway, the big revolutionary pushed Laurent toward two men standing at the corner of the courtyard wall. One had auburn hair peeking out from under a rag on his head and the other blond hair under a cocked hat. Three men. Laurent thought he might have a chance to escape them...except for that pistol.

Just then a fourth man ran full tilt from the adjoining street. He was dressed in sansculottes and carmagnole like the first. “Lads! This wye. We hae a problem.”

Laurent couldn’t place the accent at first—French tinged with Scottish? A Scot?

“You too!” The Scot pointed to the revolutionary pushing Laurent. “Leave him.”

“We need him and what he knows,” the revolutionary argued.

“Leave him!”

“Bloody hell,” the revolutionary growled in English. Then he reached into his bloodstained vest and pulled out a slip of paper. “This is a house where you’ll be safe,” he said in French. “Go now, but stay off the main avenues.”

Laurent took the paper. “And if I don’t go to this house?”

The revolutionary gave him a hard look before running after his compatriots. “Then don’t expect to survive until tomorrow,” he called over his shoulder.

And he was gone.

Laurent leaned against the wall of the alley, his head throbbing even worse now, and opened the paper.

6 Rue du Jour

Laurent did not move. One moment he had been inside the prison courtyard, fighting the mob climbing over the walls and crashing through what should have been a locked gate. The next moment he was free and being told to go to a house on the Rue du Jour.

He had the urge to return to the prison. Perhaps he could save some of the women and children, and when he died, take a few of the revolutionaries with him. But he remembered the last images of the courtyard before he’d closed his eyes. He’d watched as two women tore at the dress and hair of Camille. She was covered in blood, and he’d hoped she was no longer alive. Once, in another life, when he’d been the Marquis de Montagne and she the Vicomtesse de la Chapelle, they’d danced in the gardens of Versailles and sipped champagne. He’d kissed her once, her lips as sweet with the wine as the strings of the violins.

There was no sweetness in France any longer.

It was too late to save the prisoners who’d been in the courtyard.

Laurent had a choice. He could lie down here and die or he could try to make it to 6 Rue du Jour. Whatever lay in store for him there, he did not think it was death.

Laurent stumbled out of the alleyway and tried to orient himself. It took a few minutes before he knew where he was and could start off in the right direction. He passed men and women hurrying along the streets. Most looked at him, then looked away. They knew what was happening in the prison of La Force, but they’d do nothing to stop it.

Oh, the good people of Paris.

Laurent continued on, stumbling through the narrow streets, keeping his head down, ignoring the drops of scarlet that fell from his temple. He almost ran into the man who stepped in front of him, blocking his path. Laurent fell back as the man hefted a cudgel. “And what do we have here?”

The man was a revolutionary from the tricolor cockade he wore to his striped trousers. It would have been easy enough to stay down, to close his eyes, and allow this peasant to do his worst. But now that his head was clear, he remembered he couldn’t die. He had made a promise, and he had to live to fulfill it.

Laurent climbed back to his feet. “Get out of my way.”

“A noble,” the man said with a grin. “I’ve just come from La Force, and I’ll wager you did too.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m on my way home.”

“You are on your way to the devil. Mort à l'aristocratie!” the man screamed. His face, already marred with blood and dirt from the sweat of his labors, turned red. He raised his cudgel with a malevolent grin, showing his broken teeth.

This was not the way Laurent had thought he would die. He’d imagined he’d die from a drunken tumble into the Seine or from a wild horseback ride or falling out of the gondola of a globe aérostatique all his friends had been so keen to try. Death during a balloon flight would have been far more romantic than death from bludgeoning at the hands of a peasant with no care for dental hygiene.

Laurent simply couldn’t allow it. The peasant swung the cudgel, and Laurent caught the man’s wrist, stopping the weapon’s progress. The peasant’s eyes widened, and Laurent squeezed his wrist until he heard the bones crunch. With a cry, the man released the weapon, and it fell to the ground with a clink. But Laurent’s victory was short-lived. Windows opened and a woman screamed for the guard.

Laurent was no match for armed soldiers, and he began to run. He ran without looking where he was going, and by the time he realized he had outpaced the peasants, he was lost. He was thirsty and hot, yet shivering uncontrollably. He knew Paris as he knew the body of a lover, but when he looked about now, he had no idea where he was.

And then his eyes locked on the sign.

Rue du Jour.

Somehow, even in the chaos, his feet had known which path to take. Staggering with weariness, Laurent pushed himself toward the house at number six.
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The pounding on the door made her jump. Honoria had been lulled by the quiet in the house. With the League out on a mission, she’d worked in silence for the past few hours. The small house on the Rue du Jour was tucked away in the shadow of the north façade of Saint Eustache church. The little street was close enough to the Palais-Royal and the Place de la Révolution for the members of the League to stay apprised of all that was happening in Paris. And yet the Rue du Jour was for all intents and purposes nothing but an ancient walkway dating from the time of the walls of Philippe Auguste. It garnered little interest from any but those who had business there or those seeking to attend services at Saint Eustache. And since in these times of revolution praying to anyone but the Cult of the Supreme Being was not prudent, few ventured inside the medieval church.

Honoria resisted the urge to run and hide or to rush to open the door. Instead she gathered the false documents she had been drafting and placed them and the pen and ink she used inside the false panel in the wall. Then she closed the panel, made certain it was not visible, and scanned the dining table to ensure she had not forgotten anything. A teacup and saucer sat on the table, the cup half full because she’d forgotten about it as she began her work. Beside the cup was a tricolor cockade.

The pounding on the door sounded again and Honoria hastily pinned the cockade to her dress before going to answer it.

It couldn’t be soldiers. The soldiers usually came at night and made such a noise searching all the houses in the nearby streets and boulevards, the League knew well in advance when they would arrive. Still, Honoria’s heart pounded. The Committee of Public Safety’s law of suspects meant virtually anyone considered an enemy of the revolution or likely an enemy could be arrested. The nobles still in France had already been imprisoned as had former government officials, as well as anyone having an association with those nobles who fled the country for fear of their lives.

As she was a British citizen in a country at war with Britain and working to snatch the “enemy” out from under the noses of the Committee, Honoria was doubly at risk. Fortunately, her French was flawless—thanks to her family’s origins in Brussels, and her papers impeccable—thanks to her skills in forgery.

If neither of those attributes saved her, she had a weapon of last resort.

At the door, Honoria paused. “Who is it, please?”

“Open up!” a man said in cultured French, slightly slurred.

“Of course, citoyen, but who is calling?”

“I have a paper,” he said.

Honoria furrowed her brow. This was no group of soldiers. Had someone stumbled upon the wrong house? “Go away, citoyen. My husband is not at home. If you return later, he will speak with you.” She had no husband, but it was what Ffoulkes had instructed her to say if anyone should come to call.

“Open the door,” the man said again. His voice had grown weaker, but still full of authority. “And I’ll show you the damned paper with the red flower.”

He’d spoken in French, and so his words had been la fleur rouge. It made no sense. It was a madman at the door.

And then dread slid down her back like an icicle. La fleur rouge. A scarlet pimpernel. The Pimpernel’s symbol was nothing more than a small red flower.

Her fingers fumbled with the locks, tripping over them in her haste. She flung the door wide and caught her breath. Blood dripped down the man’s cheek from a gash to his temple. His clothing was covered in mud and dried blood, and he leaned on the side of the door, barely supporting himself.

“Oh, my God,” she whispered. She pulled him inside before anyone might see him, and then wondered if it was already too late. If one of her neighbors had spotted him on her doorstep, she was doomed.

They were all doomed.

“Not God,” he said. “Citoyen Bourgogne—at least that’s what they call me.”

“Do not speak,” she hissed, leaning him against a chair while she hurried to close the door and turn the locks before anyone might walk by and see or hear them. It would take no more than a moment for a passerby to ascertain what she already had in one quick glance. This man was a noble running for his life. Honoria did not know if he’d escaped soldiers, a mob, or the Conciergerie itself, and at the moment she did not care. She just needed to lock the dratted door and close all the drapes. She did this with speed and efficiency.

Alex had told her not to close the drapes unless there was an emergency. Closed drapes made one look as though one had something to hide, but if a French noble bleeding on one’s carpet was not an emergency, Honoria did not know what an emergency was. Oh, how she wished Alex or Hastings or any of the League was here. They would know what to do. She was just a forger and an antiquarian. What did she know about head wounds and fleeing nobles?

When she’d secured the ground floor as best as she could at the moment, she turned back to the man, who had sat in a chair in the entryway. “I do beg your pardon,” he said, indicating the upholstery now stained with his blood. “Very bad form of me.” He looked up at her, slowly, a lock of his chocolate brown hair falling over one moss-green eye. Even with the blood and the fatigue on his face, she could see he was a man of beauty. “Is your Pimpernel here?” His words were slurred, probably from pain as the gash on his temple looked shallow but painful.

“We’ll not speak of him at the moment,” she said. “We must clean you up and hide you.”

“I’d prefer you feed me. If you are making a list, do add that, won’t you? I could use food and wine. Oh, and clean linens.”

She raised a hand before he could make more requests. “No wonder they are cutting your heads off,” she muttered.

“On second thought,” he said, “I may just rest a moment.” His head lolled back, and Honoria gasped when his eyes closed.

“No, no, monsieur! You cannot sleep here. You must go upstairs.”

“Can’t. Can’t open my eyes.”

She grabbed his hand and tugged. His skin was soft, his fingers uncallused, and yet there was strength in those long, elegant digits. If she did not usher him upstairs before he collapsed, she would have to wait until Dewhurst or Mackenzie returned. The nobleman—Bourgogne—was a good foot taller than she and three or four stone heavier. The secret space between the floors was under her bed. If he’d been followed or soldiers came to search, she had to be able to hide him there.

“Please, monsieur. Stand and walk with me. You may lean on me, and if you cooperate, I will give you wine and fresh linen.”

Lord Saint Denys had left some clothing when he’d gone back to England a few days ago. She could give that to this Bourgogne. They were of a similar size and build.

He opened his eyes, so green they reminded her of the English countryside in Derbyshire, where she’d spent time in her youth. “I like how you call me monsieur. I’ve missed it.” His eyes closed again.

“No, no, no!” She wedged her shoulder under his arm and scooted him forward. His head thunked heavily on her shoulder, staining her dress with blood. “Monsieur, please. Stand. You must.”

He heaved out a disgusted sigh and clenched his hands on the arms of the chair. Then with no small effort, he pushed himself to his feet. He swayed drunkenly before he caught his balance. “I am at your command, mademoiselle.”

She could not stop herself from glancing at the door. Had that been a noise outside? “Quick. Up these stairs. I will help you.”

She put her arm around his waist and draped one of his arms over her shoulder. Under her fingertips, the silk of his coat felt smooth and finely woven. His waist was trim, and she could feel the muscles in his back move as he walked. He smelled faintly of oranges and sandalwood. It was a pleasant scent, and not one she’d expected from a man who had just stumbled in, bleeding, off the street.

“Where did you get the foolscap?” she asked as she could see he had crumpled it in his hand.

“I suppose from the Scarlet Pimpernel.”

“Shh! Don’t—”

“Ah, yes. You said that already. Shall we call him FR for la fleur rouge?”

“If that suits you.”

“He saved me from the mob.”

Honoria almost stumbled on the step. Surprise, more than his weight, made her legs buckle—that and though they’d only walked up six steps, she was exhausted. “What mob?”

“The one slaughtering the inmates in La Force.”

La Force. He’d been in La Force. He’d escaped La Force, and he would be sought. When his body was not found among the dead, the soldiers would come looking for him.

“I see I’ve rendered you speechless.”

“La Force is not an easy place to be rid of,” she said.

“On the contrary, many are rid of it every day. They sneeze into the sack and go to their just reward.”

Three more steps. If she could but support him for three more steps.

“You know...what I mean,” she panted.

“I do. And I can’t for the life of me understand why FR would help me escape. God knows—oh, pardon me—the Supreme Being knows I do not deserve it.”

They reached the last step and Honoria’s legs gave way. She sank to the floor, and he with her. She cushioned him from the worst of the fall, laying his head down gently.

“Are you certain it was FR?” She had reason to suspect the Pimpernel had returned to London with Lord Denys.

“Who else?” he asked, and of course, she did not answer.

“Just leave me here.” He cradled his head in both hands. “My head feels as though it will explode.”

“We must clean the wound.”

He laughed, a derisive sound. “So it does not become infected? No, we would not want to deprive Madame Guillotine by killing me with an infection.”

Honoria took a deep breath, strength returning along with a steely determination. “Neither will claim you, monsieur, if I have anything to say about it. But you cannot rest here. If the soldiers should come looking for you, it would be better if you were in my bedchamber.”

His eyes, which had been either closed or unfocused suddenly shifted and looked directly at her. He really did have beautiful eyes. She’d never seen that shade of green before. People were always commenting on her eyes, but when she looked in the mirror, she found them almost unsettling, such a strange shade of blue were they. His eyes were the green of peace and tranquility.

The way he looked at her did not calm her, though. His gaze swept her from forehead to knee, and she was suddenly aware she’d taken off her fichu earlier and never donned it again. Her dress was modest, but she felt exposed without the covering over the top of her chest. The glasses she wore to disguise herself were forgotten somewhere with the fichu, and she had not straightened her hair after she’d dealt with the mess from the domiciliary visit of the night before. She could feel loose strands of it tickling her neck.

“I wouldn’t dream of refusing an invitation to your bedchamber, but I’m afraid at the moment I would not acquit myself very well.”

Honoria felt the heat rush to her cheeks and knew they must be pink. “There is a hidden space under the floor in my chamber. We hide men such as you there when the soldiers come. That is all I meant.”

He smiled at her, a charming smile, even with the smears of blood on his cheek. “I’m sure it is,” he said in a tone that indicated he didn’t believe her for a moment.

Honoria felt her cheeks heat further, and this time not from embarrassment but anger. How dare he act as though she was propositioning him? Did he think he was that irresistible?

She would show him otherwise. “Stand up, monsieur.” She didn’t feel quite so exhausted now that anger flowed through her veins. “It’s this way.”

She rose and waited for him to climb to his feet. She resisted the urge to help him when he all but lost his balance and tumbled down again. But he slapped a hand on the wall and levered himself up. “Which way?” he asked.

“Follow me.”

He did, leaning one shoulder on the wall. The house was small, and they reached the bedchamber she shared with Alex quickly. “Two beds,” he said from the doorway. “Which is yours?”

“You may lie down here,” she said, giving him Alex’s bed. Alex might complain later, but Honoria didn’t want him in her bed. She didn’t want the scent of oranges and sandalwood to linger and enter her dreams.

He sat heavily on Alex’s small bed, then all but fell onto his side. Honoria didn’t know whether to divest him of his shoes or see to his wound. Since his feet were still hanging off the bed, she went to the pitcher of water on the washstand and poured it into a bowl. Taking several cloths with her, she crossed to him and set the bowl on the floor beside the bed.

She lifted his head, ignoring his groans, and put one cloth under it to protect the linens. Then she turned his head so she could see the wound and began to wipe up the blood.

“What happened?” she asked as she worked, cleaning the extraneous blood and working her way closer to the wound itself.

“One of the revolutionary mob hit me with a spade.”

She winced.

“I should actually thank the dirty sansculottes. The blow sent me to my knees and I was kicked out of the way. My head would be on a pike at the moment if not for that spade.”

“You are fortunate indeed.” But his comment had sent her mind racing. Who was this man that the peasants would wish to parade his head on a pike?

He hissed in a breath as she dabbed at his wound.

“I apologize. I’m afraid I am not a very good nursemaid.”

“You’re too pretty for such menial work,” he said through clenched teeth. Honoria felt her cheeks heat again. She hated when men commented on her appearance. She hated when women did it as well, but no good had ever come of a man noticing her.

The water in her bowl was red with his blood, but even if it hadn’t needed to be thrown out, she would have done so. She needed a moment to collect herself. Honoria went to the window, and after checking no one was watching them on the street, she threw the water out and poured fresh from the pitcher.

“You haven’t asked my name,” he said. She could feel him watching her, even though she made a point of keeping her gaze on the stream of water flowing into the bowl.

“It is probably best that I don’t.”

“And what is your name?”

“Bernadette Deschamps,” she said without hesitation.

She carried the water back to him and knelt beside the bed. When she put the cloth to his wound again, cleaning the last of the blood, his hand wrapped around her wrist. “What is your real name?”

“It is probably best that I do not tell you.”

“You are English?”

Her hand trembled slightly in his, and she did not dare answer. Was it best to deny it or better to admit it? How had he known? Her accent was not Parisian, but she had worked on her pronunciation so much it was almost indistinguishable.

Instead of answering, she looked at his hand, then those eyes that saw far too much. “Release me,” she said in English.

He did so. She dipped the cloth in water again and dabbed at his wound. Strangely enough, she could still feel his touch on her wrist.

“You did not flirt with me, that is how I knew,” he said in strongly accented English.

“I don’t flirt.” She wiped away the last of the blood.

“That is...how do you say? A tragedy?”

“I’m sure it is.” She plopped the wet towel on his face. “Your face is dirty. Clean up while I see if I might find you unsoiled clothing.”

He pulled the cloth off his face. “I doubt you have anything as fine as these.” He glanced derisively at the room.

“No, but what I give you won’t have bloodstains.” She started for the door, then turned back to him. “It’s true.”

He arched a dark brow, the same color as his rich hair.

“You did not deserve to be rescued.” She turned on her heel and marched out of the room. She’d taken no more than three steps when she was seized with guilt. What an awful thing of her to say. She should go back and apologize.

That was when she heard it.

He was laughing.
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Laurent pushed himself to a sitting position and wiped his face with the rag. Then he stripped off his coat, loosened his cravat, and undid the buttons at the neck of his linen shirt. The water felt good on his skin—cool and clean. He’d paid for water in La Force, but he wasn’t convinced it had been all that clean.

He liked the woman and chuckled again thinking about her pink cheeks and her nose in the air. As a rule, he didn’t like English women. They bored him in the salons and even more so in bed. But Laurent had to admit he had never seen a beauty—French or English—like this one. She was quite striking. When she’d opened the door, he thought he must have lost consciousness and been dreaming. Until he realized that with his debauched mind, he would never have been able to conjure an image of such pure loveliness. Raven hair, skin so pale and delicate it looked as though it had been fashioned with opals, and surely her body had been carved by the gods. And then there were her eyes. They were such a striking shade of blue as to be almost violet. He’d never seen their like.

Laurent feared he had said more than one unnecessary remark just to force her to look at him with those amazing eyes.

After a few moments, Bernadette—and if that was her name he was Robespierre himself—returned with a simple coat of wool and a shirt of coarse linen. Laurent tried not to look at them with too much distaste. His old life was over. He knew that. But did the new life have to be so completely unfashionable?

He took the garments with a muttered merci and vowed to wear them for Marie-Thérèse. When he had freed her, he’d burn them and happily go to hell with the rest of the world.

But he wouldn’t be of any use to Madame Royale if he didn’t rest and recover from this blow to the head. He’d promised the princess and the dauphin, children as dear to him as any sibling of his own, he would never leave them. He hadn’t forgotten that promise. As much as he hated to don this plain garb, he would not go far if he was recognized as the Marquis de Montagne, friend of Marie Antoinette and a familiar presence at Versailles. “Where is the rest of your League?” he asked the Englishwoman before standing, stripping off his shirt, and tossing it on the floor.

She inhaled sharply and gave him her back. She was a modest woman. Interesting. He had not known one of those in a long time. He pulled the scratchy shirt on, but made no move to dress in the coat.

“I imagine you would know more about their whereabouts than I do. They freed you from La Force.”

Laurent thought back to the men at the courtyard wall outside La Force. “You may turn around,” he said. With a peek over her shoulder, she did so.

“Does the coat not fit?”

“I don’t know. I thought to put it on after I have rested. My head is throbbing like a...” Perhaps it was best if he did not finish that simile. “I need rest. May I?” He indicated the bed where she’d cleaned his wound.

“Of course.” Hurrying forward, she removed the soiled shirt from the floor and fluffed the pillow for him. Her bed? he wondered. It was too small to fit two comfortably, so perhaps she slept alone. There was also another small bed in the chamber. He would have gambled a hundred livres that the other bed was hers. Miss Modest would not have wanted a man to soil her sheets.

He sat on the bed and waited for the spinning to stop.

“Can you tell me more of what happened at La Force? Only if you feel well enough,” she said politely, though her eyes were hungry for information.

“Order your servant to bring tea or wine. I find I am very thirsty.”

“We don’t have a servant. I can fetch it for you.”

No servants? Laurent did not believe for an instant she was a servant. She was far too lovely to scrub floors. She would have been made some man’s mistress the moment she was hired. But she was no courtesan. She was far too modest for that.

“It can wait,” he said, raising a hand to stay her. “I believe I saw your compatriots at La Force. The prisoners are allowed an hour or two in the courtyard each day,” he explained.

“How very civil.”

“Yes. Kind of the revolutionaries to give innocent men and women some small freedoms.” His tone was bitter. He hadn’t even realized how bitter he was until hearing it in his voice. Not for himself. No, he deserved his fate, but for others. For Camille and the Princess de Lamballe and Marie-Thérèse. They had done nothing. “Unfortunately, the mobs either know when we are granted this privilege or bribe the guards to tell them. They stormed the courtyard and attacked the men, women, and children taking their exercise.”

A hand went to her mouth and she paled so that her eyes looked even more purple. Laurent realized she must not have been in Paris long. Anyone who had been in the city for more than a few weeks was used to the atrocities. They had become part of everyday life. But she was still appalled. She was either very naïve or had newly arrived in Paris.

He told her the rest of the story, concluding with the Scotsman who called the other men away.

“And no one hinted at what the problem might be?” she asked.

“No.”

“It’s Alex,” she murmured. “It has to be. Alex is the only one you did not mention.” She closed her eyes, stemming the flow of tears. Laurent wondered who this Alex might be. He also felt an uncharacteristic tug near where his heart had been, back when he had a heart. What would it be like to have someone care for him as she cared for this Alex? Marie-Thérèse cared for him, of course, but she was just a girl. And like most royals, she cared much more for herself than anyone else. Amélie had cared for him, but she had died such a long time ago.

“I’m sure your Alex is fine,” Laurent said. “Your League is renowned for evading the National Guard and the agents of the Committee of Public Safety.”

“I hope you are correct. I will be back in a few moments with some refreshment. Then you should rest. When the others return, I’m sure you will have much to talk about.”

He was certain they would. There was a reason the League had saved him and sent him here, and it was not Christian charity.

We need him and what he knows.

When she was gone, he removed his shoes and reclined on the bed. It was not much better than the one he’d had in La Force, but it was quieter and smelled better. He should not waste time lying in bed. This was the opportunity he’d been waiting for. He should start planning. He should take what he needed and go to Marie-Thérèse before the whole city was looking for him.

But the sheets were so clean and the mattress so soft, and he had missed these comforts. And his head still ached. He’d close his eyes just until the pounding subsided and then...

For the first time in months, perhaps years, he slept and did not dream. When he awoke, the room was darker and a tray of cold tea and bread had been placed beside the bed. He was alone in the room, and he heard no other voices in the house. This section of the Rue du Jour was not a busy thoroughfare, and he heard only the occasional rise and fall of voices as people passed by.

Laurent sat up slowly. His head still ached, but the pain was tolerable. He sipped the cold tea, ate the bread, and then rose. He could not afford to waste any more time. The king had been executed and the queen would be next. He could not help Marie Antoinette, although he had heard rumors at La Force that a rescue had been planned by Count von Fersen or that the Austrian government might save her yet, although Thugut, the Austrian minister, had publicly spoken out against this.

Perhaps the Scarlet Pimpernel would save her. If the man could save a wretch like he, even the queen might be saved.

In any case, Laurent’s concern was Marie-Thérèse. She was imprisoned in the Temple with her mother and aunt, Madame Élisabeth. The princess probably had Marie-Thérèse praying night and day. She was the most devout woman Laurent had ever met, and he’d avoided her assiduously when he’d been at Versailles. But Laurent was in possession of vital information, and this information was his best guess at why the Pimpernel’s men had saved him. As children, he and the king’s brother had played at the Temple. He knew it well, knew all of its secrets.

He had no time for the Pimpernel’s games. Laurent would go to the Temple, make his way in using the secret tunnel only he and perhaps a handful of others knew of, find the children, and escape with them. Then he’d only need good papers and a little coin to take all three of them over the border and to safety. He could get the coin from his apartments in the Boulevard du Temple.

Since he didn’t fall over, Laurent made his way out of the room and wandered to the stairwell. It was a small house, and he’d had to take only half a dozen steps. No one had rushed out to stop him. In fact, he wondered if he’d been left alone. Perhaps the Englishwoman had gone to fetch the National Guard to take him back to La Force and claim the reward.

With some care, he made his way down the steps and into the entryway. It opened into a small parlor, and beyond that he could see the dining room. Laurent stepped into the parlor and from that vantage point, he could see the Englishwoman sitting at the table. From his angle, she was in profile, and her features were the perfect illustration of rapt concentration. Curious, he moved closer and noted she had a quill in one hand and seemed to be scratching something on a paper. Besides the ink pot and wax at her hand were several brushes, paint, and a small saucer of ashes.

What the devil was the woman doing?

Whatever it was, she was so engrossed in it, she did not even notice his approach. He could move silently when he wished and as he’d forgotten to put his shoes on again, his feet made no sound as he neared her. A fire burned in the hearth nearby, and she looked truly lovely in its light. The glow made her black hair shine and gave those pale cheeks and lips rosy color.

Her hair had been styled simply—rather artlessly—but the coil above her neck emphasized the long graceful column of it. How he would have liked to run a finger down the back of that neck. He imagined her skin was as soft as silk. He would place a kiss where the first bone of her spine was visible and watch her body tremble in pleasure.

Finally, his gaze strayed back to the table, and he took a step back. Before her were two sets of identification papers, such as the kind every Frenchman was required to possess to pass in and out of Paris or the country. The first was obviously an original document. The second was in progress, a forgery. Now he understood the point of the ashes and the paint. Those were to make it look as realistic as possible. What a stroke of luck. If she’d give him the papers and coin, he’d be on his way.

“You’re making that for me,” he said when she’d lifted her pen to dip it in the ink pot.

She jerked and jumped from her chair. “You frightened me!” she accused.

“It was not my intention. You were quite involved in your work. You could hang for forgery, you know.”

She gave him a wry smile. “Only if I am caught. And I would probably be guillotined.”

“Why risk it? May I?” He indicated the table, and she nodded. He lifted the paper and studied it against the original. “It’s very good.”

“I risk it because without these papers those condemned to the guillotine have no hope of escape.”

Laurent glanced at her, then back at the forgery. It really was very good. “I thought FR smuggled them out in wine casks.”

“He cannot continue to use the same methods or the soldiers will catch him. The nature of his work is to stay one step ahead of the soldiers.”

“This isn’t for me.” Perhaps she’d already made his or needed him to give her more instructions.

She shook her head as though amazed at his statement. “No. It is not for you. I’m certain that must be hard for you to comprehend, but there are others who need help.”

“I must seem very arrogant to you.”

She didn’t respond.

“It is hard to change after a lifetime of behaving in such a way. Perhaps it will surprise you if I tell you it is not out of selfishness I want one of your forged papers.”

“If you think to surprise me with your lack of arrogance,” she began, lifting her cup of tea and sipping, “you have failed. To reject something that has not even been offered is quite arrogant.”

She was correct, of course. And he was arrogant, privileged, spoiled, vain—everything he’d ever been accused of. But to his surprise, his heart was not completely rotten. “I do not want to be rescued. In fact, I do not care what happens to me. There is only one person I care about, and I need your papers”—another thought occurred to him—“I need your League to help me save her.”

“Is that so?”

The voice, deep and male, came from behind him. Suddenly three men and a petite woman were standing behind him. They couldn’t have come through the door. He would have heard it open. So where the hell had they come from?

As though reading his mind, the biggest revolutionary, the one he recognized as giving him the foolscap at La Force today, smiled with no humor whatsoever. “Unnerving, isn’t it? You never know when we will appear.”

“Secret passage.” That was the woman. She looked vaguely familiar.

The big one scowled at her, but she shrugged. “As though he would not have figured it out.”

They spoke in French, but they had the look and manner of the English. The woman, a pixie with cropped blond hair, crossed to the dark-haired beauty and took her arm.

“I see you found your way here,” the big one said to Laurent. His mouth was tight and his eyes shadowed from fatigue. “A pity we can no longer use you.”

“What does that mean?” Laurent demanded.

“Surely ye daen’t think we freed ye because your execution would hae been unjust.” That was the Scot—broad-shouldered with a thick mane of unruly hair and dark stubble on his cheeks.

“Then why did you help me escape?”

“The rumor is that you have been in the Temple,” the little blonde said. “We haven’t been able to obtain the design plans. We wanted you to draw a map for us, or better yet, take us in.”

Laurent had guessed correctly. He would have liked nothing better than to help them gain entrance to the Temple prison. He would have gone with them and rescued Madame Royale himself. But these men and women spoke in the past tense. “And now?” he asked.

“Now everything has changed.” That was the big, dark one again.

“How so?” asked the raven-haired beauty.

“It’s the queen,” the little blonde said. “They’ve taken her from the Temple and imprisoned her in the Conciergerie.”

Laurent’s skin felt as though ice had been applied to it, and he took in a sharp breath. There was no mistaking the new government’s plan if they’d moved the queen to the Conciergerie. The end was near for Marie Antoinette. The Conciergerie was where men and women were sent for trial by the Tribunal. Very few ever tasted freedom again. Most left in a tumbrel with their last stop the guillotine.

“They mean to kill her as they did the king,” said the big man. “The trial will be a farce. I don’t know when it will begin, but in the meantime, she’ll be under constant watch. We’ve lost our chance.”

These men and women thought to rescue the queen. Even her own people, the Austrians, had not cared that much for her.

“Which means,” said the auburn-haired man who’d stood in the back quietly, “Citoyen Bourgogne will take a trip to England sooner than we anticipated. As soon as Ffoulkes returns, we make plans. Honoria, can you provide the papers?”

Laurent’s gaze snapped to the beauty. Honoria. That was her name. It suited her, he thought. He saw now that it was not modesty that had stained her cheeks earlier, but her sense of honor. France had no need for honor at present. All that mattered was loyalty to the revolution. Honor could be damned. Laurent had seen many honorable men go to the guillotine.

“Of course,” she said. “I will start on them tonight, providing we have no more visits from soldiers.”

“Ffoulkes can take him on the next packet,” the petite blonde said. “The sooner we are rid of him, the better. I don’t believe the guards at La Force will realize he has escaped, but if they do, the National Guard will tear the city apart looking for him.” She looked directly at him. “It’s a wonder you’ve kept your head this long, monsieur.”

“I don’t intend to keep it much longer,” Laurent said before someone else could add to the plan he had no intention of following. “Nor do I intend to leave on a packet for England.” He shuddered. God save him from English food and fashions. He’d rather be dead.

The League of the Scarlet Pimpernel stared at him in silence until finally Honoria cleared her throat. “What do you intend?”

“I mean to rescue Madame Royale. I mean to take the daughter of King Louis and Queen Marie Antoinette out of France and to safety.”

***
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“HE’S A HANDSOME ONE,” Alex told Honoria later that night when they were alone in their small room. Honoria had helped Alex change the linens on her bed as some of the blood from the former Marquis de Montagne’s head wound had seeped through the protective cloth she’d lay down and stained them.

“He’s pompous and haughty and arrogant. And now he intends to endanger us all.”

Alex raised her brows as she sat on her newly made bed and removed her slippers. “All of that? Exactly how much time did you spend together this afternoon?”

Honoria took down her hair, feeling the back of her neck relax as the heavy weight was more evenly distributed. “Long enough, I assure you. He’s the kind of man who cares nothing for anyone save himself.”

Alex shrugged. “He’s a French noble. Many of our English dukes and marquesses are no doubt the same. He will soon learn the value of honest labor. French nobles are as abundant as fleas in London at the moment.”

Honoria paused in the act of brushing her hair. “But he says he will not go to England. He’d rather die on a mission to save the princess.”

“And you think Dewhurst cares what the Marquis de Montagne wants?” Alex snorted. “When Ffoulkes returns, he and Dewhurst will make plans to be rid of the marquis as quickly as possible.” She looked down and met Honoria’s gaze. “They will take you with them, I am sure. Now that the queen is unreachable, we have less of a need for your skills.”

“But surely the League intends to rescue the dauphin. We cannot consign that little boy to a life of imprisonment in the Temple. And what of the marquis’s desire to rescue the princess?”

“Madame Royale is safe with her aunt in the Temple. The Tribunal has no cause to execute her as France’s laws do not allow women the crown. She is probably safer in the Temple than anywhere else at the moment. When all this fervor dies down, she and Madame Élisabeth will almost certainly be released. But the little prince will always be a danger to the patriots.”

“And my skills are not needed in the dauphin’s rescue?” Honoria had no idea why she was so intent upon staying in France. Only this morning she’d been more than ready to return to England. Now she was looking for any excuse to stay.

“We have all that we need in place,” Alex said.

“Except the design plan of the Temple.”

Alex nodded. “Tomorrow we make Montagne draw it for us, but it will be some time before we can attempt a rescue. With his mother’s trial imminent, the dauphin and his sister will be watched closely, perhaps questioned.”

Honoria did not ask what sort of questions the revolutionaries might put to a boy of eight and a girl of fourteen. The Tribunal wanted blood, and blood they would have. In this new France, wives turned on husbands, brothers turned on sisters, and children turned on parents.

Long live the republic.

Honoria climbed into bed. She was not tired, but they had no candles to spare and little wood for a fire. There was nothing to do in the dark and she was far warmer under her covers than without. Alex climbed in as well. Honoria could hear the murmur of low voices somewhere in the house. Perhaps Ffoulkes had returned or Dewhurst and Hastings were planning another dangerous mission. Honoria stared up at the ceiling and wondered if Montagne—that was not his name but his title—slept. They’d put him in a windowless room with a lock on the door. He’d been rescued from one prison only to enter another.

“I could probably get you the key,” Alex said in the silence.

“What key?”

Alex laughed. “You know what key. Do not pretend you are not thinking of him. A woman would have to be dead not to see a man like that and imagine what it might be like to be kissed by him.”

“I assure you, I have not even considered it.”

“A pity.”

Honoria allowed the silence to drag on another few minutes. “Why is it a pity?”

“Because I assure you he has considered what it would be like to kiss you.”

“No, he has not!” Honoria sat up. She told herself the sudden surge of heat in her veins was due to disbelief. She wouldn’t allow herself to believe it might be the result of lust.

“Why do you think I don’t take the key for myself?” Alex asked.

Honoria hadn’t considered that option, and now that she did a coldness settled in her belly. “If you think him so handsome, perhaps you should,” she said. But her voice sounded false and tinged with bitterness.

“Because tonight in the dining room, he only had eyes for you,” Alex said. “If he’d even looked at me twice, I might have considered visiting him, but it’s not me who interests him.”

Honoria lay back on her pillow. “I don’t interest him either. He couldn’t stop the look of distaste from crossing his face every time I spoke today. He thinks me little better than a lowly servant.”

“How perfectly vexing for him.” Alex’s light laugh tinkled. “A commoner—an English one at that—has caught his interest and he cannot seem to keep his gaze off her. Oh, I do love to watch a play like this unfold.”

Honoria scowled. “This is not a performance, and if Montagne makes any advances toward me, he will be rebuffed.”

“You could have your pick of men. I don’t doubt that,” Alex said. “But something tells me the marquis has piqued your interest.”

“And something tells me it is late and you should stop talking so I may go to sleep.”

“Suit yourself.” The bedclothes rustled across the room as Alex turned on her side.

Honoria did the same, but it was a long time before she slept.
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Laurent could not stop his foot from tapping impatiently. They’d put him at a table near a small fire and asked him to draw a map of the Temple prison. He’d put his head down and pretended to be hard at work, but he was plotting how to escape this place, and he was eager to be away. He had no more time to waste. If the League did not want to help with his rescue of the princess, he’d do it himself.

Beside him Honoria labored on what he assumed were passports and papers they would use in his escape from France. Her head was bent, but from his vantage point, he could see the curve of her cheek and the sweep of her thick lashes.

Others came in and out, speaking in hushed tones. The Convention had set forth another decree. Someone in the Palais-Royal was calling for the transfer of Descartes’ ashes to a place of honor. The republican forces were still fighting in the provinces. Laurent wondered if Lyon, where he’d built his country estate, had yet fallen or was still under siege.

Laurent pretended to work and listened closely, and by the end of the day, he knew all of their names. The big one with the dark hair and eyes was Lord Anthony Dewhurst. The man with the auburn hair was Lord Edward Hastings, and the Scot was Sir Edward Mackenzie. The newest arrival, a well-dressed man with blond hair, was Sir Andrew Ffoulkes. He appeared to be the one in charge. They were all nobles, except for the women. Honoria and Alexandra. He’d known the petite blonde looked familiar, and after she left for the People’s Theater, he remembered seeing her in a production several years ago.

That had been a different life, a life that now seemed to be nothing more than a rippled reflection in a pool of murky water.

Laurent couldn’t help but admire these men. Not only were they putting themselves in danger by opposing the revolution, they were English noblemen, a species Robespierre and his cronies viewed with almost as much contempt as they did their own French aristos.

All men were equal in France now, and that meant the guillotine didn’t discriminate based on nationality. English blood or French blood in the streets. It made no difference to the National Razor.

“So my good man,” Ffoulkes said after the actress had left and Hastings had been sent to the market to buy something to eat. Laurent did not wonder why they didn’t send Honoria. Her looks would have garnered attention, and these men did not want undue attention. In fact, only Hastings and the actress—who were playing the part of lovers for the benefit of the neighbors—left by the front door. The others took the secret entrance.

They’d closed the windows and spoke softly now to avoid being overheard in the street.

Ffoulkes clapped a hand on Laurent’s shoulder, and Laurent eyed it. He might have spent the last month or so in La Force, but he was not used to such familiarity.

“Let us see your progress.”

“I’m not quite done,” Laurent said, blocking the paper with his arm. “I need more time.”

“There’s not much time left. You and Citoyenne Deschamps will depart with me after the curfew. I know a way out of Paris that circumvents the barricades and gates.”

This was useful information. “What is it?”

“You will see when you have need of it. Which will be soon.”

Laurent had no intention of leaving Paris while Madame Royale was still imprisoned, but he hadn’t yet determined how he might convince the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel to assist in the rescue. He did know that he’d spent the last few hours pondering his plan, and he’d come to a new conclusion. He needed Honoria’s talents.

“Then you should leave me to my work,” Laurent told Ffoulkes. Beside them, the saucer rattled when Honoria set down her cup of tea.

“Surely you might give him more time,” she said in English, apparently forgetting he understood the language.

“No more time.” That was Dewhurst speaking. He proved himself to be every bit the brute he resembled by wrenching Laurent back and snatching the paper out from under him.

Dewhurst stared at the paper and then at Laurent. Laurent couldn’t have said what he’d drawn on it. Something to occupy his hands while he listened and tried to plot.

“Miss Blake,” Dewhurst said with a bow. “It appears you have an admirer.”

Her brow furrowed, and when Dewhurst looked at Laurent, Laurent wanted to groan. He’d drawn her, of course. He’d been looking at her cheek and her profile, and he’d drawn it without even thinking. He was a decent artist. Madame Royale spent hours learning the art of sketching, watercolors, and oils from great masters. Laurent had attended many of the lessons with her. A spoiled child, she didn’t appreciate the lessons she was being given. But Laurent had always had an eye for beauty, and he’d been an apt pupil, encouraging Marie-Thérèse as much as he could. Her mother often thanked him for his efforts, but he demurred. It was hardly an effort when he gained more from the lessons than she did.

Dewhurst turned the page so all could see. It was clearly Mademoiselle Blake. He looked pointedly at her to gauge her reaction and was gifted with seeing her cheeks turn pink.

“What is the meaning of this?” Ffoulkes demanded. “I asked you to sketch the plan of the Temple.”

Laurent sat back. “And I will, but only if you agree to my plan to rescue the royal children.”

Dewhurst slammed his hands on the table and glared at Laurent, his fists crumpling the sketch. “You are here as our guest. At any time, we can throw you back out onto the streets.”

“You won’t do that,” Laurent said calmly. “I have information you need.”

“There are other ways to obtain it,” Ffoulkes said quietly.

“Then why haven’t you? Surely you want the plans so you may go in and rescue the dauphin. He’s being held separately from his aunt and sister, and as he’s the heir to the throne, technically Louis XVII now, he’s watched as a hawk watches a mouse. You will never get him out.”

“Then why do you want to come with us?” Dewhurst demanded. “Is this about the princess again? That’s a waste of time. Austria will bargain for her.”

“Listen, monsieur,” Ffoulkes said, his voice level and reasonable, his back straight and his head held high. “You are leaving France tonight. You may either help us and your country before you go or not. But you are departing for England.”

Laurent sat absolutely still. He should simply go to England and forget the Temple. He could marry an English heiress, raise sheep in the English countryside, go to English balls and...whatever else it was the English did for amusement.

But for the first time since Amélie had died, he cared about something beyond himself. For once, he would do what was right, not what was convenient or pleasurable or easy. He’d caught the glint of the silver Mademoiselle Blake had been using to eat her breakfast—she often worked as she ate—and since the house had no servants, it still sat where she’d left it. Quick as a cat, he grabbed the knife and rose from his chair.

Dewhurst shook his head and pulled out his pistol.

“Lord Anthony!” Honoria cried, pushing her chair back from the table.

“Stay out of this.”

“I will not,” she said. “Monsieur, put the knife down. Surely we can come to some compromise.”

“Excellent idea.” Laurent skidded sideways and wrapped an arm around her from behind. He brought the other hand up so the knife pressed to that lovely white flesh. She cried out, but froze like a statue when the cold metal of the blade touched her skin.

She’d made it almost too easy for him.

“Tony, put the pistol down,” Ffoulkes said.

“He won’t hurt her,” Dewhurst argued. “This is all for show.”

“That may be,” Ffoulkes argued. “But I don’t like the show.”

“What good will this dae ye, lad?” Mackenzie asked, rising from the chair where he’d been reading. “If ye kill her, it will nae get you intae the Temple.”

It was a good point. Laurent had to concede that. But killing her was not his plan.

“I’ll take that into consideration.” Laurent took a step back, dragging Honoria with him. They stumbled out of the dining room and into the parlor. “Where is the secret passage?” he asked her.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never used it.”

Laurent dug the knife into her neck. Dewhurst had been right. He would never hurt her, but she didn’t know that.

“I don’t believe you, mademoiselle. You may not have used it, but you know where it is.”

Dewhurst, Mackenzie, and Ffoulkes had followed them and stood in the doorway of the dining room. It was three against one, and they’d move soon if he didn’t find a way out.

“Let her go, Montagne,” Ffoulkes demanded. “We can sit and discuss this like civilized men.”

“There’s no civility in France anymore,” Laurent said, then leaned close to Honoria. “Tell me or I will be forced to cut you.” Then he raised his voice. “What you really mean is you’ll beat me senseless, tie me up, and take me out of the city by force.”

“Excellent idea,” Dewhurst said, his dark eyes all but black. “And I want the first punch.”

“Don’t make me hurt you,” Laurent murmured into Honoria’s ear.

“Under the stairs,” she said, her voice choking on a sob. He was a bastard, making her cry like this.

“There’s a secret panel. Push it, and it will open. Go and leave me here.”

He couldn’t do that. His plan depended on her skills, and she served another purpose as well. If he left her behind, the League would chase him until they brought him back. With Honoria as his prisoner, he had some leverage to keep the British at bay.

Laurent made his way to the panel, found the almost invisible seam, and pressed it. It clicked, and the little door sprang open. They would have to duck to fit inside, but he could do it if he forced her to go ahead of him.

“Where will you go, monsieur?” Ffoulkes asked. “You are supposed to be dead. If anyone recognizes you on the street, you will be brought to the Tribunal or worse.”

“Then I’d better be certain no one recognizes me.” He pushed Honoria into the small doorway.

“Leave Miss Blake, at least,” Ffoulkes said. “If you want to get yourself killed, that is one thing, but she’s done nothing.”

“I’ll bring her back,” Laurent promised as he followed her into the low corridor. “I swear it.”

He had no idea how he would ever keep that oath, but keep it, he would.

***
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HONORIA STRUGGLED TO take a deep breath as she and the daft marquis were thrown into darkness. The corridor opened up inside, and she was able to stand. He pushed her forward, but she took only a few steps.

“I cannot see anything. I don’t know where we are going,” she said, trying to stall him.

“We are following the corridor to the end. Keep walking.”

Now that he didn’t hold the knife to her throat, her fear had turned to anger. Who exactly did he think he was to try and abduct her? She’d come to help him—well, not him but those like him—and this was how he repaid her?

She turned on him and knocked her head on his chin. She hadn’t realized he was so close behind her. “I am not walking any farther. You can go wherever you like, but it won’t be with me.”

Suddenly his hands were on her arms, and he’d shoved her against the wall of the corridor. “I do not have time to argue with you, mademoiselle. Your friends are undoubtedly planning their counterattack even now. Keep walking.”

“Or?”

“Or we do things the hard way.”

“I hope they guillotine you,” she hissed when he pushed her forward again.

“I am certain you will get your wish.”

“I hope it takes more than one chop.”

“Unlikely as my neck is not excessively thick,” Montagne replied. “But I appreciate the sentiment.”

She staggered forward, hands outstretched in the darkness. What had ever come into her to imagine kissing him last night? She’d rather kiss a toad than the horrid Marquis de Montagne.

She kept walking, and the floor seemed to slope downward gradually. Above them she could hear scuffling sounds at times. Were they under the Rue du Jour? Were those passersby on the streets or men and women moving about in their homes and shops?

Finally, after it seemed they had walked for hours, and she was ready to kick Montagne if he dared to prod her even one more time, the floor angled upward, and she had to lift her skirts to avoid treading on them. She wore a simple muslin dress, no cap as she’d been inside, and no tricolor cockade either. When they emerged, she would be in danger of being questioned as lacking patriotic fervor. Moreover, the Convention’s new decree that all women must wear the tricolor cockade made her lack of the blue, white, and red ribbons all the more egregious.

She tripped over a step and would have fallen if Montagne had not caught her arm. “Are you hurt?”

“What do you care?” she snapped and shook his hand off. She was cold in this underground corridor in October, but his hand still felt warm.

“Watch your step,” he advised.

She lifted her skirts higher and kept her other hand on the wall beside the steps. Finally, she reached the last and put her palm on a wooden door before her.

“Another door,” she said, turning her head so he could hear her whispered words.

“Do you hear anything on the other side?”

She stood quietly for a few moments, but she heard nothing. “Silence.”

“Open it.”

“You open it.”

He blew out an impatient puff of air. “Are you always this difficult?”

“Only when I’ve been abducted.”

He reached around her, found the latch and tried it. Honoria sighed when it opened. Why couldn’t it be locked? Immediately, the scents of candles and furniture polish wafted over her, and she realized they were in an ante-room in the church. No candles lit the room, but the high windows let in some of the light from outside.

“Is this Saint Eustache?” Montagne asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve never been inside.”

“It must be. Clever of the secret passage to open here. No one attends church anymore,” he said, looking about.

“Not when belief in anything other than the revolution is suspect. Even the priests are required to preach about the virtues of liberty.”

He walked about the room, his boots echoing on the bare stone floors. “I am less concerned about the priest’s sermons than I am about what happened to the four hundred million livres of church property the Assembly stole when they dissolved the ecclesiastic orders and transferred the contents of the church coffers to the state.”

He had a point. The church’s money certainly did not go to buy bread or help the indigent. If it had, perhaps there would have been no need for the revolution to turn so bloody.

Montagne examined the contents of several cabinets. They were mostly empty of anything of value, probably stripped in the early days of the revolution. There were buckets and a broom. Perhaps cleaning supplies were stored here now. One cabinet was locked, and when Montagne forced the door, it opened to reveal a stack of crucifixes and images of Christ and various saints.

Honoria frowned. “Why would they put those in a locked cabinet?”

Montagne withdrew a small figure of one of the saints. Honoria could not have said which one.

“Because they are forbidden. We are not a Catholic nation any longer. We celebrate dog day, not Christ’s birth on Noël. Only images of the first sansculotte, Citizen Jesus, are allowed to be displayed. This is no longer a church but a Temple of Reason.”

“It is madness,” she whispered.

“I agree. And yet you chose to leave the safety of England and reside in the thick of it. Why is that?”

Honoria pressed her lips together. She owed him no explanation. And a pampered, selfish person like him would never understand what she’d felt when she’d heard Monsieur Palomer’s tale. “What now?” she asked. “You are free. Surely there is no harm in allowing me to return to the safe house.”

“Unless your friends make an appearance.” He shut the door of the cabinet filled with the outlawed saints. “We’re not safe until we are away from here, and I don’t want to attempt that in the daylight. Ffoulkes was right that if I am recognized on the street, I will not live long.”

“Then we simply sit here until curfew?”

He shook his head. Somehow even in the coarse shirt and coat, he managed to look handsome and elegant. His hair was combed and pulled into a short queue that looked almost like a stream of chocolate. “Now we find the crypt.”

Honoria stumbled back, moving intentionally toward the door they’d just come through. It was concealed behind a wardrobe that might have once stored robes and vestments, but the furnishing had been pulled far enough forward that the door could open and close with ease. “Are you mad? I am not waiting in any crypt, surrounded by skeletons or...or worse!”

“Why not?” He raised a brow. “Isn’t that why you came to France? To see the revolution up close? To witness the Terror for yourself?”

“No.” But wasn’t that part of why she’d come? Yes, she’d wanted to be more than a pretty face. She’d wanted to do something worthwhile with her life and to help the innocent people like Monsieur Palomer and the Scarlet Pimpernel. But if she was honest, there was an element of selfishness in her decision to come. She’d wanted adventure and excitement, not the monotony of her days copying documents and examining antiquities in the British Museum. When he’d contacted her, she’d all but begged the Pimpernel to bring her here. She’d argued she wasn’t afraid of anything.

But that had been a lie. She was very much afraid of death. She couldn’t understand why Montagne seemed to court it.

“There must be somewhere else we can hide.”

“I’m sure that’s true, but I don’t know where that might be. Come on.” He offered her his arm, as though there were just going for a stroll along the Champs Élysées. She shook her head and scooted toward the door again. Now she had one foot behind the wardrobe. Just a few steps and she could be through the door and back into the secret passageway. She did not think he would waste time chasing after her.

“Honoria,” he began.

“You may call me Mademoiselle Blake or Citoyenne Deschamps. You do not have leave to call me by my Christian name.”

“Very well, citoyenne. I do not have time to chase you into the passage. Come with me willingly or I will be forced to take extreme measures.”

The hard way. Extreme measures. Honoria did not know what he meant, and she did not care. This was her chance.

She darted for the door to the passageway, and she would have made it too if she hadn’t snagged her gown on the wardrobe. The furniture had splintered edges and her muslin caught easily on the side.

She tried to dislodge it, but the material did not rip cleanly and she was momentarily trapped. Finally, the splinter came loose, but by then Montagne had her. He swept her up and into his arms, and when she would have kicked him, he slung her over his shoulder.

She pounded on his back, not caring who heard. “Let me down.”

“Keep it up and we’ll have the whole National Guard on our heels. Try explaining why you aren’t wearing the tricolor to those most patriotic of men.”

She stopped yelling, but she continued to pound on his back. He walked quickly, moving through the church so fast that all she saw was a glimpse of pews and a blur of candlelight flickering on stone. She thought one of the priests might have peeked out from a room on the side of the sanctuary, but if he did, he disappeared just as quickly.

A moment later, the cool staleness of the grave made her nostrils burn, and Montagne started down a narrow set of steps. “I would be less likely to break both of our necks if you would cease abusing me,” he said, sounding like her pounding was nothing more to him than the nip of a puppy on his ankle. “It might also help if you would stay still.”

She gasped aloud when the flat of his hand landed on her bottom. “Get your hand off me!”

“I assure you, mademoiselle, I take no pleasure from this. It is merely to steady you.”

Oh, but she could hear the amusement in his voice. He was enjoying every second of this.

“I will stop moving. Take your hand away.”

“In a moment. I promise you that when I imagined my hands on your derrière, this was not at all what I had in mind.”

“You are vile and lewd and—”

“I am happy to report your bottom is just as plump and rounded as I’d envisioned it in my mind.”

“The guillotine is too good for you. You should be drawn and quartered or boiled in tar or—”

“Tell that to the Guard when they catch us. You might suggest they treat me as they did Berthier de Sauvigny, the former Intendant of Paris. You know what the mob did to him, do you not?” He set her down at the base of the steps, and she shivered with cold and the yawning darkness behind her. The only light came from a single oil lamp hanging nearby. Honoria prayed it had enough oil to last until Montagne would let her go.

Montagne watched her, his green eyes almost catlike in the dim light. “You don’t know the story of Foulon’s son-in-law?”

Oh, she knew the story of Foulon. He’d been the king’s Minister of Finance. When a rumor spread he had told the starving people of France to eat hay, a mob had gone after him. The elderly man had been hitched to a wagon and forced to pull it to the Hôtel de Ville where the Assembly had met. The crowd had abused him by stuffing hay in his mouth before hanging him from a lamppost and severing his head.

“I don’t want to know.”

Montagne smiled grimly. “Then how will you know what horrors to propose for my death? Tell them to treat me as they did Berthier de Sauvigny. Tell them to rip my beating heart of out my chest and present it to the Assembly. Only then will this nation be safe from me. I have no love for the revolution. I am no patriot. For that alone, I should die.”

He turned and lifted the lamp from its hook, and Honoria put her hand on his arm. “I take it back. I wouldn’t wish a fate like that of the Intendant on anyone.”

“Then you will help me rescue the royal family? You will help me save Marie-Thérèse?”

Honoria closed her eyes and shook her head. “Even if I wanted to help, I wouldn’t know how. I am an antiquities expert and a forger. I know nothing about sneaking into prisons or plotting rescues.”

“Then we make quite the pair,” he said, holding the lantern high and illuminating stone arches under which ornate stone sarcophagi rested. “Because I know nothing of rescuing either, but I’ve given my word, and you will help me.”
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At his words, her lips thinned and her mouth tightened. Laurent liked it much better soft and full, but what did he expect when he’d all but ordered her to accompany him on an errand that would surely end with their deaths. Still, she had a backbone, and he was pleased to see it. She would need courage and spirit to see her through the rest of this day and into night.

Of course, he would never make her accompany him to the Temple. He could think of no worse rescue plan than bringing an accomplice who would rather he died than succeed with him. But he would not send her back to the safe house just yet. He needed her to keep the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel at bay, and he needed her special skills.

And didn’t that sound like utter madness? What French nobleman in his right mind wanted to keep the Scarlet Pimpernel away? The Pimpernel was Laurent’s only chance at survival. He should be begging Ffoulkes to take him to England.

But Laurent was not leaving without Marie-Thérèse and the dauphin. He would do all he could for the queen and the king’s sister, but it was the princess and her brother he’d promised he would never leave. If only the people of France had known Marie Antoinette as he did. She was not like the libelles and the politicians portrayed her. She was a doting mother and a loyal wife. She could have escaped France half a dozen times, but she stayed because she did not want to leave her husband. She wanted to keep their little family together. Her family was more important to her than anything else. His family had been much the same until Amélie had died.

But the queen was not so much a fool as the king. When the situation at the Tuileries, the palace in Paris where the royal family had been imprisoned after they had been forced from Versailles, had grown dangerous, she had made Laurent promise to save her children if anything should happen to her. Laurent had promised on the soul of his dead sister Amélie. He had to save the children, and then the patriots could send him to the guillotine or whatever new torture they’d created. He’d go with his conscience clear.

In the meantime, he would rather not sit and wait for the Pimpernel’s men to stumble across them. He lifted the lamp higher and stared into the long shadows of the crypt. “Follow me,” he instructed the Englishwoman.

“No. I won’t go any deeper.”

He frowned at her over his shoulder. “Do you think it full of skeletons and rotting corpses? The dead are in coffins. That’s a good deal better than what you see on the streets of Paris.”

Her lips trembled, and he knew she’d seen the tumbrels of dead as well. Arms and legs bounced up and down as the carts moved to take the bodies and the severed heads to the Seine to be thrown in to drift toward the ocean.

“I am staying right here.” She planted her feet as if to demonstrate.

Good God but he’d thought his fellow Frenchmen stubborn and unyielding. He had no time for this nonsense. Now it was his turn to narrow his eyes. “By all means, if you’d like me to carry you again, stand there and glare at me. I have no objection to the feel of your derrière under my hand.”

He moved toward her, and she held her hands out. “I will follow you. Odious man!”

He gestured with the lamp.

To his surprise, she was actually quiet as they walked. He’d expected her to chatter, to ask where they were going and what his plan might entail, but the only sound was the soft thud of his boots on the damp stone. As they moved deeper into the crypt, the arches looked less ornate and more ancient. He could not read the worn words on the sarcophagi. The darkness around them grew thick and heavy, and he did not think she realized she had grabbed first his elbow and then his hand. Her warm flesh pressed against his as she held his hand a bit more tightly than was comfortable.

He did not mind. The silence here seemed impenetrable, a reminder that one day—perhaps very soon—he too would be part of that unending silence.

“Look there,” she whispered, her voice sounding strange in the quiet. She’d spoken in English, probably without realizing it and so he answered her in the same language.

“A door. What do you wager it is sealed shut?”

“I don’t gamble,” she said primly.

Of all the statements she’d made, none had surprised him as much. He’d never met anyone, save the king’s sister, who did not gamble. And even she played cards when the occasion called for it.

“Why not?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I don’t like to lose.”

“Here.” He pushed the lamp into her hands. He didn’t like to lose either, and he was betting the door would open. Whether it led anywhere he wanted to go was a question for the future. “Higher,” he ordered, approaching the arched wooden door. It had to be several hundred years old, perhaps as old as the church itself. The wood was dark with age. He swiped a cobweb off the round iron door handle, and it squeaked when he lifted it. The metal was rough beneath his fingers.

He gave the door a hard yank, praying no skeletons would fall out if it opened, but it did not open. It did budge, but the door was thicker and heavier than he’d expected, and he had to bend his knees and pull continuously to budge it.

Finally, it opened enough for him to peer through, and he took the lamp and held it to the opening he’d made. For a moment, he was not certain what he saw, and then he smiled.

“Why are you smiling?”

“Because, chérie, I believe I have just found a way out.” He pulled the door open wider, making room for a body to fit through. Then he took the lamp from her and motioned for her to precede him.

She shook her head. He should have expected that, considering she was quickly gaining the title Most Stubborn Woman Alive.

Laurent bit his lip to stop the curses. He took a deep breath. “Mademoiselle, you did not want to enter the crypt. Now I offer you a way out and you argue with that too?”

“I don’t know what’s up there. I know what is in here.”

“We shall find out what is up there together. Where is your sense of adventure?”

At the question she looked away, but to his surprise she looked back at him, her mouth firm and her eyes full of determination. She held out her hand. “Give me the lamp.”

“Why?”

“I’ll light our way.”

Laurent would have preferred to keep the lamp, but he would hand it over if it meant they could leave this grave. Holding the lamp before her, she squeezed through the heavy door, and he followed on her heels. The weak light illuminated two or three steps on the narrow staircase, and she paused to lift her skirts and peer up. “Where will we exit?” she asked.

“I have no idea.”

She gave him a worried look, her brow furrowed and her porcelain skin burnished by the glow of the lamp. “The streets are dangerous. If we are stopped by the National Guard we will be arrested for certain. Even someone looking out his or her window might spot us and send for the soldiers simply because we are not wearing our tricolor cockades.”

He gave her a level look. “Then we should be careful not to be seen.”

She blew out a breath and with a resigned shrug, started up the narrow staircase. He was right behind her, so close her thin skirts brushed against his coat. When she reached the top, she paused to catch her breath. “There’s a door here,” she said, her voice a whisper. “If you would hold the lamp, I will try to open it.”

He took the lamp and held it aloft to give her light, but immediately it was clear she would not be able to move the door. It was either barred from the other side or, like the door below, difficult to move because of years of disuse. “Change places with me,” he ordered.

She pressed against the wall, and he stepped up. But when she tried to step down, her slipper slid and she inhaled sharply. Laurent caught her arm and yanked her against him. The scent of lavender wafted from her hair, and the warmth of her body branded him through his clothing.

“Thank you.”

She took a cautious step back, and he released her reluctantly. When he was certain she was steady two steps below him, he handed her the lamp and turned back to the door. Like the one below, it had a round handle, but it opened out, not in. Pulling the handle would be no help opening the door. Laurent pushed at the door, and when it did not move, he motioned for her to lower the lamp.

“Voilà!” he exclaimed when he saw the handle for the bolt. He grasped the metal and pulled. But the metal had rusted with the bolt in place, and as much as he yanked, it would not come loose.

The rough metal cut into his fingers, but he ignored the pain and the warm liquid on his skin, and putting his weight into it, yanked with all of his strength. The bolt began to slide. Laurent continued to pull, muttering curses in French, English, and Spanish, until the bolt came free.

Blood ran down his hand, but he ignored it. Using his shoulder, he pushed against the door. “God’s teeth this is heavy,” he gritted out.

“I thought there was no God, only the Supreme Being,” she retorted.

“Do not. Make me. Push. You down. The. Steps.”

She gave him a ghost of a smile, though he was only half-joking. Finally, the door creaked open, and Laurent fell onto rough cobblestones in a short, narrow alley. Honoria emerged after him, blinking in the daylight. She offered a hand to help him up, but he shook his head, not wanting to dirty her with the blood on his skin. When he finally gained his feet, he saw that behind him a wall sealed the alley. In front of him, it opened into what he thought must be the Rue Montmartre.

Good. All he needed was a bit of luck, and he would be at his little flat in the Boulevard du Temple in an hour or so. With his uninjured hand, he grasped her elbow and started forward.

“Where are you taking me? I want to go back to the safe house,” she hissed.

“And I want to go back to my château in Lyon. Neither of us will have our wishes granted today.” More roughly than he would have liked, he pulled her after him. He would have liked to let her go. Now that they were out in the open, he didn’t need to keep the Pimpernel’s League at bay, but he needed her forgery skills. The only way he would be able to ferry the royal children out of the country was with false documents and passports.

The Englishwoman could create those for him. Once he had the forged papers in his hands, he would let her go. He’d make certain she was safe. He owed her that much. He had never felt as though he owed anyone anything. It had been a long time since he’d cared what happened to anyone but himself.

But that was before he’d sat in La Force for five months and listened to roll call after roll call, men and women summoned to the guillotine. Honorable men and women who did not deserve to die. And while these nobles and commoners alike went stoically to their undeserved deaths, he was spared. He, who deserved the guillotine more than any tailor’s wife or lamplighter ever could.

Laurent had paid no attention to the weather, but now he saw the day had dawned sunny, crisp, and cool. The Rue Montmarte was lined with shops and cafés. It was the sort of day that brought Parisians out of doors to sip coffee and discuss the days’ news. Indeed, the cafés were swollen with men and even a few women. The patrons seemed engrossed in their conversation, but he kept his head down and walked quickly past them. He had to head east to reach the Boulevard du Temple. The walk was thirty minutes. He might have hailed a carriage, but he didn’t have any assignats to pay the fare. Nor did he wish to be recognized. He was just another citizen walking through Paris. He could not act as though he had escaped La Force and cheated Madame Guillotine the feel of his neck beneath her blade.

To her credit, the Englishwoman kept stride with him and ducked her head. She might have wanted to escape, but she wasn’t so much a fool as to risk her life to make a run for it. She seemed to understand this was not the time to call attention to oneself.

Steadily they angled west, avoiding the larger groups of men. It was later in the day and the executions were almost at an end. Those who had not stayed to see the last of them were laughing and chatting in small groups. Laurent followed close enough that he hoped any National Guard they encountered would assume he and the Englishwoman were also returning home from the Place de la Révolution.

“Where are we going?” the Englishwoman hissed in French. She’d been silent until then, her head down and her arm imprisoned by his hand. But he’d seen her gaze darting all around and guessed she had not seen much of the city until now.

“I have rooms on the Boulevard du Temple.”

“And you don’t think it’s dangerous to go to your residence? What if the guards discover you’ve escaped La Force? That’s the first place they will look. And what of your neighbors? They will report you if they spot you.”

He had already considered all of those risks. “That is why we are not making for the Champs Élysées. My apartment on the Bourlevard du Temple is small, a place to sleep if I was too tired”—or too inebriated—“to go home after attending the theater.”

“The National Convention would have confiscated all your property when you were arrested,” she argued. “Who knows who might be living in your rooms now. It might be Danton or Robespierre.”

He laughed. “Robespierre is far too frugal for my chambers. Besides, it’s doubtful the Convention knows of this residence. I paid the rent under a different name.”

For the first time since they’d left the crypt, she gave him a direct look. “Why would you do that?”

He shrugged. “A man likes his privacy.”

Her lip curled as she obviously assumed he meant he’d kept the apartment as a place to take women. He had brought women there on occasion, but for the most part, it had been, as he’d said, a place to sleep after a late night at the theater. After the revolution had begun, Laurent had seen the apartment as a place to hide should the royalists not win the day. He’d been careful to erase or transfer any papers or deeds that linked the property to him or his family.

He would be safe on the Boulevard du Temple, if he could but reach it. And it furthered his plan. He could gather some coin and the privacy would afford his little forger time to make the papers he required. He led the Englishwoman onto another street, this one rather narrow, and immediately realized his mistake. A half dozen soldiers of the National Guard had gathered a few hundred feet before them. Laurent could not pass without being noticed. Even if the men did not recognize him as the former Marquis de Montagne, the absence of a tricolor cockade or striped trousers would make him stand out. Nor could he turn the Englishwoman around and go back the way they’d come. The Guard would be on them like a wolf on a rabbit. He had no choice but to pass them and take his chances.

He began to move forward, but the Englishwoman resisted. “We cannot go that way,” she said, voice low and eyes anywhere but on the guardsmen. “They will stop us and question us.”

“We have no other choice. If we turn around, we look suspicious.”

“We already look suspicious!” she whispered. “We aren’t wearing cockades and your hand is bleeding to say nothing of the wound on your temple.”

He’d forgotten about the injuries, but now he looked at the smear of blood on his hand and almost smiled. He released the arm he held with his good hand and moved to the other side of her, wrapping his injured arm around her and resting his bloody hand on her side, just below her breast.

She jumped. “What are you—”

“Shh. Lean on me and let me be the one to answer questions.”

He propelled her forward. “This is it. I cannot believe this is the end,” she muttered.

“Halt in the name of the Republic!” one of the guards said, stepping in their path. The others fanned out, blocking any hope of moving past the men unmolested.

Laurent halted. “Citizens,” he said. “I beg you to allow us to pass. My wife has been injured.” He lifted his hand slightly so the guards might see the bright blood stain on her white dress.

But if Laurent had thought the guards would immediately part and allow them through, he was wrong. The men barely glanced at the injury.

“Are you a patriot, citoyen?” the man who seemed to be the leader asked, his eyes darting from the Englishwoman to Laurent. He was older than a good number of the guardsmen Laurent had encountered. So many of those had been little more than boys in baggy uniforms. This one was at least old enough to shave.

“Of course.”

“Where are your tricolor cockades?”

As though anyone could not wear a tricolor cockade, but Laurent bit his tongue. These were simple men, and while verbally sparring with them might satisfy his vanity, it would also doom him.

Which begged the question—where were their tricolor cockades?

Laurent was unused to having to answer to anyone and lies of this sort did not come easily to him. But he knew he’d paused too long when the Englishwoman elbowed him and darted a glance at him from under her lashes.

“Please,” Laurent said, trying to sound desperate. He’d never begged before, but he’d had men grovel at his feet often enough to know how it sounded. “My wife is injured. I must take her to a surgeon.”

The guardsman’s eyes lowered to the bloody stain on her dress again. “What happened?”

More questions. Laurent had never professed to be the most quick-witted. He’d always been rich and handsome and charming. He hadn’t needed his wits. Now he would pay the price for his lack—as would the Englishwoman and Marie-Thérèse.

He clenched the fist at his side, as though that might force his mind into action. And then the Englishwoman looked up at him, those strangely beautiful eyes met his, and he spoke without even thinking.

“Citoyens, we were attacked by enemies of the revolution!”

And wonder of wonders, the guardsmen looked alarmed. Of course, the Englishwoman looked alarmed as well, but hopefully the men were not looking at her shocked face.

“They came upon us, attacking us from behind, as we made our way back from the Place de la Révolution. We had been to see the”—he almost said executions but changed his mind at the last moment—“sacrifices to liberty. These men were crying long live the queen! When we challenged them, they attacked, injuring my wife, and...”

Laurent knew he was in danger of going too far, but what the hell? His life had been filled with theater. He’d see this show to the end.

“And they stole our cockades.”

The Englishwoman closed her eyes, clearly indicating she felt this was one of her last moments on Earth. Fortunately, the action served to make her look weaker.

“They attacked you in the open?” the leader of the guards asked.

“Yes, citizen. On the Rue Montmarte. If you hurry, you might catch them.”

The guardsman didn’t scamper off, as Laurent had hoped. Instead, he looked at the Englishwoman and then Laurent again, his eyes narrowed. Perhaps he wasn’t as simple as Laurent had assumed.

This was the end then. He’d been a fool to believe he could save the princess. He could not even make it halfway across the city. And now he’d doomed not only himself—no great loss as he’d already been doomed—but the Englishwoman as well.

He gave her an apologetic look, but she wasn’t looking at him. She’d raised her face and now stared straight at the revolutionaries. Laurent followed her gaze, noting some of the men were ogling her with mouths hanging open. Laurent had done much the same when he’d first seen her, and he was a man accustomed to female beauty.

“Please,” the woman said in flawless French. “Save us from those monsters. I will personally write to Robespierre of your heroism and sacrifice for the revolution.”

As if Robespierre was a magic word, the men seemed to spring into action. The leader hefted his musket and looked to his men. “Which way did they run? We will catch these cowards, these enemies of liberty.”

“That way!” Laurent pointed to the east as he needed to travel west. “Hurry! They may accost other good citizens and patriots!”

The men started away, and the people in the street behind them hurried to make way. Laurent pushed the Englishwoman ahead, moving as quickly as he dared without causing undue attention. They were out of sight before they reached the Boulevard du Temple, with its tree-lined streets and wide, busy walks. It was far less crowded now as so many of the actors had fled the country and the theaters were severely regulated as to the plays and operas they might perform. Everything had to be approved by the National Convention.

Laurent hurried past the Salon de Cire, where Monsieur Curtius displayed wax figures of men like Marat, Danton, and Lafayette. Or perhaps Lafayette was no longer in favor with the revolutionaries. In which case, some other general would have replaced him. The Salon de Cire was shuttered, either closed for the day or several days while Curtius’s niece, Madame Grosholtz, created another tableau. Laurent had met her briefly at Versailles when she served as tutor to Madame Élisabeth, sister of the late king. But he passed the salon and the laboratory of the Charles brothers beside it. No one could be trusted—not even former tutors to the royal family.

Finally, he reached the front gate to his apartments, but instead of entering that way, he pulled the Englishwoman down a narrow alley and to the dark back entrance used by the few servants he’d employed. The solid wall that comprised the gate was locked with a thick padlock, and Laurent had lost the key months ago. As the wall was too high to climb, he had no choice but to break the lock. “Stand back,” he ordered the Englishwoman. Laurent had taken but one step back when the woman held up a hand.

“Do you want to call attention to us? You think no one will notice a broken lock or hear the noise you make in the effort of breaking it?”

Laurent gave her a long look. “You have another solution?”

He’d expected her to look sheepish and close her mouth. Instead, she reached into her hair and withdrew a hairpin.

“This should work,” she said, bending to observe the lock more closely. “As long as French locks are not so different from those we have in England.”

Laurent stared in stunned silence as she inserted the pin in the padlock and began to wiggle it.

The woman was picking the lock. First, she’d saved them from the guard with the mention of Robespierre, a name that had been nothing sort of magic. Now she was picking the lock to his rooms.

He heard the mechanism inside the lock click even before the padlock fell open. The Englishwoman caught it with one hand. “There.”

“Is there anything you cannot do?” Laurent asked with true appreciation.

“Yes. I cannot stay with you.” And she swung the heavy padlock at his head.
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She had not expected him to possess quick reflexes. Everything about him had seemed slow and deliberate and pretentious. She’d swung the padlock, aiming for his already injured temple. She hadn’t wanted to kill him, but neither was she in jest. She intended to wound him badly enough that she might have time to escape and return to the safe house.

But his hand came up at the last second. He swiped fast as a cat, knocking the padlock to the ground and catching her wrist in his hand. His grip was unforgiving, and her knees buckled at the pain.

“Get up,” he ordered, his silken voice hard. With one hand, he pulled the gate open and with the other yanked her to her feet. “Inside.”

Heart slamming in her chest, she struggled to rise before he all but dragged her inside and shut the gate behind her. With the gate closed, he unhanded her, shoving her to the ground and turning on her. Behind him the late afternoon sun dappled the paving stones in the pretty little courtyard. The walls surrounding them were high, so high as to make scaling them almost impossible without a ladder. Perhaps that was why this little haven had remained untouched.

Honoria recognized all the trappings of a well-kept garden, although it was somewhat overgrown and unkempt. The trees offered shade and the flowering bushes had, at one time, been well manicured and provided a pretty view for anyone sitting at the shaded wrought-iron table and chairs. In the center of the paved area a statue of a winged bird rose out of a fountain, and although no water flowed at present, Honoria could imagine when it had, it would have appeared as though the bird rose from a spray of waves.

“You want to kill me?” the marquis all but growled at her. “Then do it. But you’ll have to wait until after I rescue Madame Royale and the dauphin. Then if there’s anything left of me, you may take the first shot.”

“I don’t want to kill you.”

His eyes narrowed.

“But you can’t keep me here like your prisoner. I want to return to the safe house.”

“I’ll return you.”

Now it was her turn to narrow her eyes. “When?” She rose from the paving stones.

“When I don’t need you any longer.”

Honoria inhaled sharply. “You arrogant...bastard.”

“My mother swears she and the duke were only friends.”

Although her French was flawless, Honoria blinked in confusion.

“You called me a bastard,” he explained. “Arrogant—that I will admit, though if you had known me before I was imprisoned you would not think me so arrogant now. I saved your life when the Guard challenged us, and this is the thanks I receive?” He brandished the padlock like a weapon.

“You saved my life?” Honoria did not consider herself easily angered. She had a level temper and a calm demeanor, but this man made her blood boil. “I saved your life. I am the one who mentioned Robespierre. After that, those men could not rush to find the royalists fast enough.”

“That is because you fluttered your lashes at them.”

If she’d been closer, she would have slapped him. “You...you—”

“Bastard? As I said, my mother claims the duke was only a friend. She’s living in exile in Scotland. If you happen to see her when you return to the civilized world, feel free to ask her yourself.”

“Do not be ridiculous. I would never ask such a rude question. And I would never use my looks to gain an advantage. You, however, seem to have no scruples whatsoever.”

He shrugged in the way the French did. “Too true. I lost the last scruples I possessed when they cut off the head of my king, ending almost one thousand years of tradition. I no longer see any point in scruples.”

She supposed she could not argue with that logic. What good were principles when the world around them had resorted to anarchy?

“What do you want?” she demanded. “A document? A passport? Take me back to the safe house, and it is yours.”

“At the moment I want a glass of wine and a bath.” He took her upper arm in a tight grip. “Let us see if the inside of these rooms has fared as well as the outside.”

Left with no other choice, Honoria followed him, dragging her feet out of spite. The door to the ground floor was locked, but the marquis felt the top of the lintel and palmed the key. A moment later they were inside, and Honoria forgot to resist. They entered a small salon with large windows overlooking the garden. At this time of day, the room was in shadow, but she imagined this would be a lovely spot to sip tea in the morning. The chairs were upholstered in cream and robin’s egg blue, while the paper-hangings were of a bucolic country scene. But for a layer of dust, the room was immaculate enough to reside in a museum. The chairs did not look as though anyone had ever sat on them, the hearth looked as though it had never been lit.

“This way,” the marquis said, not even pausing in the salon. “Nothing here of interest.”

Honoria almost argued. If she had a room like this back in England, she would never leave it. She could spend the rest of her days here and be happy. But, of course, that was the benefit of having blunt. Money could buy cushioned chairs and enormous windows and pretty little vases, even if one never intended to sit, stare, or house a single flower in any of it.

She was pulled along in his wake, into another room with a large table and a chandelier. An interior room, it was dark, and she had a vague sense of heavy furniture before he started up the stairs. Honoria glanced over her shoulder at the heavy front door, relieved that the stone wall circled the property. The marquis had no doubt wanted it to maintain his privacy and keep the neighbors from knowing when he was in or out.

The marquis pulled her left on the first floor. Honoria glanced up the stairs, but the second floor was dark, probably servants’ quarters. The building was small, so there would not be room for much staff, but the marquis had said he only used these apartments when the theater let out late. He probably never had need of much staff.

His infrequent use also explained why everything looked all but new. Tragic that such a charming space should be wasted on someone with no appreciation for it.

“Here we are.” He opened the first door off the landing and pulled her into a gray room. Releasing her arm, he parted the curtains. These faced the little garden whose trees hid the windows from an outsider’s view. Across from these windows was another set of draperies, probably overlooking the street. Wisely, he did not so much as ruffle those.

But now that light penetrated the room, she saw they were in an enormous bedchamber. It must have run the length of the entire first floor. Besides the mammoth bed in the center, the chamber also boasted a sitting area, several wardrobes, a Louis XIV desk, and an area that had been screened off, and which she assumed was most likely used for bathing. Now that they were no longer running, she shivered, and she hoped his next act would be to light one of the two wide fireplaces. Instead, he went to a cabinet in the wall, opened it, withdrew two glasses, and then—after some consideration—a bottle of wine.

He uncorked it and set it on a nearby table. “It should breathe for a moment,” he said, indicating the bottle.

“I do not want wine,” she said.

“No coffee. No wine. You English truly are barbarians.”

She crossed her arms. “Why do you deliberately misunderstand me?”

He lifted one of the glasses and examined it. “Why do women always assume any misunderstanding is the fault of the man? You do not want wine.” He opened the cabinet and replaced one wineglass. “There. No misunderstanding.”

“I want to leave. Whether you give me wine or not, I am still a prisoner.”

“Would you rather I chain you to the bed? Would that help you feel more understood?”

He splashed wine in the bottom of his glass, swirled it, then tasted. “This is very good. Are you certain you do not want any before I lock you in fetters?”

“I want to return to the safe house.”

“I give you credit for consistency in your demands, but I regret that I cannot allow you to leave just yet.”

“You mean you will not allow me to leave.”

Another shrug. “That too. Consider it this way. I am saving your life. If you left now, you would never make it back to the Rue du Jour before the curfew. And if you are out after that, even your beauty will not save you.”

“I told you—”

“Yes, I know. You hide it as best you can, but I am looking at you now. Your hair is down, your cheeks are rosy from exertion, and you tore your fichu when you tried to kill me with the padlock. Let us just say that you are fortunate I am a gentleman.”

Honoria had felt her hair come loose from its pins, but she hadn’t realized she’d torn the fichu that covered her chest and ensured modesty. She put a hand over her heart.

“You needn’t cover yourself for my sake. I won’t ravish you.” He grinned. “Unless you ask sweetly.”

“I’d rather die first. If you so much as touch me—”

He waved a hand lazily. “You will do all manner of unmentionable things to my person. I understand.” His brow arched, and Honoria had to admit, he looked rather handsome—in a roguish sort of manner—when he did that. “Are you afraid you might actually enjoy my touch?”

“I am afraid your touch, like your face, might make me physically ill.”

“That bad?” He sipped his wine again. “Then I had better not delay my bath. Can you be trusted or must I make good on my threat?” His gaze slid to the bed, and she realized he meant securing her to it. Good God, did he actually have chains in his room? She would not put it past him.

“You needn’t chain me. I will not try to run away.” She hoped her expression looked convincing.

The side of his mouth quirked. “You, mademoiselle, are not meant for the theater. Which means I have no choice if I do not want to step foot in the bath and then be forced to chase you. The Boulevard du Temple has seen many sights, but I prefer my naked ass not be one of them.”

He crossed the room and opened a wardrobe. From her vantage point, Honoria could see it contained several items of clothing. Surely he did not have rope in his bedchamber wardrobe? She would not wait to find out.

Whirling on her heel, she ran for the door and unlatched it. A moment later she was at the top of the stairs. She paused to lift her skirts, and an arm came around her waist, dragging her back.

***
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SHE WAS QUICK, BUT he’d spent years chasing Marie-Thérèse. Laurent was quicker. He dragged her, kicking and screaming, back into the bedchamber, and gathered up the chain with the two cuffs from the floor where he’d dropped it when she’d run. The Englishwoman had almost as much strength as she did beauty, and he might not have won the day if she hadn’t ceased biting and scratching when she saw the bindings.

“Oh, my God! Help!”

“You might pray to the Goddess of Reason, but doubtless she gave up on me long ago.”

He’d lifted her around the waist and carried her back to his chamber. Her back was pressed up against his chest, and for a moment the scent of her—so clean and feminine—made him want to turn her around and kiss her rather than lock her up. But sanity prevailed and he closed one of the cuffs around her wrist, locking it into place. Too late he wondered if she could pick the lock. He wouldn’t be able to leave her alone long enough to have the chance.

“Why, in God’s name, do you have fetters?” she screeched, shaking her head wildly when he pulled her toward the bedpost.

“An opera singer I knew was in a production of Mozart’s Die Entführung aus dem Serail. When the play opens, the ladies are taken by pirates and sold to the pasha, and the three slaves were portrayed in fetters. Stop fighting me. You cannot win.” He made a last heroic effort and dragged her close enough to the post that he was able to secure the other cuff around it. “There.” He dusted his hands. “As I was saying, this opera singer brought these with her when she left the theater one night. She was rather naughty, that one, and—”

Somehow she managed to cover her ears with her hands. “I do not want to hear this.”

“Fair enough. I need another glass of wine. Are you certain you do not wish to join me?”

“I want nothing from you!” she spat out.

He poured himself another glass, eyeing her from across the room. There were worse things than having a beautiful woman cuffed to one’s bed. And she was even more beautiful now, in her dishabille, than she had been when she’d first opened the door and he’d been all but dumbstruck.

Of course, she hated him. That made their present circumstances rather less exciting. He’d never taken advantage of a woman, and as much as he’d missed women these last months, he had no intention of forcing himself on the Englishwoman.

He might, however, persuade her to hate him less. With that in mind, he poured her a glass of wine and walked near her.

“I do not want it,” she said through clenched teeth.

“Duly noted. I will just place it within reach in case you become thirsty.”

“And where are you going?”

“I told you. I need a bath.” And he strode out of the bedchamber. 

Laurent, like most things in this newly liberated Paris, had not thought his plans through. Before, when he’d wanted a bath, servants had fetched the water, heated it, then carried it to the tub in his bedchamber. Now he had no servants, no fire to heat the water, and no desire to carry heavy buckets up the stairs. So while he would have liked a bath, he’d washed the stench of the prison from his body the night before, and now he settled for scrubbing his face, chest, legs, and arms with ice-cold water from the well in the courtyard.

It was far from the luxury he’d been used to, but after La Force, Laurent had a new definition of luxury. He looked up at the sky, now a pewter gray. Soon stars would appear, and he would be free to look up at them all night if he so chose. No one would call his name and shove him into a tumbrel in the morning. No bloodthirsty mob would attempt to catch him and stick his head on a pike. No one would make him eat that disgusting broth the guards in La Force called stew.

Tonight, freedom meant he would actually go hungry, but he would do it as a free man. God, but he’d hated prison. The rank odor of the full latrine pails, the foul smell of unwashed bodies in the heat of summer, the impossibility of sleeping in a cell with seventeen other men. He’d paid for a bed and a scratchy blanket, but after the four beds in the cell had been sold for fifty-six assignats a week, the guards gave the floor to those unable to pay.

But now he was free. It might not last. It almost certainly would not last, but by God, he would appreciate it. He looked around his little garden and breathed in the fragrant air. It smelled of dirt and grass, and faintly like baked bread and coffee. He had probably imagined the last two, his mind remembering when he’d taken his breakfast out here when the weather was mild.

He hadn’t ever appreciated that luxury. He hadn’t appreciated anything at all. He’d realized it as soon as he stepped into the salon just inside the building. There was a room he’d had comfortably furnished and yet he had never so much as sat in one of the chairs or stood at one of the windows. He could count on one hand the number of times he’d eaten at the dining table in the room adjoining the salon.

He had other houses with other tables. He didn’t need that one. He hadn’t needed three-fourths of what he’d had, and yet it had never been enough. If coats and art and jeweled shoe buckles could have made a man happy, he would have never ceased smiling.

But he hadn’t been happy, and he’d spent countless nights in La Force, lying awake, listening to the snores of the men around him and wishing he could have another chance. One more chance to stand at his windows, sit in his chairs, and look—really look—at his art.

One more chance for his life to have meaning and purpose. He’d known immediately what that purpose was. He had to save the royal family. It was too late for the king and now too late for the queen, but he could save the children, the heirs of the Bourbon dynasty. Unlike so many others, they’d done nothing to deserve their imprisonment, save being born to a king and a queen.

And Laurent was in a unique position to save them too. He’d been inside the Temple many, many times. He knew it well, had played there as a child. It was as familiar to him as his nursery.

That was why the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel had rescued him from La Force. This Pimpernel was a clever man not only to find Laurent in the Paris prisons, which were near to bursting at the moment, but to realize Laurent would have spent time in the Temple.

God knew it was nothing he had ever boasted about, but anyone who knew his family history might have deduced the fact. And Laurent would have helped the Pimpernel too, if they had been willing to rescue more than just the dauphin. Louis Charles was just a little boy. Of all the crimes of the Convention—and there were many—imprisoning that child was the worst. But Laurent would never agree to free Louis Charles and leave his sister. He would free her or die trying. A surge of restlessness rose within him. It was a feeling he’d had ever since he’d walked out of La Force. He wanted to go to the Temple now. He wanted to take the dauphin and the princess out this minute. He hated that in this new world order he could not simply give orders and do as he wished. He must scheme and plan and wait.

Laurent made his way to the wrought-iron table and sat in one of the chairs, his damp shirt clinging to his skin and making him shiver in the evening air. He regretted that Mademoiselle Blake was involved in this, especially since she almost certainly had no say in who the Pimpernel would or would not rescue. But Laurent didn’t have time to argue with the League, and she had the skills he needed. If she died...Well, what was one more sin on his conscience?

And yet his chest tightened at the thought. Apparently, his time in prison had endowed him with a conscience. He pushed the discomfort away and rose, leaving the dark courtyard to the stars.

Inside, he made his way down to the kitchens and found coal, dried fruit, several artichokes, and containers of preserved vegetables that must have come from his estate in Lyon. He put them all in a basket and carried it back to his bedchamber, stopping on the way to take a brazier from a storage closet.

“Did you miss me?” he asked when he pushed the door open.

She glared at him and turned back to the bedpost. She was still cuffed to it, but he did notice she’d drank the wine he left.

“Good news,” he said. “I found wood and food. It’s not Versailles, but we shall be comfortable enough tonight.”

“I was comfortable at the safe house.”

“How you do like to return to that theme.”

He laid the coal in a brazier, then found a tinderbox and lit a candle. Now, how was he to light the coal? He held the candle to the coal, but the cold lump only extinguished the small flame.

With effort, Laurent lit the candle again. Perhaps if he laid the candle under the coal?

“Heaven help me,” she muttered behind him. “Unlock me and I will light it.”

He looked back at her. “You know how?”

“Everyone knows how. I might feel sorry for you, the helpless nobleman, if I didn’t want to kill you.”

“Just remember that I brought you”—he lifted the vegetables and peered at them—“these. Surely, my efforts must be worth something.”

She rattled the cuff. “Release me before we freeze.”

“Right.” He set the artichokes back in the basket and looked about the room for the key to the fetters. Where had he laid it? He patted his pockets then returned to search the wardrobe. He’d put it where she couldn’t reach it, hadn’t he? When he couldn’t find the key immediately, he went back to the candle he’d left on the mantel and held the flame aloft.

“Do not tell me you cannot find the key to these.”

“It must be here somewhere.” But even he could hear the doubt in his voice.

He moved shirts and cravats, but no key. “Perhaps if I look in the morning, I will find it. I can’t see anything.”

The wineglass crashed just to the left of his head, smashing into the wardrobe door. “You might have hit me!”

“I was trying to hit you.” She yanked her wrist, using her weight to attempt to break the bedpost. Laurent stared at her, momentarily struck dumb. Never had anyone—man or woman—spoken to him like this or dared throw objects at him. He was equally angered and intrigued. Finally, he noticed the way she pulled on the bed.

“I’ll have you know that bed was crafted in Italy. You are scratching the wood.”

“I don’t care. I’ll destroy it and use it for kindling.”

Laurent raised a brow at her show of temper. Strangely enough, he rather liked it. The women at Versailles were masters of masking their feelings and emotions. No smile was genuine, no fit of pique authentic. But this woman was truly enraged, and in that moment, Laurent had the strangest desire to kiss her.

Not that he would move within arm’s reach. He did want to live another day.

“If you would calm yourself, mademoiselle, I might have another solution.”

She ceased attempting to break the bedpost off with her bare hands and turned her dark violet eyes on him. “You might notice the top of the post is tapered.”

She looked up and then back at him. Laurent rather liked having those extraordinarily beautiful eyes focused on him.

“I noticed that much before, but even if I could climb on the bed, I would not be tall enough to lift the fetter from the post.”

“Fortunately, I am rather tall, and if I assist you, together we shall accomplish it.” He set the candle on the nightstand and moved toward her, reaching for her waist. She jumped out of his reach, pressing herself against the bed.

Laurent raised a brow. He was unused to women rejecting his touch.

“What are you doing?” she asked, eyes narrowed.

He smiled, somewhat amused at her skittishness. “I planned to lift you so you might free yourself.”

“I would prefer you do not touch me.”

“Very well.” He gave her a courtly bow and returned to the basket of food and squinted. “Shall we have whatever this is or artichokes first? Or perhaps more wine. Everything tastes better with wine.”

“You cannot leave me here, locked to the bedpost.”

He spread his arms. “You asked me not to touch you. I do not see any other way of freeing you. In the morning I will search the wardrobe again. The key must be in there.” If not, in the light, he could better search the house.

She closed her eyes and blew out a breath, as though exhausted from arguing with a small, recalcitrant child. “Very well.”

“Very well you would like more wine?” Laurent poured more in his glass and then looked for hers. Once he remembered she had smashed it, he found another and poured her a measure. He imagined she would need it, though he would watch where she put the glass carefully, lest she fling it in his direction again.

“I would like to be free.”

“Then I must touch you.”

She nodded.

“I prefer you say the words. I’d rather you didn’t accuse me of attacking you later.”

“I am agreeing to your plan,” she said through clenched teeth.

“And I may touch you?” Oh, how quickly his rakish ways returned to him. But how could he resist teasing her a little when she was so lovely with all that high color in her cheeks?

“Yes.” Those eyes might have burned through him.

“Yes...” He smiled at her and the look she gave him made him glad he had not yet given her the glass.

“You may touch me.”

“Excellent.” He set the glasses on the nightstand and approached her cautiously. This time when he reached for her, she didn’t flinch away. He placed his hands on her waist—a rather small waist—and slid them slightly lower so he might lift her more easily.

She didn’t look at him, but her breathing grew more rapid. He did not dare look into her face either. He did not want her to see what he was certain was bare lust in his eyes. When his hands had slid to her hips, when the sweet swell of them had filled his hands, he’d wanted nothing more than to pull her close. She was warm and he craved the warmth of a woman pressed against him. He wanted this woman’s sweet scent in his nostrils and the taste of her on his tongue. How he wanted to find out if her skin was as soft as it looked.

“Ready?” he asked quietly.

“Yes.”

In one swift motion, he lifted her. Her skirts slid under his hands, and he was forced to move his grip lower, almost to her derriere. He did not mind, but she let out a small sound of protest. And then he heard the sound of metal on wood. “I am free. Let me down.”

He lowered her, holding her lightly until her feet were on the ground. With a smile that all but dazzled him, she held up the empty fetter dangling from her wrist. “You may release me now,” she said.

“I could,” he agreed. That smile made his head spin with desire. “But I don’t think I will.”
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Honoria could not breathe. She felt as though the air had been squeezed out of her lungs, when in fact, the marquis held her very lightly. She could have moved out of his embrace easily. She should have moved out of his embrace when he refused to release her.

But she did not.

It was not because she liked the man.

He was arrogant and vain.

It was not because she admired his manners.

He’d cuffed her to a bedpost!

And it was most certainly not because she admired him or his cause.

Of course, she wanted the little prince and princess freed from the Temple, but his means did not justify the ends.

And still she did not move away, even when they’d stood with their bodies touching for several long moments. Even when he lifted a hand and swept his knuckles across her cheek. His touch was achingly tender, so tender she wanted to lean into it. No one had ever touched her so tenderly before.

His hand rested in her hair, twirling one lock of it around his finger. “I do not exaggerate when I say you are the most exquisite woman I have ever met.”

All of the warmth in Honoria seeped out through her toes. “You mean my beauty.”

“It is incomparable.” He bent, and she could only assume he meant to kiss her. Instead she brought her hands up and shoved hard against his chest. He took two steps back before regaining his balance, but it was enough to separate her from him and break the last vestiges of the spell he’d cast over her.

“Did I say something wrong?” he asked with a mocking smile. The man seemed completely unaffected by their closeness a moment ago or her abrupt rejection.

“Thank you for your assistance.” She held up the chain. “Do not touch me again.”

He made a sweeping bow, more suited for a royal court than the benefit of a commoner like herself. It was clear he did not intend to take her back to the safe house, and even if she were to persuade him tonight, it was too late and too dangerous to attempt such a journey. She would be forced to sleep here. Perhaps that was why he had not argued about freeing her.

He had moved to the nightstand and held out one of the glasses of wine. “If I give this to you, will you throw it at me later? I don’t have an unlimited supply of wineglasses, and I do so detest drinking from the bottle.”

She refrained from rolling her eyes, barely. “I will not throw it.”

He handed her the bottle and as he neared she realized his hair and the collar and shoulders of his shirt were wet. “Is it raining?”

“No.” He followed her gaze to his wet linen. “I washed before I came back in. I suppose I should change before I catch my death of cold. You did say you could light a fire in the brazier?”

“Easily.”

While he went to the wardrobe, presumably to change his clothing, she tended the brazier. In a few minutes she had a low fire crackling. She’d built it higher than she might have, but the rooms were cold from disuse and she wanted the heat. She warmed her hands, giving the marquis time to dress.

“I shall have to ask you to show me how to do that sometime,” he said from behind her. “I find I am ill equipped for this new regime.”

She turned, some biting quip on her lips, but it died the moment she saw him.

He had changed clothing, donning breeches—or culottes, as the French called them—and these fit him like a second skin. He’d also pulled a dark coat and a stark white shirt from his wardrobe, but he had not yet dressed in them. In the glow of the fire, she could clearly see the wide expanse of his chest and his hard, flat stomach. She had seen men dressed in less, but never had such a sight left her breathless.

Why had she made the fire so hot?

He caught her gaze on him and dropped the linen shirt over his head. “Prison was not kind to me, I’m afraid.” For a moment she did not understand, and when she did, she furrowed her brow. Did he think his body had displeased her? She quickly banished the idea of telling him otherwise. She should not have been looking at any rate.

“Not enough food, not enough rest.” He fastened the buttons at his throat. “One could always tell who had been in the prison the longest because he or she was the thinnest. Even my money could not buy me better food.” He spoke of starvation as he did everything else. His tone was that of a man suffering acute ennui. As though prison was nothing more than merely tedious and the lack of food or basic hygiene, the threat of death hanging over one’s head, and the lice and other vermin were little more than a tiresome nuisance.

“You must be exhausted,” she said, not completely fooled by his tone or his gift for understatement. He had been through a harrowing ordeal these past two days. “Why not eat and then you can rest?” She indicated the bed.

“And while I sleep, you will make your escape?”

“I am not that big of a fool.” She crossed to the basket and examined the contents. She was relatively certain the preserved vegetables were green beans. She had no idea what to do with a raw artichoke. Perhaps they could roast it. The beans might be heated if he could unearth a pot of some sort.

“Then you will make the documents I require to rescue the children?”

She looked up at him. “I did not say that. You may have no desire to live, but I would like to return to England with my head still on my shoulders.”

“What if I promise you that once you create the papers I need, I will take you back to the safe house?” As he spoke, he walked toward the basket where she knelt. He crouched down before her. “I will make certain you are returned safely.”

“Why would you do that? It’s obvious you care for nothing and no one save yourself and your own schemes.”

“It is a bargain we will strike. You give me something, and I will give you something in return.”

She had no choice but to agree. He would force her to make the papers if she refused, and then he would not help her return to the Rue du Jour. And what did it matter if she forged papers for him? If he wanted to attempt to smuggle the royal offspring from the country, who was she to stand in his way? She imagined the guards at the Temple would do that well enough.

“If I do this your death will not be on my conscience. Do you know how many rumors of escape plans I have heard? No one can reach the inmates of the Temple.”

“I can.” He lowered himself to sit across from her, his face illuminated by the fire. The light played on his high cheekbones and green eyes, while the shadows enhanced his full lips and the planes of his face. He was a handsome man by any standards. He would have been irresistible when in his prime and in his element at Versailles. Thank God she had not known him then.

“So certain are you?”

“It is part arrogance, I grant you that, but I am also in a unique position. Do you know why your Scarlet Pimpernel spared me from Madame Guillotine?”

Her hands rested on the side of the basket, and now she found her fingers traced the wood that had been used to weave it over and over. It gave her a distraction when she fell too deeply into the spell of his eyes.

“You have been inside the Temple,” she replied. “Were you imprisoned there before La Force?”

“No. The Temple is more than simply a prison. It does have dungeons. After all, it was a medieval fortress built by the Knights Templar. But there is more to it than the tower housing the royal family. There is also the Temple Palace and the king’s youngest brother, the Comte d’Artois, as the Grand Prior of France, was its proprietor.”

“And so it was actually a royal residence.”

“Yes. In fact, Artois made it his residence when he came to Paris. It just so happens Charles Phillipe and I are close friends.”

She was hungry and all of the names and titles made her head spin, but she made her best effort. “Charles Phillipe is the Comte d’Artois?”

“Exactly. And he has now fled the country, but if anyone besides the comte knows the rooms and the corridors and the secret passageways of the Temple, it is I.”

“And that is why you think you can rescue the prince and princess.”

“That is why I know I can. But more importantly, I am duty bound to try.”

Duty. It was a common theme among the nobility, but she had to wonder if it was not merely a pretty word with no more substance behind it than the fog that settled over London most mornings.

“Why?” she asked him. “Surely your life is in as much danger as theirs if not more. It is hard to believe even such a man as Robespierre would condone the murder children.”

“After what I saw in prison, I put nothing past these bloodthirsty revolutionaries. I promised to keep Marie-Thérèse safe, and I will do it no matter the cost. If I die, then at least I die having done something worthwhile in my life.”

Honoria could only imagine the sort of debauched life a man with wealth and charm might lead in Versailles. She had read the papers and the libelles, and she knew many of the accounts of life at court were widely exaggerated. But even the most overblown stories had a kernel of truth. Had the marquis been one of Marie Antoinette’s many lovers? Had he promised her to save the children out of love? Or perhaps there was some reward he hoped to gain. He could ransom the children to the highest bidder.

“If you want me to help you, then you had better tell me everything,” she said. “What was this promise you made? Was it to Marie Antoinette?”

“The queen?” He rubbed his hand over the back of his neck as though it pained him. His hair had curled slightly as it dried, falling in waves over his forehead. It was not as long as many men wore theirs, but it did curl about his neck. She imagined he had worn wigs and kept his hair short beneath. Now that all the trappings of nobility had been banned, his hair had grown longer. “She never asked for a promise from me, but I gave it nonetheless. I’m no soldier, no strategist like von Fersen, but she knew I loved her and the children.”

“So you were one of her lovers?”

His eyes narrowed. “Not you too.”

Honoria couldn’t say why the words stung so much, but she actually shrank back. “Everyone says von Fersen and she are lovers,” she added.

“And how do these writers know this information when they know neither the queen nor the comte nor have they ever spent a moment in either’s presence?”

“Then they are not lovers?”

He looked away, staring into the fire as though remembering a long ago past. “Only the queen and von Fersen can answer that. I spent many, many hours with Her Majesty, and I never witnessed anything inappropriate between the two. And before you accuse me of bedding her, I never so much as touched her hand. I have done many reprehensible deeds in my life, but I would not think of cuckolding the King of France.”

As he spoke, his face softened, his eyelids lowering.

“But you loved her,” Honoria said quietly.

He gave her a sharp look. “What makes you say that?”

“Your face. When you speak of her it looks softer, kinder.”

“That is because I am a great fool.” He rose and paced across the room, coming to stand before the fire. He leaned one arm on the mantel and stared down into the flames. “I did not love her, not in the way you mean. But I did love her charm, her joie de vivre, her impeccable taste. I loved that she was a good mother to her children. I saw in her—” He broke off, and she wondered what he had meant to say. Shaking his head, he continued, “No, I was never in love with the queen.”

Honoria knew she should not press him. His voice had grown strained, his mouth tight. But she could not seem to stop herself. If he were to go to such great lengths to ensure he had her skills to forge these documents, she wanted to know why he was so determined. “Then how are you a fool?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Because I cannot let the ancien régime—as the revolutionaries call it—go. Because I want that way of life back. Because like the king, I steadfastly ignored every warning sign and stayed until it was too late to leave. Charles Phillipe left in 1789. I went with him, him and the hundred other nobles and friends who fled the country. But I did not stay away.”

“You can still go. The Pimpernel—”

“Not without the children.” He rounded on her, his face hard and determined. “You asked if I loved the queen, but you did not ask about the children. Marie-Thérèse and Louis Charles are the ones I love.”

“They are your cousins?”

“Distant cousins, but so are a thousand other nobles spread over the Continent. Those two are more like brother and sister to me. The first time I saw Madame Royale she was barely a month old and squalling like her limbs were being torn from her body. Charles Phillipe and I were both suffering the effects of overindulgence in drink the night before, and we simply wanted the noise to end. The princess’s nannies were trying everything they could to quiet the baby, but finally I stepped up and demanded they hand her over.” A smile played on his lips. “As soon as she was in my arms, she quieted. She looked up at me with those large blue eyes and that’s when I fell in love. I have been devoted to her and the dauphin ever since.”

“But I have always heard the princess was haughty and spoiled.”

At that his smile widened. “She can be. But that does not mean she deserves the fate to which she’s been consigned. I don’t have the luxury of time to list all of her merits or tell you stories about the princess. The queen is on trial and will go to her death soon. I must rescue the children before they follow their mother. I cannot allow them to die.”

“There is nothing you can do,” she whispered.

“No!” He sliced his hand through the air between them. “I refuse to believe that. I have been helpless before. I am not helpless now. I will not let them die, not like Amélie.” He sucked in a breath, and she knew he had said more than he’d intended.

“Who is Amélie?” Honoria asked.

Montagne looked at the floor for a long moment, so long she did not think he would answer her. Finally, he raised his gaze to hers, and his eyes were full of pain. “She was a child who died. I loved her, and I could not save her. I would rather die trying to save the royal children than endure the pain of watching them die and knowing I did nothing to stop it.”

Honoria’s eyes stung. Had Amélie been his child? A daughter? How had she died? She had so many questions, but she couldn’t bear to cause him more pain by asking them. Before he’d spoken of her, the princess had been little more than a title on a piece of paper, but now she saw the girl through the marquis’s eyes. She was a child who had suffered loss and terror and who was imprisoned because of the accident of her birth. Honoria could not go home to her cozy bed in England and her safe position at the British Museum and leave an innocent child behind to suffer. Saving these children was why she had come. She might not have known as much, not when Monsieur Palomer had come to her, but she knew it now.

She rose. “I will help you.” 

He’d turned back to the fire, but now he faced her again. “You will make the papers?”

How could she trust this man? How could she put her life in his hands? She swallowed the fear—nay, the terror—rising in her throat. “I will do more than that. I will help you rescue them.”

He stared at her, his green eyes as cunning as a cat’s. “You realize it is suicide?”

Oh, she realized that. She could easily imagine her neck under the blade of the guillotine. Alex had told her of a woman, a member of the Pimpernel’s League, who had escaped the blade after being betrayed by her lover. She’d cautioned Honoria that if she ever found herself in that position, she would not be so fortunate. The sewers they had used to escape were now guarded or closed off.

Honoria drew in a breath. “Some causes are worth dying for. If the life of an innocent child is not a worthy cause, then what is?” Her voice shook. “I will help you.”

He reached out and closed his warm hand over hers, an action that settled her more than she had supposed it would. “I have not said this enough in my life—thank you.”

***
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LAURENT COULD NOT SLEEP. He had grown used to the sounds of La Force and sharing a room with a dozen other men. The bedchamber on the Boulevard du Temple was too quiet, too still. The bed felt too soft and smelled too sweet, as he had made it with clean linens stored with floral sachets.

Oh, very well. The Englishwoman had made it. He’d supervised her, though.

Or perhaps the scent teasing his nose was not the linens but the lavender scent of the woman sleeping beside him. Not beside him exactly. The bed was large enough to sleep six, and she had curled up on the edge farthest from him. She probably would have liked to sleep with her back to him, but the fetter on her wrist prevented her from lying on that side. And so her face was turned toward his, and he could see her quite clearly in the dying firelight.

He had not expected her to agree to help him nor had he expected his heart to ache with gratitude when she had. He had shouldered this burden for so long on his own that the relief he felt when she had taken some of it from him was tangible.

And yet he was torn. He had not exaggerated when he’d said this mission was suicide. The dauphin and princess meant more to him than his own life, but what gave him the right to risk this Englishwoman’s life as well?

Laurent had never really believed all the nonsense about divine right. He could fawn as well as any other courtier, but he saw the claims of divinity for what they were—tactics to keep the populace in line and to preserve the monarchy. They had worked for nine hundred years. But now everyone had read Rousseau and suddenly reform was in the air.

And who could blame the sansculottes? If he’d been born a peasant, he’d want to live on the Rue Saint-Honoré and hold sumptuous balls and lavish dinner parties as well.

Laurent had never considered himself divinely chosen for his position in the world, but he’d sure as hell taken full advantage of it. He did not regret his past either. He’d enjoyed his life. Perhaps he might have acted more moderately in some of his pursuits, but that was a discussion for another day.

The Englishwoman, that was who concerned him now. Had she lived her life fully? Would she have regrets if she were to die today?

And why the devil did he even care? She was nothing to him.

His gaze traced the lines of her face, the slope of her cheek, and the shadow of her lashes. Her full lips were relaxed in sleep, making her look younger than she was—although as to that he had no idea how old she was. Perhaps five and twenty. Her life had barely begun.

She was beautiful, he thought again as he watched her sleep. It would be a shame if such a beauty should die. But then beautiful women were dying every day at the Place de la Révolution. No one mourned the loss of their loveliness.

“I can hardly sleep if you insist on staring at me,” she murmured.

He almost laughed. “I am not staring. I am admiring.”

“I’d rather you admire my skills as a forger than my face, which is merely an accident of my birth.”

He recognized the crux of his argument about the dauphin and princess from the night before. “I was not only admiring your face,” he added. “I admire your body as well.”

Her eyes opened and shot him a glare.

“I have never met a woman who detested a compliment. Why do you dislike your beauty? I know many women who have spent fortunes to look half as beautiful as you appear without even trying.”

“I pity them.” She tried to turn over, remembered the cuff on her hand and the attached chain and swore under her breath. Instead she settled for lying on her back and pretending to go back to sleep.

“I pity them too, but you did not answer my question.”

“I don’t have to answer your question. Just because I have agreed to follow you on the path to death does not mean we need to become confidantes.”

“What about lovers?” He had intended it as a quip, but as soon as the words had passed his lips, he realized he’d meant them. He wanted this woman. For what little time he had left of this life, he wanted to possess her beauty, her spirit, and her sense of mystery.

“I am not one of your courtesans,” she said without opening her eyes.

“I am not implying that you are. However, if we are both to die soon, perhaps we might spend our last days indulging in pleasure.”

Now her eyes snapped open. “Perhaps we might better spend our last days planning how we can ensure these are not our last days. I want to return to the safe house.”

“What?” Laurent sat up, the sheet falling down about his waist. She lay on top of the bedclothes and had gone to sleep fully clothed. She had not even been willing to remove her boots. While he had stripped down to the loose trousers he had borrowed from the safe house and nothing else. Now her gaze strayed to his bare chest before she snapped it to the ceiling again.

“Just a few hours ago you agreed to help me rescue Madame Royale and the dauphin. Now you are talking escape again.”

“No, I am not talking about escape. I am thinking of how we can best succeed in this mission. You and I trying to save the children at the Temple is doomed to failure, but if we ask the League to help us—”

He sliced a hand through the air. “You were there when I proposed rescuing the children. The League refused.”

Now she sat up. “They did not refuse. They merely did not think it a prudent action at the moment.”

“To hell with prudence. I will not let Marie-Thérèse languish in the godforsaken Temple another day.”

“And perhaps if I explain your determination—which I might add you aptly demonstrated when you kidnapped me—they might be willing to take action regardless. After all, if you and I act alone and fail, it will only make their mission to rescue the dauphin all the more difficult.”

“And if they refuse?”

“Then you and I proceed as planned.”

“How can I trust they won’t abduct me and send me to England?”

“I won’t allow it.” She sounded quite confident in her abilities.

“I have seen the men of the League. If Dewhurst thinks to send me back to England, you will have little to say about it.”

She raised her shoulders and let them drop. “That is a chance we will have to take. There will be a hundred more before we enter the Temple. At least this one may gain us support.”

“Or doom us.”

“In any case, I must go back if I’m to make the documents and papers you want. All of my materials are on the Rue du Jour. It takes special paper and seals to create a realistic forgery. I cannot simply sit down at your desk and cast magic spells.”

Laurent blew out a breath. He had thought of this, but he’d supposed they would purchase what they needed. Only he could hardly go out and about to shop for ink, paper, and the other supplies. He had been the very good friend of the king’s younger brother. Laurent’s face was familiar to many in Paris, and if he was seen he might be recognized.

“We were lucky with the Guard yesterday,” he said, thinking aloud. “How are we to make it across Paris again without garnering attention?”

She looked down at her skirts, tracing a pattern on them. “Do you have any money?”

She didn’t know of his plan to gather funds from whatever he had tucked away here. “I am certain I can find some coin stashed away in drawers or cabinets. I have valuables to sell if we need more.”

“Then we shall hire a carriage to take us to the Rue du Jour. We’ll make our own tricolor cockades and dress ourselves as patriots. No one will recognize us, and if we’re questioned, we’ll say we are stopping to visit a sick friend before going to see the executions at the Place de la Révolution.”

It was not a bad plan. He could admit that much. But it would mean going back to the safe house and reasoning with the League. He wanted to go to the princess and rescue her now. Today.

Laurent tamped down his impatience and reminded himself it would do the children no good if he was captured before he’d saved them. He would have to wait another day or so.

“Where are you to find patriotic clothing?” he asked. “I might have something I could wear, but I don’t have a wardrobe of women’s clothes.”

“I suppose I shall have to dress as a man then.” She waved a hand. “I am used to disguises.”

Laurent did not mention that she would make far too pretty a boy. He was ashamed to say he rather wanted to see her dressed in male garb.

Outside the sun had risen and the gray light of morning faded. “We had better begin if we want to use the executions as our story. They start between ten and noon,” she said.

He ran a hand through his hair. “I must disguise myself as a patriot so I am not killed when I leave my own house,” he muttered. “If this is liberty, I miss the days of tyranny.”
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Honoria had just finished tying her cravat—or at least attempting as much—when the marquis tapped on the bedchamber door. She’d sent him away while she dressed, and a quick look at the clock on the mantel told her it had taken her longer than she’d anticipated. The loose fetter hanging from her wrist inhibited her movements, and she’d had to work at fitting it through the sleeves of the coat.

“Mademoiselle, may I come in?” he asked from the other side of the door.

So polite, even when he suggested they become lovers. It had sounded more like a business negotiation than a request born of passion.

But there was passion in him too. She’d seen the way he’d looked at her, and it was a look she knew well. It would have made her uncomfortable if there hadn’t been something else behind it—something akin to reverence or at least courtesy. This was no man who would take her against her wishes or seduce her with lies and false words. She respected the marquis for that much at least. She could not have tolerated him if he’d been like so many of the other men she’d known.

“Yes, I am ready,” she called. When he entered, she turned for his inspection. “I am sorry it took me so long. I had trouble pinning the trousers so I would not trip over them. I left them as long as I could to hide my boots.”

His gaze dipped as he performed a leisurely perusal of her clothing. By the time he was finished, her cheeks felt hot.

“Turn around,” he said.

She blew out a breath of air. “I will not.”

“Did you look at yourself from the back in the mirror?” He gestured to the cheval mirror in the corner.

“No,” she admitted.

“Well then.” He made a spinning motion with one finger. The gesture annoyed her, but she complied.

She paused with her back to him for exactly two heartbeats, enough time to hear him make a small sound of apparent distress. “What is it?” she asked when she’d spun back around.

“That coat is not quite wide enough to cover your...”

She narrowed her eyes.

“Curves,” he said with a smile.

“You haven’t a less tailored one. It took me at least a quarter hour to bind—”

Her face was so warm she imagined it bright red. She’d almost discussed binding her breasts with him.

Of course, he’d been able to deduce her next few words, and his gaze went straight to her chest. “You succeeded there. We shall just have to hope no one looks too closely at your bottom or your face.” He crossed to her and reached for her, but she swatted his hand away.

“What are you doing?”

He held his hands up as though in surrender. “Your hair is far too thick and lovely to be worn in a queue down your back. I only intended to tuck the end inside the coat.”

Now she felt like a fool. She reached up to tuck it herself, but the tight fit of the coat and her bindings made the task all but impossible.

“Allow me?” he asked.

“Fine.” She gave him her back and hoped he was not looking at her bottom. She’d expected him to grasp the tail of hair and shove it into the coat, but instead he lifted it so gently she shivered. His hand slid down the length of it, then turned as he wrapped it around and around. Finally, he reached her nape, and his knuckles brushed the bare back of her neck. Honoria could not stop her eyes from closing. She could well imagine him tugging her head back and taking her mouth with his.

But such thoughts would not serve either of them. She had no intention of allowing this man to bed her. She didn’t even know him, and what she did know of him consisted of arrogance mixed with insanity with a dash of recklessness. If they were lucky, they would free the prince and princess and then go their separate ways. If they were unlucky...Well, that eventuality did not merit more thought at the moment.

The marquis’s hand pulled the collar of the coat away from her neck, and she felt her hair drop into the opening. “There,” he said. He held out a tricolor cockade that matched the one he wore on his coat. Honoria took it, noting he’d managed to pull his hair into a short queue that would probably be hidden under the wide-brimmed hat he’d carried into the room. She would wear the Phrygian cap so popular among the revolutionaries, and she took the large cockade and pinned it to the cap rather than her coat, where she did not want to attract additional attention.

“What about blunt?” she asked, turning to look in the mirror as she placed the red cap on her head.

“I found a little.” He pulled it from his pocket and dropped it on a table. “I think I must have a pouch in this wardrobe somewhere.”

“And what about the key to these fetters? I can hardly go about with a chain dangling down.”

“The cuffs on the shirt will hide it,” he said. She gave him a dark look.

“Or I could look for the key.” He opened the wardrobe and began to shuffle its contents. In the meantime, Honoria peered at the money on the table.

What the marquis described as a little turned out to be several hundred assignats. Honoria had never been poor, but she had never had money to spare either. It amazed her that anyone could find so much money lying about, seemingly forgotten. She had never felt any antipathy for the nobles in England or France, but if she had been born just a few rungs lower, her feelings might have been somewhat less neutral. Parisians were starving, and this noble had enough “forgotten” coin lying about to feed a family for a week.

“Aha!”

She turned, eager to be rid of the weight on her wrist, but the marquis held up a small purse. In one quick motion, he swept the assignats into it and tucked it in his coat.

“And the key?” she asked with another glance at the clock. It was half past nine now.

“It must be here. I looked through the rest of the house.” He went back to his search, and she wandered the perimeter of the room. She dared not open the curtains, but she parted one very slightly and looked out on the Boulevard du Temple. People were lined up outside the Salon de Cire, ostensibly to see whatever new tableau the wax artists had created. The day was sunny, so at least she need not worry about being caught in a cold rain.

She dropped the edge of the curtain back into place and stared at the marquis. He still searched the wardrobe, bent so he might look into one of the lower shelves. Was it wrong to admire the way his buttocks looked in the trousers? She should look away now—not that he seemed to have any compunction about staring at her body.

She looked away anyway. If he caught her watching him, it would invite trouble.

“Wait a moment.” His voice was muffled from within the wardrobe.

“You found it?” She moved forward, eagerness mixed with hope.

He straightened and held up a small key. “I think this is it. Let us try.”

She held out her hand, and he took it, holding her wrist lightly in one hand and brandishing the key in the other.

“You needn’t touch me,” she said, when he’d inserted the key. “I can hold my hand steady.”

He turned the key. “I rather like touching you.”

She could not see his face, as his head was bent in work, but she thought she heard a smile in his voice. Then the cuff opened and clattered to the floor. Honoria snatched her hand away and rubbed it as though it had been burned.

“All set then?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“And if your friends refuse to help us?”

“They won’t,” she said, starting for the bedchamber door. She would be glad to be out in the open with him again. The bedchamber felt infinitely more dangerous when they were alone together.

“And if they do?” His voice was right behind her.

“Then you and I will go alone,” she promised. But even as she said it, she felt a tremor of unease.

***
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IT WAS NOT DIFFICULT to hire a carriage, and she allowed the marquis to tell the driver the story they’d agreed upon. They would visit a sick friend in the Rue du Jour and then journey to the Place de la Révolution to see the executions. The driver grunted and nodded in agreement, and Honoria kept her head down when they climbed inside.

“Thank you, citoyen,” the marquis said before climbing in after her.

The driver called to the horses, who started smoothly, and Honoria watched the line of people outside the wax museum with interest.

“I don’t like it,” the marquis said as they sped past the last of the people in line.

“Do not like what, citoyen?” she asked.

“Good God, I’d rather you call me Laurent than citoyen. If we’re to invade the Temple prison together, we might as well call each other by our Christian names.”

“I’d rather the formality,” she said stiffly.

“Too bad, Honoria.”

Honoria bristled, but said nothing. She suspected he was merely trying to provoke a reaction from her, and she would not give it to him.

The marquis looked out the window and shook his head. “I do not like this at all.”

“Are people gathering in the street?” she asked, fearful of a mob.

“No, but this is not the shortest way to the Rue du Jour. He is taking us somewhere else.”

Honoria glanced out the window, but she didn’t know Paris. She had no idea if this was the way to the safe house or not. “You must be mistaken.” And why had she trusted him? How did she know he hadn’t intended this all along and now made up a story to cover his lie? He’d made it clear he didn’t really want to go to the safe house. “Why would he take us somewhere else?”

“Because he suspects we are not who we appear to be. Devil take it!” He rose and crossed the carriage to sit beside her so he faced forward. His gaze was on the window, looking ahead to the path the carriage traversed.

“What is it?”

“Stupid mistake. We should not have hailed a carriage on the Boulevard du Temple. The driver has probably traversed that street a thousand times. He knows my house. Knows who I am.”

Honoria watched him closely. He wasn’t acting. He was worried, and she was as much to blame as he if they had made an error. She hadn’t considered that it might be dangerous to leave from the marquis’s apartments. But surely the man was merely paranoid.

“Is it possible you are overreacting?” She clutched her hands on her knees, trying to keep calm. Hysteria would not serve either of them.

“Yes.” He gave her a brief look before turning back to the window. “It is possible.”

Honoria let out a sigh. “Then perhaps we have nothing to worry about.”

“Nothing at all except that our present course will take us nowhere near the Rue du Jour and directly to the Conciergerie.”

The gray stone Conciergerie, built on the left side of the Île de la Cité, had been a royal palace in the fourteenth century. Now the Tribunal met there, which was convenient because as soon as the Tribunal condemned a man or woman, he or she could then be imprisoned in another part of the Conciergerie to await an appointment with the guillotine. Marie Antoinette was there now, and while Honoria sympathized with the beleaguered queen, she did not wish to share her fate.

Honoria rose on one knee in order to see over the marquis’s shoulder. In the distance she saw the Conciergerie—or at least a building that looked like the depiction she’d seen in paintings. Its towers and line of windows were reflected in the Seine. “What do we do?” She squeezed his shoulder tightly, partly to keep her balance and partly out of a sense of urgency.

“I don’t know.” He looked back at her. “I am taking suggestions at present.”

Was he making light of the situation? Did he find the thought of imprisonment in the Conciergerie amusing?

“Monsieur.” She grabbed his other shoulder. “This is serious.”

“That is what I have been saying, but short of jumping from a moving conveyance, I do not know what else to do.”

Jump from the carriage? They would probably break an arm or leg or worse on the cobblestone streets. It was a fate better than what waited for them at the Conciergerie, but they might end up there anyway if a broken leg prevented them from running and hiding from anyone who saw them jump.

“Up ahead.” She pointed to a few stalls where women sold vegetables and the ever-present tricolor cockades. At this early hour, the stalls were quite busy and the street was crowded with people. “The carriage will have to slow to move past those people. That’s our chance.”

He followed the direction of her finger and nodded. “That’s our best chance, but before we attempt to kill ourselves, let us try to be reasonable.” The marquis lowered the window and stuck his head out. “Citoyen!” he called to the driver. “This is not the way to the Rue du Jour.”

“The way is blocked, citoyen,” the driver called back. “This is a slight detour.”

Even in the carriage, Honoria could hear the lie. Her heart thumped so hard now she felt ill. Her stomach, thankfully all but empty, heaved.

“We would rather walk, citoyen. Stop the carriage here.”

The driver’s response was to call to the horses, and the carriage lurched forward faster.

The marquis slid back inside.

“I take it back,” Honoria told him. “You are not overreacting.”

He sighed as though beleaguered. “I rarely do. Are you prepared to jump?”

“No.” She pushed her cap lower on her head to hold it in place. “But I am less prepared to face the Conciergerie.” She reached for the door handle. “When do we go?”

His hand covered hers. “Patience, my sweet. I’ll wait until he slows and jump first. You follow.”

She nodded, afraid to speak lest her voice shake as much as her hands. She tucked them under her legs to hide them.

He stared out the window at the approaching stalls, looking quite calm and unperturbed. How did he manage that? Her mind was a jumble, her thoughts an endless repetition of Nonononononono...

“And after we jump?” she whispered.

He pulled one of her hands free and kissed it. “We run. Ready, mademoiselle?”

“No.”

“Follow me anyway!” And he threw the door open. The cobblestones rushed under them, far too quickly. With a roar, the marquis jumped.

***
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LAURENT HAD FALLEN from horses when he’d been learning to ride. He knew how to fall to prevent the worst sort of injuries, but jumping from a moving carriage on a Paris street proved quite a bit different from falling from a rearing horse on dirt or grass. He tried to roll to distribute the impact of the landing, but it hurt like hell when his shoulder slammed into the cobblestones, followed by his back and then his other shoulder.

Gritting his teeth against the pain, he forced himself not to lie still, as his body wanted, but to lever himself on his elbow. All around him people were crying out in alarm, but he ignored them. The carriage was speeding away now. Had the Englishwoman jumped or was she still inside? A second later he had his answer when he caught a flash of her red cap.

“Jump, damn you,” he muttered.

The carriage was almost past the last of the stalls, and people scrambled out of its way because the driver was taking no chances. He would not slow further.

A moment more and the driver would whip the horses to a frenzy, and she’d be lost to him forever. “Jump,” he muttered. “Jump.”

He closed his fist in frustration. A minute more and it would be too late. But Laurent knew it didn’t matter. She wouldn’t jump. She was too afraid. He should have made her jump first. He should have held her hand so they might jump in tandem.

And then, at the last possible second, the door swung open again, and she reached one foot out, stepping into nothing. He couldn’t help but close his eyes. If the cobblestones hadn’t smashed her to pieces, she’d surely injured herself against one of the stalls or by colliding with one of the shoppers.

“Honoria!” he called and struggled to his feet.

“Now wait just a moment!” someone yelled from behind him, but Laurent had no intention of waiting for anything. His shoulder hurt enough to make him curse, but his legs held his weight. He gained his feet and started to run. People moved out of his way, their gazes shifting from his face to whatever or whoever pursued him. It was a bad sign, but Laurent didn’t need any more bad signs. He didn’t look behind him, merely pushed people out of his path, trying to reach Honoria.

When he came to the stall where she’d jumped, he called for her again, looking frantically at the ground for blood or her broken body. A bright splash of red made his heart lurch. He ran for it, realizing at the last moment it was only her cap. “Honoria!”

“Here!” He followed her voice and spotted her leaning against the wall of a building just beyond the stalls. A small crowd of people was gathering, watching her with interest. “Citoyen, hurry!” She pointed behind him.

Still resisting the urge to look over his shoulder, he arrowed for her, stopping before her and putting his hands on her shoulders. “Are you hurt?”

“Just a few scratches.” She held up her hands, which were bloody with scrapes. Unfortunately, not only had she lost her cap when she’d jumped, her hair had come undone. It streamed over her shoulders, framing that startlingly beautiful face.

Around him he could hear people whispering. “It’s a woman.”

“You?” she asked him, her gaze moving up and down him quickly.

“I’m fine.” His shoulder hurt like Lucifer was burning it with hellfire, but that was a problem for another time. He’d finally turned to look behind him.

It looked as though half the National Guard was after them.

“Can you run?” he asked, taking her wrist.

“Do we have a choice?”

“None at all.” He pulled her with him, but she kept pace, running beside him. They swerved around small groups of people in the streets, dogs, wheelbarrows, and several casks of wine outside the door of a wine shop. “We have to get off this street. Too busy.”

“Over there?” she suggested, pointing to a smaller street intersecting them.

He didn’t like that it led them closer to the Conciergerie, but the half dozen men behind him were more of a concern than the prison looming ahead of them. He angled for the side street, pulling her after him. The fastest member of the Guard was right behind them. Honoria looked over her shoulder.

“Didn’t there used to be more of them?”

Laurent glanced back. Somehow he had to find a way to double back and head away from the prison. There were likely to be even more guards there. “What? That bunch isn’t enough for you?” he quipped.

In front of them, another half dozen guards turned a corner and started down the side street. He and Honoria slowed.

“That bunch is more than enough for me.”

“I agree.” He grabbed her hand and slid into a narrow alley. “This fête is too much of a crush, and I don’t care for the theme.”

Behind them, the first of the Guard charged in after them.

“There’s no way out of this alley,” Honoria said, echoing what he’d been thinking. “We’re trapped.”

“Try the door.” He pointed to a door across from her. She wiped the blood from her hand on her trousers and tried the handle. When it didn’t move, she shook her head and hurried to catch up with him.

“Locked.”

“What is it you English say? Bloody hell?”

“Yes.”

“Well, bloody, bloody, bloody hell.”

Honoria ran for the next door, tried it and all but fell inside. “Monsieur!”

“Right behind you.”

He slipped in behind her, closed the door, and searched frantically for a way to lock it. He recognized the rectangular metal rod and slid it into place. “That won’t hold them for long.” Glancing around the small room filled with bolts of cloth and a sewing machine in a corner, he finally spotted a staircase and pointed. “Up we go.”

They started up the staircase just as the pounding on the door started. The building appeared to be a typical French shop on the ground floor with living quarters above. Patrons would have entered through the door on a busy street. Considering how narrow the alley was, the back door was probably rarely used and had been all but forgotten. Based on the fabric in the back room, Laurent assumed the shop sold cloth for patrons to buy and make clothing or linens. Not everyone could afford a modiste or the new fashion of ready-to-wear garments. On the second landing, Honoria bent and clutched the railing.

“One moment,” she panted. “I’m bound so tightly I cannot breathe.”

A crash sounded below. “That’s the door.” He took her hand. “Hurry.”

They started up the next and last set of steps just as a door opened on the floor they’d left. A woman holding a basket of linens shrieked and stepped back into the room, closing the door behind her.

At the top of the steps was a small attic area. Laurent had to bend in order to avoid hitting his head. A small bed and a few hooks for clothing were here, probably belonging to a servant or shopgirl. On the stairs behind them, he could hear the sound of boots and men’s voices.

“What now?” Honoria gasped, still trying to catch her breath. “We cannot hide here. The Guard will search the entire house. Once they even bayoneted our mattresses.”

“I suppose we have only one choice then,” Laurent answered, crossing to a small window that looked out onto a sloping roof. Several chimneys of varying heights exited the building here, puffing out trickles of smoke.

“You cannot possibly mean—”

“We jump out the window?” He unlatched it and pushed it open. “That’s exactly what I propose.”
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Honoria balked and took a step back, despite the fact that the sounds of men on the stairs grew louder. “You cannot be serious.”

“Do you have another idea?” he asked, ducking and putting his head out the window.

She had no other ideas. “Surely there must be something we could do other than plummet four floors to the ground. I might prefer the guillotine to jumping.”

“We won’t jump to the ground.” He put one leg through the window and beckoned her. “Trust me. I have done this before.”

“You’ve jumped off the roof of a building before?” She moved closer to the window, but didn’t extend her hand yet.

“I’ve jumped from a window. Take my hand. Hurry or they’ll see you.”

Honoria looked over her shoulder, then around the sparsely furnished room.

Nowhere to hide.

Nowhere to go but into the hands of the Guard.

With a groan of frustration, she put her hand in his, wincing a bit when he touched the tender scrapes, and allowed him to help her from the window. Outside the wind was cold and stung her cheeks. It blustered around her, making her hair whip about her face. The reddish-brown brick of the roof was not as steep as it had looked inside, but the wind made it difficult to keep her balance.

The marquis reached around her and shut the window. “This way.” He pointed higher onto the roof. The window jutted out, forming a small ledge, and he used this to climb higher. Against her better judgment, she followed him, perching on the roof’s pointed summit. Her head spun, and she did her best not to look down or up or to the side. Honoria kept her eyes on the ledge where her feet rested.

Montagne, on the other hand, did not seem troubled by their height at all. He stood, hands on hips, surveying the surrounding area. “There’s the Conciergerie,” he said, pointing.

Honoria wanted desperately to take his hand and force him to sit down. She was dizzy just looking at him.

“And if it was a bit clearer, I would be able to see the Temple.”

“Thank you for pointing out the various prisons. Now do sit down and be still.”

“You don’t like heights,” he said, still standing and turning to look about.

“No. I like my feet on the ground.”

“You are perfectly safe here.”

As though she believed that! “What if they open the window and see us?”

He furrowed his brow, then marched across the roof. Honoria closed her eyes and held her breath until she heard his quiet footfalls return. “Do you see that stovepipe?”

She followed the direction in which he pointed without lifting her head or moving her body. She wanted to remain as still as possible. “Yes.”

“Below it is a small drop, then a ledge. A drainpipe runs to the ground from there. It looks reasonably sturdy. We jump to the ledge and then climb down the pipe.”

He had hit his head when he’d jumped from the carriage. That was the only explanation. “And if we fall or the pipe breaks?”

“The drop isn’t so bad,” he said with a smile and a shrug.

He had definitely hit his head. “And you know this because you have jumped from windows before.”

“Exactly.” He crouched beside her. “Once I had to jump from the salon of the Duchesse du Beauvier.”

“Why?”

“Her husband had forbidden me to attend.”

She wrapped her arms around her knees. “Because of your politics?”

“Because he caught me in bed with his wife the week before.”

“You are a rake,” she said with contemptuous shake of her head.

“I beg to differ.” He leaned back, resting an elbow on the roof as though they were having a picnic in the country and this was a green field of flowers. “I have traveled to England, and I know of these rakes you speak of. I am no such thing.”

“And how are you different?” This was not at all the sort of conversation she wanted to have with him, but it was better than thinking about the long drop to the ground.

“A rake will seduce any woman, regardless of whether or not she is an innocent or whether she wants to be seduced. I assure you the Duchesse du Beauvier wanted to be seduced and she was no innocent.” He looked off into the distance, toward the Conciergerie. “Marie Antoinette knew I was no rake. She never had a moment’s concern when I was with Marie-Thérèse. She knew she could trust me implicitly. I would never have touched Madame Royale in any way other than that of a brother. I would never touch any woman who does not want to be touched.”

“Of course, that is what you would say.” The wind blew hard against her back, and she clutched her knees tighter. “Rakes always use sweet words to accomplish their aims.”

He didn’t speak for a long moment and then he sat, aligning his body with hers. “It was a rake, wasn’t it?”

She glanced at him, then back down. “I don’t understand.”

“A rake seduced you and broke your heart.”

He was not far from the truth. “My heart is not broken, and there was no rake.”

“Someone has made you guard your heart.”

She looked up at him, forgetting to be afraid of their height. “I am not so easily seduced. In that way I keep guard.”

“I would never imply you were easy to seduce. I only meant that you are careful to hide your beauty. Do you wear drab dresses and pull your hair back severely in England or is that part of your disguise in Paris?”

“I want to be taken seriously,” she said. “My work is important, and I find that men do not hear what I say when all they see is a pretty face.”

“Your work? What is your work?”

Honoria did not know if she should confide in him, trust in him. As it was, she did not have the chance. The window below them swung open and a guard looked out. The marquis put a finger to his lips, and neither he nor Honoria moved. All that was visible of the guard was the edge of his hat.

Then his head disappeared. “I don’t see them. Send a man out there to make sure they aren’t hiding on the roof.”

“Oh, my God.” It was part prayer and part desperate plea.

“This way.” The marquis pulled her up, and Honoria’s head spun. She clutched his arm tightly, afraid she would fall. A ridiculous fear considering she was about to jump.

He held on to her arms. “Look at me, Honoria.”

She shook her head. “I can’t. Everything is moving.”

His hands on her upper arms tightened. “Take a deep breath and look at me.”

She took the breath, but couldn’t force her gaze from his chest.

“Another, my sweet.”

She did as he commanded. “I am not your sweet.”

He laughed. “Good. You are feeling better. Now look at me.”

She lifted her gaze to his steady green eyes. “I will not allow you to fall.”

“How can you pre—”

He put a finger over her lips, silencing her. “I simply will not allow it.” His hands slid down her arms and closed on hers. His skin felt warm and his hands covered her small cold ones. Gently, he tugged her forward, walking backward toward the stovepipe he had pointed out earlier. The man truly had no fear.

When they reached the pipe, he pointed over the edge of the roof. Honoria’s stomach lurched when she looked down, but she took another deep breath.

“Do you see the ledge?”

It was a wide ledge, almost a balcony, except it had no railing. “Yes. There is some sort of wire on it.”

“Yes, a coil of wire. Avoid it. Climb down and scoot around it. You should be able to reach the drain pipe.”

“Climb...” Her teeth began to chatter, and her whole body shook.

Montagne took her by the shoulders and turned her so her back was to the drop. “Down on your knees,” he ordered. “Hurry, now my sweet.”

She got to her knees before him.

“Climb down backward, like a child learning to navigate the stairs. I’ll be right behind you.”

Shaking and all but panting, she scooted back until her feet touched air. Then she lowered to her belly and pushed off the side, holding on until she felt the wall of the building with her feet. Her hands, slippery with sweat tinged with blood, slid down until she held on to the edge of the roof. A quick look down showed her the ledge was just an inch or so beneath her feet. It also showed her the street below was much further.

Finger by finger, Honoria released the roof and slid onto the ledge. She pressed herself against it, hugging the building as tightly as she could. A moment later, Montagne dropped beside her. She sobbed his name, and he put a finger to his lips. Dipping close to her, he whispered in her ear, “They’re climbing out the window. We have to be quiet.”

His hand rested on her back, and she needed the security of his touch.

Then his breath was on her ear again. “The drainpipe is just past the wire, on the side of the building. Take hold of it and scoot down. You’ll reach the side yard of the house. No one should see you there.”

“You go first,” she told him, unwilling to release the wall.

He paused and she thought he would object, but then he let out a breath. “I’m heavier than you, so it probably is best if I go first. Promise me you will follow directly.”

She nodded.

“Honoria. Promise me.”

“Fine. I promise.”

He lifted her chin with a finger. “If you don’t come down, you force me to come up after you. I won’t leave you here.”

She stared into his eyes. “Why not?”

He locked his gaze on hers, and for a moment her stomach flip-flopped, not due to the height, but because of the way he looked at her. “Because I need you to forge those documents.”

She almost laughed. She was still a little fool. Had she actually believed he might say that he cared about her?

“Watch me and do what I do.” He moved around her, maneuvering skillfully around the large bale of wire. Then, pressing his body against the wall of the building, he put one hand, then one foot on the side, presumably hooked around the drainpipe. He made an adjustment and then released the wall. Honoria scooted over and looked down. The marquis looked up at her from the drainpipe, his mouth curved in a grin.

The man actually seemed to be enjoying himself.

She wanted to wait until he had reached the bottom as she was uncertain how much weight the pipe could support, but she heard the guards moving around above her and was afraid if she waited too long, she would be discovered.

Just as Montagne had, she hugged the wall. It took enormous effort to release it with one hand, and she fumbled until she locked it on the drainpipe. Her wobbling leg was next, rattling against the pipe. Now the last step. She must release the wall with her other hand and grasp the pipe. She tried to let go, but her hand refused to move. Beneath the hand and foot clutching the pipe, the slim tube vibrated with Montagne’s movements.

Honoria closed her eyes again. She could not do this. She should just climb on the ledge and hope the Guard did not see her.

Her eyes snapped open. And then she’d be responsible for the marquis’s death as well because he was just daft enough to come after her.

“Bloody hell,” she whispered and let go of the wall.
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FOR A MOMENT SHE DANGLED. As he watched, the wind seemed to blow her this way and that before she finally grasped the pipe with the other hand. He hadn’t thought she would do it. He’d thought the Guard would capture her for certain. But she was braver than he’d given her credit for. Hell, he was braver than he’d given himself credit for. But it was easy to brave death when your only other option was...death.

He glanced down. A few more feet and he’d be on the ground. The side yard was surrounded by a tall brick wall that extended around the rear of the property and intersected with the house in the back. They could scale the wall and sneak away while the guards continued to search for them inside.

He slid down a little farther and then lurched. The motion was so violent, he looked up to see if Honoria had jumped back off, but she was staring down at him, eyes all but purple in her too-white face.

And then he saw the cause of her concern. The pipe had come loose from its mooring. Small brackets secured by nails held the pipe to the wall of the house, but the brackets weren’t built to sustain the weight of two people. Above her, the pipe was slowly bending down.

She shimmied down quickly now, but it wasn’t fast enough. Another bracket broke, and the pipe bent farther away from the wall of the building. Laurent wasn’t as close to the ground as he would have liked, but he had to remove some weight from the pipe. He jumped, landing on his good shoulder with a grunt. Now both hurt like hell.

“Honoria!” he called softly. “Hurry. I’ll catch you.”

She didn’t have to climb the whole way. She just had to climb low enough for him to catch her, although with two injured shoulders he wasn’t sure he would be able to hold her if she dropped from any height.

She tried to lower herself faster, but she was no experienced climber. Her movements were clumsy and slow, and the longer she took, the more the pipe bent toward the ground. If it snapped, she’d fall three floors and at best break a bone on impact.

“Hurry!” he called quietly. The pipe creaked loudly and pulled away from the wall altogether, the brackets popping like lit gunpowder. Suddenly her feet came loose and she held onto the pipe with only her hands. She dangled high above him, far too high for him to reach.

“Merde!” Laurent raced to the wall and climbed the pipe, putting his weight on it.

Above him, Honoria hissed, “What are you doing?”

But a moment later another bracket came loose and the pipe dipped. Laurent held his breath. The closer to the ground the pipe bent, the lower Honoria would be to the ground. Unless the pipe simply snapped, and then the fall would probably kill her. Laurent grabbed the pipe and pulled again, facilitating the bending. The amount of pressure was hard to judge, but he heard another creak from the metal and stepped back.

Honoria still swung above him, but the pipe had lowered her closer to the ground. “A little more,” he murmured, glancing up at the roof to make certain they hadn’t been seen. In one of the windows, a white cat sat on the sill and watched them placidly, but none of the Guard had yet spotted them.

Slowly, the pipe bent again, and Laurent tried to move under Honoria. For a brief moment he thought it might lower her gently into his arms, and then it snapped, and he stumbled to catch her.

The impact of her body hitting his was more than he had expected, and they both tumbled to the ground. The pipe came down, threatening to land on top of them, but Laurent grabbed her and rolled away. With a loud crash, the pipe landed mere inches from them. Laurent looked up and into the startled face of Honoria.

Her color was high and her breathing fast. “You said you would not allow me to fall.”

He couldn’t stop a grin. “If I may, an amendment—I will always catch you should you fall.”

“I knew I shouldn’t trust you.”

Before she could say more, he pulled her to her feet. It was a mistake as the motion reminded him of the pain in his shoulder. He hissed in a breath.

“Are you injured?” she asked.

“A trifle. We need to climb over the wall and find somewhere to hide. We can’t go farther until your disguise is repaired.”

She pushed her hair off her shoulders.

“And how will we climb over that wall? You are hurt, and I’m a Roman antiquities expert, not a mountain climber.”

“Really? Roman antiquities?” He cocked his head in interest. She was proving to be more of an onion than he’d thought. Every new layer was more fascinating than the last. “What period?”

“Might we discuss this later?”

“Of course.” She was correct. They did not have time to stand about chatting. If one of the Guard should look out a window or down from the roof, they would be spotted. “Do you see that tree? I’ll boost you up and you crawl out over the branch until you can jump onto the top of the wall. Then you’ll go over.”

“And you?” she asked.

“Fortunately, I am an expert tree climber.”

The task proved more difficult with two injured shoulders, but though he didn’t climb gracefully, he made it over. They landed on a busy street and ducked their heads, avoiding the curious eyes of passersby. Laurent had to remove Honoria from public view. She was too conspicuous in her male clothing and her all too feminine face and hair. Ahead he spotted a café and beside it a wine shop. He took Honoria’s elbow and leaned close. “We go into the coffee shop and walk out the back. Then we enter the wine shop and look for a place to hide.”

He hoped the simple trick would fool anyone following them. The only flaw in the plan was that the wine shop was unlikely to be crowded this early in the day, which meant they would be unable to conceal themselves in a crowd.

As they neared the café, the strong scent of coffee made him breathe deeply. He would have paid dearly for a coffee with mocha, and if he ordered that, he might as well yell at the top of his voice that he was a noble escaped from La Force. They entered the café, where several men shouted at each other across the room. It seemed a political debate was in progress. If it kept the patrons’ attention away from him, then he was in favor of whatever ridiculous measure the men argued.

He took a table at the back of the café, near the door to the kitchen. The table was round and wooden, but clean and stable. He leaned his elbows on it and peered about the establishment. The windows at the front were large, but the awning hanging above them blocked out most of the midmorning light, leaving the café dark and shadowy. A lamp or two burned, but for the most part the interior was unlit. The owners either could not afford or could not obtain oil to keep the room lit. A fire did burn in a hearth near where the two revolutionaries argued, and the back of the café was warm as well, being that it was near to the kitchens.

On one wall hung pictures of Robespierre, St. Just, and several other leaders he did not recognize. It was difficult to keep them straight as they changed from day to day, the new leader generally lopping off the head of the man he deposed.

He supposed at one point the king’s picture had hung in that place of honor. Now a shopkeeper was forced to change his loyalties from day to day.

“We go out that way,” he said, keeping his voice low and pointing to the kitchen door. “You go first, and I will follow.”

She nodded. “What if someone questions me?”

“Just keep walking.”

The expression on her face was dubious, but she didn’t argue. “Should I go now?”

“In a moment. We should sit here and appear to be engrossed in conversation. I would order coffee, but our absence would be noticed when the server returned with the beverage.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t care for coffee anyway. It smells quite lovely and tastes absolutely awful.”

He gave her a withering look. “You English and your tea.”

Now she puffed up indignantly. The sight of her in men’s clothing acting the petulant female would have been comical if they didn’t have a dozen National Guardsmen to worry about. “Tea is a very calming beverage,” she said. “There is nothing like a warm cup of tea at the end of a particularly trying day.”

“Yes, I can imagine those Roman antiquities try your patience.”

She sniffed. “At times they do, but there are times one prefers to be soothed rather than to swallow some bitter brew.”

“Perhaps your government has been too soothed of late,” he said. “Your Parliament seems content to watch from afar while blood runs in the streets of Paris. George III might have helped his cousin. I know the Princess de Lamballe traveled to England and begged for help. Now the king lies in an unmarked grave and his wife will be next on the scaffold.”

“The King of England has his own battles to fight,” she said, but her voice lacked the fervor of conviction. Perhaps she was in Paris for more than a diversion. Perhaps she really did hope to help those in need. She had agreed to assist in his rescue of the princess and the dauphin. Her willingness to help him, despite the poor odds of success, meant she was undoubtedly braver than any of the idiot lords sitting in Whitehall at the moment.

Behind them the political discussion rose to a fevered pitch, and one of the men climbed on a table, shouting to be heard. “Now is your chance,” he said and nodded at the kitchen door.

Her face a mask of granite, she rose from the small round table and walked toward the kitchen door. It was slightly ajar, and before pushing it open, she looked back at him.

He read the concern in her lovely eyes, the need for reassurance, and something else.

Trust.

He’d seen that same look in Marie-Thérèse’s face too many times, and especially on the day he’d promised he would always come for her. He would save her.

He’d saved himself, leaving with the Comte d’Artois, and assisting his friend in creating an army funded by émigrés. He might have stayed and been safe, but he couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat, couldn’t exist without seeing that look on Madame Royale’s face. It reminded him too much of Amélie’s scared expression when she knew she would die. He’d returned to France, at his own peril, to save the princess.

And now, looking at Honoria Blake’s expression, Laurent knew he would do anything to keep her safe too.
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Honoria stepped into the warm kitchen, the smell of burnt coffee blistering her nose. The café offered food as well—an assortment of breads and cheeses lay on a center table, waiting for the cook to finish their preparation. But food prices were high, and few had money to spend on luxuries like pastries. Coffee was still plentiful, and she could smell it brewing in the large pots near the stove.

The chef was berating a young boy—possibly the one who had burnt the coffee—and Honoria kept her head down and hoped that the staff was distracted enough not to notice her. She had almost reached the kitchen door, one that opened into a small courtyard, when the cook cried, “Who are you?”

Honoria froze, which was exactly the opposite of what Montagne had told her to do. She was supposed to keep walking. She tried to start for the door again, but now the chef’s assistant caught her arm. One look at her face, though, and he immediately released her.

“It’s a lady!” he said in shock.

“I’m very sorry,” Honoria replied, in what she hoped was perfect French. Her heart thudded against her ribs and she could hardly think much less speak. “I was looking for the retiring room.” Surely a café must have a retiring room. “Can you tell me where it is?”

“Who are you?” the chef asked. “Why are you dressed as a man?” Obviously, her effort to distract him had not worked.

Honoria opened her mouth to reply, but she could not think of an answer. She would have lied, but she couldn’t even manage to fabricate one. As she stood, opening and closing her mouth like a caught fish, the cook narrowed his eyes.

This was the end then. It wouldn’t be a fall from a roof or a beating from the National Guard. No trip to the guillotine for her. Instead, she would be betrayed by a cook at a café that couldn’t even prepare coffee without burning it.

“There you are,” a voice said from behind her. She knew before she turned it was the marquis. She should have been out of the kitchen and away by now, but the marquis had obviously realized she’d been detained. “You will have to forgive my sister,” he said with an adoring smile. “She must have become confused. This way, my dear.”

“Not so fast!” The cook stepped in front of him. “Her behavior is suspicious. I am taking her to the Conciergerie and the Guard.”

“Oh, but that is exactly where we are off to,” Montagne said easily, seeming unperturbed by the cook’s threat. Honoria admired his ability to remain calm and unruffled.

“Yes, that is right,” she added, hoping she did not sound as false as she feared.

“And why would you go to the Conciergerie?” the cook asked.

“Because...” Honoria wished she’d kept her mouth shut. Clearly she should leave the lies and deceit to the marquis, who seemed to prevaricate so naturally.

“We have a meeting with the General Assembly,” the marquis said smoothly. “My sister is arguing for the rights of women. That is why she is dressed as a man.”

“Exactly. Do you not agree women should have the same rights as men in this new France, citizen?” Honoria demanded of the cook.

The cook looked less than enthusiastic about that prospect. “I will accompany you to the Conciergerie,” the cook said slowly. “I want to hear this plea for women’s rights.” His lip curled in disgust as he said it. “And I would see Robespierre. He is a valued patron of the café. He may eat and drink as much as he likes, and I never charge him so much as an assignat.”

“That’s because he’s so cheap he won’t pay,” Montagne muttered, but not quietly enough.

“What was that?” The cook stepped forward.

Honoria had to do something before the cook attacked. “Citoyen! The coffee!” she cried, pointing toward the stove. All three men looked, and she grabbed a pan from the table and swung it at the cook. It struck his head, hard, but not hard enough to fell him. He stumbled and came up swinging. Honoria jumped back, and Montagne, blinking away his shocked expression, intercepted the burly cook and the two of them went sprawling on the floor.

She hesitated, uncertain as to whether she should run for the exit or come to Montagne’s aid. Laurent looked up at her, the cook’s hands around his neck. “Run!” he croaked.

Honoria ran, but the cook’s assistant grabbed her arm and yanked her back. “Traitor! Stay right here.”

He was little more than a boy, but he was strong. Fortunately, she’d learned a thing or two about dealing with men. She tugged at her arm, and while he attempted to hold her tightly, she kicked him between the legs.

He sank wordlessly to the ground. She should have run then, but she couldn’t leave the marquis. She grabbed a large wooden spoon from the table and swung it at the cook, who had managed to roll Montagne over and pin him to the floor. The cook looked back at her, and the distraction was enough to give the marquis the advantage. He freed a hand and landed a blow hard to the man’s right temple.

The cook fell in a heap.

Montagne pushed the man off and staggered to his feet. “I’m beginning to think you court trouble,” he said, bending over and trying to catch his breath.

“I might say the same about you.”

“Come on.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her out the door. The cool fall air was a welcome respite from the hot kitchens, but the marquis gave her no time to enjoy it. He tugged her through the courtyard and into the yard of the wine merchant. The owners of the shop had wisely locked their doors, and Montagne had to remove his coat, wad it over his hand, and break the glass of a window. He reached inside, unlatched the door, and opened it silently. This time he went first, Honoria following him into the darkness.

Voices came from the front of the shop, followed by the tinkling of glasses. A few men were drinking this early, but for the most part, the wine shop was empty. This back section seemed to serve as a storage area, where the owners had stacked wine casks and bottles. A column divided the area from the rest of the shop, and beyond the column Honoria spotted a man leaning on the bar, wearing a Phrygian cap.

Montagne took her hand, and she looked at him. He pointed to a door to her right and then pointed down.

She nodded. It must have been the cellar, and it would make a good hiding place, especially considering they now had to avoid not only the Guard but the café cook and personal friend of Robespierre.

Quietly, Honoria tried the latch for the cellar. The door creaked open, and Montagne craned his neck to see if the patrons had heard. A moment later he gave her a nod to continue. Inch by inch, she opened the door wide enough so that she might slip in. The steps were dark, and they had no lamp, so she released his hand and placed her palms on the walls beside the steps to guide her.

The marquis entered after her and silently closed the door, cutting off the rest of the light. In darkness, they descended into the cool, dry cellar.

“Step carefully,” Montagne cautioned her. “If you knock over a bottle, the owner may come to investigate.”

Honoria moved slowly around the large casks of wine and shelves of more expensive vintages. Her eyes adjusted to the gloom, and she could make out gray shapes. A moment later, the marquis moved away from her, and suddenly weak light appeared from a small window high at the top of the cellar as the marquis moved the heavy cloth away from the glass.

His cheek looked red and his clothes were rumpled. He still carried his coat and she could see that his linen shirt was bloodstained. “Back there.” He pointed behind the casks. “No one will see us if they come down the stairs.”

She made her way back, moving quietly, then sank down with her back to a cask and leaned her head against the wood. She was hungry and thirsty and felt as though she hadn’t slept for a week, when the reality was that they’d only left the marquis’s rooms two or three hours before. Montagne sank down next to her.

“I hate to have to wait, but we have no choice. We will try for the safe house after dark,” he said. “It’s too dangerous to move now, in the daylight.”

“What’s the point? How will we ever make it in and out of the Temple if we cannot even manage to cross Paris?”

He sat forward and peered at her long and hard. She could not see the color of his eyes in the dim light, but she knew they were that beautiful shade of green, hardened to emerald with gravity.

“We will make it because we must. I’d rather die trying than do nothing.”

Honoria didn’t answer. She would rather live.

“If you’ve changed your mind about helping me...” he began.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I don’t know if I can do this. I’m not smart enough, not brave enough. You told me to keep walking if someone questioned me in the café. But as soon as someone spoke to me I stopped. And then I couldn’t think of a single excuse. I’m useless.”

His intense gaze never left her as his hand came up to cup her cheek. “You are smarter and braver than you realize. Most men would not have slid down that drainpipe. You did. Most men would have run and left me to fend off the cook. You hit him with the spoon. I’d be lucky to have you by my side in the Temple.”

She stared at him in utter disbelief for a long, long time. When he didn’t smile, didn’t laugh, didn’t take any of it back, a warmth flowed through her from her heart to her toes. She’d received a thousand compliments, probably more, but no praise of her lips or her eyes or her hair had ever meant even one hundredth of what Laurent’s words did now.

“Thank you,” she whispered. She leaned forward without really thinking, meaning to kiss him on the cheek. He was so close, and she so flush with happiness, it seemed the right thing to do. But somehow, instead of kissing his cheek, her lips landed on his mouth. She didn’t know if she had moved or he moved or if they were drawn together like magnets. She only knew that as soon as her lips touched his, she was lost.

In that kiss, something passed from him to her. It was hot and sweet and the barest taste of that pleasure was not nearly enough. She wanted more. She brushed her lips over his, and when his hand tightened on her cheek and threaded into her hair, she kissed him harder.

He angled his mouth, parted his lips, and she felt as though she were falling. She grasped his shirt to keep steady, pressed her hand against his chest, and felt his heart hammering as hard and fast as hers.

She’d kissed men before, had them thrust their tongues, unwanted, into her mouth. But Montagne merely followed her lead. He’d deepened the kiss, but took it no further, barely moving his lips under hers, kissing her back as she kissed him. His other hand came up and cupped her cheek, his thumb caressing the skin with a reverence she had never known. Meanwhile the hand in her hair clenched and unclenched, stroking the hair and winding it so he held her prisoner. And then his hand would unclench, and she would be free again.

Except she did not want to be free. She wanted to kiss him. She wanted her mouth on his forever. She needed it.

Her hand slid up his shirt, touched the cravat that hung loosely around his neck, and skated over his shoulders.

He hissed in a breath and pulled back.

She’d hurt him. “I’m sorry!”

“Not as sorry as I am for the disruption. Please.” He reached for her again, but the moment was broken. Physically she felt pulled toward him, but she had to resist. If they continued this way, the inevitable result would be a quick tumble on the dirty cellar floor. That was not at all what she wanted. She had to remember that one compliment did not make the man any less of a rake or a liar. Every man could tell sweet falsehoods.

“Is it your shoulder?” she asked, pulling back and out of his reach. “You landed quite hard when you jumped from the carriage.”

“They’re both sore, but I’ll live. I could use help putting my coat back on. It’s cold down here.”

“Of course. But first you must allow me to inspect your injury. I saw blood on your shirt.”

He looked down, as though surprised. “I can’t see anything in here. Too dark. I am perfectly well.”

But despite his protests, it was not so dark that she couldn’t see a crimson stain of blood on a white shirt. “Still, I will see for myself.”

With a sigh, he unwound the cravat and unfastened the buttons of his shirt. But when he tried to pull it over his head, he grunted with pain. Honoria rose on her knees and assisted him. As she’d suspected, he had been cut. The back of the shirt was torn and stuck to his flesh with dried blood.

“I imagine it is beginning to bruise already,” she said when she moved to look at his face. “Let me see the back.”

He turned, and she examined a cut on his upper back. “It’s just a scrape. We should clean it when we reach the safe house.”

“Fine. Are you quite finished? It’s as cold as Russia in here.”

She helped him don the shirt again and then the coat, which was also torn from the fall. He sat with his back against a cask, arms crossed and hands tucked under for warmth. Honoria did the same, but she was soon shivering with cold. Now that they had stopped running and were sitting on the damp floor of the cellar, she felt the chill.

“You should take my coat,” Montagne said.

“I couldn’t. Besides, you just put it on again.”

“I must give it to you. Chivalry has been pounded into me since birth.”

Awkwardly, he stripped it off and wrapped it around her shoulders. The warmth from his body seeped into her as did the scent of oranges and sandalwood she had come to associate with him.

“Certainly, you do not owe me, a mere commoner, any courtesies.” She’d meant it as a way to lighten the mood, but he did not smile.

“I owe it to you because you are a friend, commoner or not.”

Honoria could make no reply to that. A man had never called her friend before. Did he say it to gain her cooperation or did he mean it? They sat in silence, listening to the light footfalls above.

“Then it does not matter to you that I am a commoner.”

“Would it surprise you if I said no?”

“Yes.”

He chuckled. “At one time you would have been correct. It would have mattered to me a great deal whether you’d been born noble or common. I can trace my lineage back to Charlemagne. Pride for my ancestors was pounded into me as well. And I am sure it will not surprise you to learn that I was very proud.”

“I might have seen some of that pride in your behavior when you first came to the Rue du Jour.”

“It is a hard thing to be rid of and I am not wholly sure I should rid myself of it completely, even if we are living in this new country where everyone is equal.”

“It is a sentiment many nobles hold dear.”

He gave her a small smile. “We have our reasons. But it might surprise you that Madame Royale is the person responsible for any little humility I possess.”

“A girl? But you said yourself she can be haughty and self-important.”

He leaned back and looked at the ceiling. He seemed to be seeing a different time and place—perhaps the gardens of Versailles or pleasant days at Marie Antoinette’s private retreat, the Petit Trianon. “She can be. From birth she has been catered to and spoiled by servants and courtiers, but her parents also taught her to be kind and to think of others. She always gave some of her money to charity, and she was happy to do it. This was, of course, the queen’s example and Madame Élisabeth’s as well.”

“Marie Antoinette gave money to the poor?”

“The king did as well. In fact, even as the king cut his own budget when the revolution began, he refused to stop giving to the poor and the needy. The revolutionary government doesn’t talk much about that, do they?”

“No.”

“Nor do they discuss how the church always funded the hospitals and a hundred other charities. Who is caring for the sick now?”

“We were just chased by the National Guard. You do not have to convince me of the evils of this new regime.”

“Perhaps I am trying to convince myself that the ancien régime was not so evil.” He continued to stare at the ceiling. “There’s something about watching a child give freely and happily that puts we stingy adults to shame. Marie-Thérèse would play with royal and common children alike. One of her most constant playmates was the daughter of a chambermaid, Ernestine de Lambriquet. The princess always took part of any money she was given and gave it to the poor. When her mother said the children could not have gifts because there were children who went without bread, the princess did not cry or argue. She begged her mother to send the toys she might have had to the little children who did not have bread.”

This was a very different picture of the little princess than the papers portrayed. The press described Marie-Thérèse as a miniature of her mother, the hated L’Autrichienne, or Austrian bitch.

“Madame Royale reminded me of my sister Amélie.”

Honoria leaned forward. She had been curious about Amélie since he’d first mentioned her. “Who was she?”

“My older sister. She had a pure heart, like the princess. But she died young.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It was not by violence. She was playing and cut her foot on a nail. She became ill with lockjaw. She could not breathe, and she died.”

Honoria had heard of such deaths, and she knew they could be horrible. “I’m so sorry.”

He shrugged. “I couldn’t save her. The doctors we called couldn’t save her. I was only a child, but I’d never felt so helpless. I haven’t ever allowed myself to be that helpless again.”

It made sense now, why he was so determined to rescue the princess. In a way he was saving the sister he had lost, and with all the turmoil of revolution swirling around them, saving the princess was one way to take control of the chaos.

“Rescuing the royal children is very noble of you.”

“It might have been noble—had I not first abandoned them and fled to Savoy with the Comte d’Artois.”

“But you came back.” He was too hard on himself, or did she only want to think he was a better man than he was because she’d enjoyed kissing him and because she wanted to kiss him again?

“Yes, and I was imprisoned almost as soon as I was recognized.”

“What were the charges?”

“Treason.” He shrugged. “I can’t deny it. Charles Phillipe and I were planning an assault on France and amassing an army. It certainly was treason against the new government, whoever it was at that time. But the other charges stemmed from the fact I am of the royal blood. That I have issue with.”

“Because you cannot help who your parents were?”

He turned to her and leaned close. “Because I am proud of that blood. Proud of my sovereigns. They were good rulers. They loved the people. Do you know what Louis XVI prayed before he died? He prayed for the forgiveness of the French people. I would not have been half so magnanimous.”

“Nor I.”

“If they wanted to imprison me because I wasted thousands of livres on fêtes or because I had forty pairs of jeweled buckles for my shoes—”

“Forty!”

He waved a hand. “Because I wasted money on women and wine and too many debauched nights to count”—Honoria scooted away from him slightly—“those charges I would have accepted. Those charges I do accept. I do not deserve to live.” His voice was raw with anguish, and she felt her heart twist.

“Because you were a libertine?”

“Because I cared only for my own pleasure, when I had a responsibility to those less fortunate. If the republic wants to kill me for those sins, I go willingly. But to kill me because I am related to the Bourbon family, which has always had the best interests of France and its people at heart, that I will not accept.”

“You have thought about this a great deal.”

“One has time to think in prison, if nothing else. And I realized that not only could I not accept my death under those charges, I could not accept the death of innocent children. The queen is beyond my help now, but I can still save the children. Once they are safe, I will walk to the scaffold a happy man.”

“I don’t agree with a government—any government—imprisoning children.”

He watched her, seeming to wait for her to continue. “And killing citizens for their royal blood?”

Honoria looked down at her trousers, surprised for a moment that she did not wear a skirt. “As a commoner, I understand the anger the peasants have toward the nobles. There is some of that same anger in England, and it is part of what led to the revolution in America. But slaughter of the innocent along with the guilty cannot be right. The Tribunal holds sham trials and then condemns people on the basis of nothing but rumor. And so I am here working to save those I can, at least until the Pimpernel sends me back.”

Montagne seemed to search her face. “And what if I ask you to stay?”

Honoria’s throat tightened, and she took a deep breath. “Why would you do that?”

“Because I need you.” He reached out and pushed a lock of her hair off her cheek. Honoria felt the same dizziness she had on the roof of the building they’d fled. She warned herself not to be taken in by his good looks and charm.

“You need me to forge passes out of the country for you,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Yes.” But his voice hinted that there was more behind his words. “If we reach the safe house, and the Pimpernel asks you to go, what will you do?”

Honoria looked away. “I don’t know. Try to convince him to aid you in your cause?” She glanced at the marquis again.

“And if he will not?”

Honoria looked down and didn’t answer.
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Laurent had known she would choose the Pimpernel. She didn’t owe him, the Marquis de Montagne, any loyalty, but the fact that she’d not said so outright gave him some hope that she wouldn’t flee back to England as soon as they reached the safe house.

The events of the day had proved two things to him. One, he needed help if he hoped to get into the Temple prison. The National Guard was out in larger numbers than before, and clearly the citizens of France were eager to prove their loyalty by turning in anyone suspicious. Two, he needed Honoria’s skills to escape France. He knew he could get into the Temple, despite the layers of security and numbers of guards. He knew the structure well, knew all of its hidden passages and tunnels. But considering the new tighter security just inside Paris, the Temple might be the least of his concerns. He needed perfect papers to be able to travel not only through Paris but also in the countryside and across the border.

Beside him, Honoria had moved closer so her shoulder rested against his. He might have wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close to keep her warm if he did not think such a gesture would make her scoot to the other side of the cellar.

And yet, she’d kissed him. He’d been taken almost completely off guard when she’d leaned close and pressed her lips to his. He didn’t know what he’d done or said to deserve such a gesture, but he would have done it again in an instant if she would only kiss him again.

Laurent hadn’t thought about how long it had been since a woman had kissed him or even touched him. Just the feel of Honoria’s body next to his half aroused him. But it was more than just any woman’s body or any woman’s kiss. He’d felt something different when she’d kissed him. Perhaps it was because of the danger they’d just escaped. Perhaps it was exhaustion or pain. Or perhaps he was just half in love with the bravest woman he’d ever met. Whatever it was, he’d never shared a kiss so innocent and yet so erotic.

“When can we leave?” she asked, her voice low.

Clearly her thoughts did not run along the same path as his, although he could appreciate her restlessness. He too wanted to be taking action, not sitting here waiting.

“At dark.”

“But the curfew—”

“Not that late. We wait until the wine shop is flush with patrons and then escape. If we wait too late, the owners might need another cask from the cellar. We don’t want to be discovered.”

She was silent, and he closed his eyes. Lately, whenever he rested, his mind traveled the corridors and rooms of the Temple. He wanted to remember every inch of it as though he’d been there just yesterday, not several years before.

“I wish I could sleep. Every sound I hear makes my heart jump.”

“The Guard has given up by now,” he assured her, though he had no proof of that. “Next time we know better than to try and cross the city in daylight.”

“Do you think you were recognized?”

“The driver probably suspected us since we left very near my rooms on the Boulevard du Temple. If I were smarter, I would have summoned a carriage farther away.”

Her hand came around his arm and squeezed reassuringly. “It’s a mistake. We all make mistakes.”

“I make more than most.”

Her hand on his arm tightened, then released. “Why did you tell me all of that earlier, about your past and all of your...sins?”

“Perhaps I wanted you to know what you risk your life for.”

“Perhaps you want me to think you have changed.”

He leaned forward and looked into her face, which was a mistake, of course, because even in the dim light he was dazzled by her beauty. “Men do change.”

She made a sound of disbelief.

“Now it is my turn to ask a question.” When she didn’t respond, he forged ahead. “Why did you kiss me?”

As he’d predicted, as soon as he spoke the words, she moved away from him. The space where she’d pressed against him felt incredibly cold and empty.

“I meant it as a friendly kiss.”

“It was certainly friendly.” It was too dark to be certain, but he thought her cheeks colored.

“I was merely relieved that we had escaped. I meant to kiss you on the cheek, but I missed.”

He gave her a long look, but she did not meet his gaze.

“And since you missed you decided to kiss me passionately?”

“I didn’t kiss you passionately!” Now she jumped up and moved away from him. He had definitely struck close to the mark. “I kissed your lips, and that was all. It was a friendly peck.”

“A peck? I have kissed friends with a peck. I didn’t open my mouth or grasp their clothing and pull them closer.”

“Are you trying to embarrass me?” she asked, facing him with her hands fisted at her sides.

“No. I merely want you to acknowledge what I have.”

She stepped back slightly, wary. “And what is that?”

“That we are more than merely allies in this mission to save the prince and princess.”

“You said you considered me a friend.”

“I do. I’d like to consider you more.”

“That won’t happen.” Her hands flew to her hips and her chin lifted.

He didn’t move, merely raised a brow. “Why not? You kissed me. Passionately.”

“Stop saying that. It didn’t mean anything.”

“It felt as though it meant something.”

“Like what? I’m not in love with you!”

“Shh.” He put a hand to his lips, and she glanced up at the ceiling.

“Well, I’m not,” she said more quietly. 

“Perhaps a bit in lust?”

She gave him a narrow stare. As she was facing the light from the window, he could see how her eyes cooled. “You really do have a high opinion of yourself.”

“You mean to say you don’t find me the least attractive?”

“That has nothing to do with anything.”

“Then answer the question.”

“No.”

“Why not? Afraid the answer will be yes?” Now he rose, slowly, like a large cat might move when stalking prey.

“What I find you is most impertinent.”

“I can be impertinent. I won’t argue.” He stepped toward her. “But I’m attractively impertinent.” He moved closer, and she was forced to press her back against a cask of wine. “Tell me the truth, Honoria. You kissed me because you wanted to know what it would be like.”

“No. I kissed you because I was happy at that moment.”

He inclined his head. “You continued to kiss me because you liked it. Because you lusted after me.”

“I do not lust.”

He put one hand beside her shoulder on the cask and leaned his forehead so it almost touched hers. The sweet smell of her, the feel of her hair brushing his cheek, the pout of those full lips made him slightly dizzy with lust. “You liked the kiss.”

“It was acceptable.”

“Do you want me to kiss you?”

“No!” She sounded terrified by the idea.

“Then don’t challenge me. Admit you liked it.”

She sighed and blew out a breath. “Fine. I liked it. It was...nice.”

“Nice.” He flinched. “You wound me.”

“It was nice,” she said matter-of-factly.

“It was, but it was more than that. It was...like the striking of a match.”

Her chin rose and she stared at him. “Those are very pretty words.”

“They are what I felt.”

“And how many other women have you said them to?”

He frowned. Now he was the one taken off guard. “None,” he said honestly.

“I don’t believe you.”

“I understand why, and so I will make you a promise.”

“Another?”

“Yes. In addition to always catching you if you fall, I will never lie to you.”

“Anyone can say that.”

“Yes, but when I give my word, as I do now, I mean it. And since we are being so truthful, sweet Honoria, I have one other confession to make.”

Her eyes narrowed again, as well they should. “What is it?”

“I want to kiss you again.”

“No,” she said immediately.

“I will refrain only if you promise to tell me the truth.”

She stared at him, taking a moment to consider his words. “Fine. I will be truthful with you as well.”

“Good. Then answer me this. Do you want me to kiss you?”

“I do not have to answer that.” She turned her head away.

“No, you do not. One more question.”

“Enough!”

“Last question.” He used a finger to bring her face back to his. “Will you stop me if I kiss you?”

“I do not have to answer that either.”

“Then we shall just have to see what happens.”

With one finger resting lightly on her chin he bent and brushed his lips gently over hers. Her lips were impossibly soft, and he longed to take them and possess them. That was the surest way to end the kiss quickly, and though he had admirable patience and determination, he had never had to tread carefully so as not to scare a woman away. Women might make catching them a challenge for him, but they always wanted to be caught.

Until now.

Honoria Blake did not want to be caught or kissed. He believed her when she’d said she had not meant to kiss him. It would have been better—for him, at least—if she hadn’t. Because he meant what he’d said about striking the match. He’d been simmering with desire for her since he’d first seen her. Now he was boiling over with craving.

And if there was one thing Laurent knew about himself it was that he was a man who got what he wanted.

He wanted Honoria.

Keeping his kiss gentle and light so as not to scare her away, he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her into his warmth. He could feel her waist beneath the coat and shirt, a strange sensation when he was so used to only feeling the corset material under women’s dresses. Strange too that when he pulled her close he did not feel the swell of her breasts against his chest. He remembered she had bound them, and then wished he had not recalled that because it brought to mind her heart-shaped derrière in the trousers she had donned.

How was he to keep his hands from roaming over that plump, round flesh?

Instead of moving his hands from her waist, he moved his mouth, brushing his lips over her cheek and jaw until he could trail light kisses over the slender column of her neck. The scent of lavender was stronger here and the skin even softer. “Your skin is like a flower petal,” he whispered. “I’ve never felt anything so soft.”

She didn’t seem to have heard, and then she stiffened. “More pretty words,” she said, her tone stony. When she tried to pull away, he held her against him.

“I told you I would not lie. The comparison is apt. But”—he bent to kiss that satiny skin again—“if I am scrupulously honest, I admit I have felt skin this soft before.”

Now she all but reared back. “Are you trying to anger me?” she demanded, her violet eyes flashing. He could hardly contain his laughter—or his lust—at the sight of her so angry. Mon Dieu had he ever seen a woman so glorious in her anger? He liked teasing her, liked seeing her eyes flash with passion.

“How dare you compare me to one of your—your—?”

“To my nephew?”

She started as though someone had jumped out unexpectedly from behind one of the casks.

“When he was a baby, his skin was like yours. His cheek was soft as silk.”

Her body seemed to deflate, like a globe aérostatique when the hot air was cut off.

“Who did you think I meant?” he asked, all innocence.

She strained against his hold. “You should release me.”

“Should I?” he asked, dipping to kiss the skin near her ear. He closed his eyes to drink in the scent here. He wanted to lap her up, she was that succulent. “I don’t think I should.”

“I don’t want this,” she said, her voice hitching slightly as he nibbled on her earlobe.

“Honoria,” he said, his voice so low it rumbled. “I thought we were to be honest with each other.” He pulled her close until her thighs pressed against his. “You do want this.”

“I like it, yes,” she said. “But I don’t like you. I don’t want you.”

And that was a bucket of cold water guaranteed to cool his ardor. He released her a bit too hastily, and she stumbled. It was not his intent, and when he reached out to steady her, she flinched away from him.

“What the devil?” he demanded.

She grabbed on to a cask and righted herself. “I’m sorry, but I thought I made it clear earlier. Yesterday, even. I don’t want you.”

He narrowed his eyes. “I won’t make love to you on the hard cellar floor, if that’s what you mean. I am not such a brute that I cannot wait for a bed.”

She gave a half laugh. “Is that supposed to reassure me?”

“I have never forced a woman.”

“Then is it so difficult to believe I do not desire your attentions?”

He thought a moment. “Yes!”

She burst into laughter, then covered her mouth with her hand. “You cannot be serious. Has no woman ever rejected you before?”

“Certainly not.”

She stared at him with those large, bewitching eyes. “Never?”

He straightened his shirt and ran a hand through his hair, suddenly self-conscious. “I am wealthy, titled, and...” He indicated his face. “Handsome. Why would any woman reject me?”

“Because you’re impossibly arrogant?”

He wagged a finger at her. “No, mademoiselle. Arrogance is false pride, oui? It is not false to say I am—well, was—wealthy or a marquis. And I can look in a mirror. I know I am handsome as surely as you know you are beautiful. This is not false pride.”

Clearly his words were all but wasted on her for she looked at him as though he were a silly child who had muddled his lesson. Anger rose in him—not because she had rejected him. He was not so petty, at least he would not admit to such pettiness. He was angry because...because...devil if he knew why he was angry. Leave the logic to men like Rousseau.

“They say beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” she said.

He rolled his eyes. Trite sayings? That was what she gave him. Dear God, how long until dusk when they could leave this cellar? He wanted nothing to do with her.

“Perhaps I do not find you attractive, despite what the looking glass tells you.”

“Then you English really are dolts. That is the word you use, is it not?”

He blew out a breath and leaned a shoulder against one of the stacks of wine casks, the gesture a clear dismissal.

“I’ve hurt your pride,” she said.

He waved a hand as though swatting a fly away.

“Perhaps you would like your coat back.” She drew it from her shoulders and held it out to him.

He gave her a stony look. “Do you now mean to imply I am not a gentleman?”

Her brows drew together. Why the devil did she have to look pretty even when she did that?

“No.”

He flicked a finger at his coat. “As though I would deprive a lady of my coat when it is cold and damp here.”

She draped the coat back over her shoulders. “How very magnanimous of you.”

“I know.” Even he could hear the petulance in his voice. Pathetic. Better he not speak than behave like a spoiled child, which he had been. Perhaps he still was. He hoped Honoria Blake did not think she would receive his thanks for showing him he could still figuratively stamp his foot when he did not get what he wanted.

He crossed his arms and stared at the wall, prepared to wait in silence until the sky darkened. Honoria sank onto the floor, wrapping her hands around her knees. The only sound in the cellar was the rumble of voices in the shop above.

Tedious hours lay before them. He hoped she knew how much more pleasurably they might have spent their time. It was her loss.

The problem was he still wanted her.
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The damp cold of the cellar was nothing compared to the chill emanating from the former Marquis de Montagne. Honoria hardly dared look at him for fear the daggers shooting from his sharp green eyes would find their mark and strike her down.

Finally, finally, the shadows in the cellar grew longer and the golden light of day faded to a dusky gray. Montagne took a few steps and Honoria rose without having to be asked. “Is it time?”

“Give me a moment.” Silently, he crept up the stairs. Since she still wore his coat, she had a clear view of his firm buttocks in the trousers he wore.

She quickly averted her eyes. She had made the correct decision earlier. The man was a libertine who only wanted to use her. Had she not made enough mistakes with men? She knew his type and she knew herself. A few more kisses like those they had already shared, and she would be firmly under his spell. And the debauched Marquis de Montagne was the last man she wanted holding her heart in his hands.

Above, the marquis opened the door and slipped out. Honoria imagined he crept through the back room and peered into the wine shop, judging whether enough patrons had gathered so they might slip among them unnoticed. Honoria wished she had not lost her cap. A woman in male garb was far too conspicuous, no matter how large or inebriated the crowd.

Her legs were stiff from the cold and inactivity, and she paced the small area where they’d hidden. Gradually Honoria’s muscles loosened. The sky outside the window had darkened further. So where was Montagne? Had he left her? Abandoned her to fend for herself? Men like him always lied to women. Why shouldn’t he lie about this?

I will never lie to you.

Why had she believed him? Of course he would lie. He was a man.

Honoria’s stomach tightened, panic and nausea rising in her throat. How would she ever find her way back to the safe house alone? She didn’t know the city. She tried to calm herself with a deep breath. Regardless, she was all but gasping when she heard a step on the stairs.

She ducked down, her knees so weak she feared they would crumple under her. She banged her shoulder on one of the casks of wine, but she bit back the hiss of pain and slid into the shadows.

“Mademoiselle?” came a familiar voice. It had to be the marquis. No other man in France would refer to her as anything other than citoyenne.

“I’m here,” she said breathlessly. Her chest hurt from the pressure in her lungs. She rose slowly, her legs still wobbling like a newborn colt’s.

He took one look at her face and his dark brows drew together. “Do you have a low opinion of all men or is it only me in particular?”

She rubbed her eyes to stave off the pounding megrim. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You did not think I would return.”

“You have been upstairs for a good quarter hour or more.” She scowled at him.

He nodded and came to stand beside her. “Planning our exit strategy. I wanted to steal a cap for you, but I have no talent as a thief and the shop owners were not so accommodating as to leave one lying about.”

“We will not go far if anyone looks at me too closely.”

“Then we will make sure they don’t look too closely.” He explained his idea, and though Honoria had her doubts, she didn’t have a better solution. Five minutes later they staggered into the shop, where wine and conversation flowed. She hoped it appeared they had just risen from one of the tables in the back, but her head was down and she could not see if anyone had noticed that they’d emerged from the storeroom.

She began to raise her head to gauge her surroundings, but Montagne hissed a warning. “Keep your head down. You are inebriated. Act like it.”

Honoria swayed, the dark hair he’d pulled down around her face swaying with her. The rest was tucked back into her shirt. Montagne wore his coat again, and she could see the dark sleeve and little else through her dark tresses.

“I think we’d better go, citoyen,” the marquis said. She hoped his attempt to sound like a peasant was convincing. Her own facility with the language was not so agile. “Lean on me,” he said, as they’d agreed.

She stumbled forward, and he put an arm around her, ostensibly supporting her. She allowed her head to loll forward as he shuffled her through the patrons, of whom she saw only sabots and scuffed boots. Please God do not let those boots belong to a member of the National Guard.

She closed her eyes, feeling real dizziness sweep over her as they trudged slowly toward the exit.

Montagne kept up a steady stream of comments, pretending to struggle to keep her upright so he did not have to look the other patrons in the face. He too kept his head down. When her eyes flicked up, she could see the line of his jaw, now dark with stubble.

And then cool air greeted her and the scent of manure and the river and someone’s dinner cooking nearby made her nose itch. She didn’t dare look up, but the marquis moved more quickly, all but carrying her around a corner and toward the quay.

“Are we away?” she asked.

“Yes, but keep your head down until we reach the quay. We’ll walk there and then take the Rue Saint-Honoré to the safe house. Once we’re away from this quarter there won’t be as much light.”

A few minutes later the scent of the water mingled with that of fish and mud caused her to raise her head. The dark water of the Seine was before them, and Honoria could finally draw in a breath.

As soon as they were out of sight, Montagne released her. She missed a step, then had to jog to keep up with him. The sudden absence of his warmth made her aware how quickly winter would descend upon them.

“I do apologize for polluting you with my touch,” he said, with a quick glare at her.

Honoria realized he must have mistaken the way she rubbed her arms as a desire to rid herself of the residual warmth from his body.

If he only knew the truth. If he only knew how much she would have liked to be able to turn into his warmth and trust him with not only her body but her heart.

And now she knew she was half deranged. She blamed it on exhaustion and hunger. She was not in her right mind. She did not need this man to save her. She had taken care of herself for years, and she would swallow glass before admitting she needed a man to save her.

They walked with only the sound of the water lapping on the quay for company. He had slowed, either because he was a gentleman and did not want to force her to run or—more likely—because walking quickly was suspect.

Finally, he turned away from the river.

“Why are you turning?” she asked.

He indicated the streets before them. “The Rue Saint-Honoré is this way.” He reached for her, almost placed his hand on her back to guide her, then thought better of it and nodded for her to precede him. They’d taken no more than a few steps when she looked at him for directions.

He moved ahead, giving her a curious look over his shoulder. “You really do not know Paris at all, do you?”

“I’ve never been to France before,” she said.

“I cannot quite place your accent. How is it you speak the language so well?” he asked. Indeed, they’d spoken almost exclusively in French since he’d taken her from the safe house.

“My parents were from Brussels.”

He paused and stared at her. It was too dark to see his eyes, but she could see the surprise on his face. “You are not English?”

“Oh, yes, I am. I was born in England. My parents immigrated from Brussels about six months before I was born.”

He continued walking. “You sound almost pleased.”

“England is not the country chopping off heads of its nobles for public amusement.”

“England has chopped off its share of noble heads,” he retorted. She could not argue and saw no need, when to compare the execution of a few traitors over the centuries to the full-scale massacres occurring daily in Paris was laughable.

They continued on, and Honoria supposed they had reached the Rue Saint-Honoré. It was not yet full dark, but she still felt a sense of urgency to reach the safe house before the curfew. The few men and women on the streets hurried past them, rushing to complete their errands before it would be too late.

A distant rumble she had mistaken for thunder or a carriage became more distinct then, hoofbeats on cobblestones.

“It’s the Guard or a contingent of soldiers,” Montagne said, putting a hand back to stay her. “Let’s step into that courtyard until they pass.”

He took her hand, a gesture that surprised her until she saw how close the group of men on horseback were. Then she was too terrified to think much except hurry.

The marquis dragged her into the courtyard, and they ducked behind a wall. A few moments later the thunder of hooves clattered by.

Honoria tugged her hand from his, and he released it without any protest.

“On their way to the Hôtel de Ville,” Montagne speculated. “I hope there isn’t any unrest.”

Honoria hoped the same. “Should we wait here until we are certain no other soldiers will pass this way?”

“Yes. But not too long.” He eased his back against the wall, close enough to the edge that he could peer around it. He did so now, then looked back at her. “Your parents spoke French, I take it.”

“Yes. It was the first language I learned.”

“That explains why you do not speak it with an English accent. Did your father and mother never take you to Brussels to see their homeland?”

“My mother died when I was very young,” she said. “I barely remember her.”

His eyes turned kind, but she didn’t need kindness from him. Not now. She did not mourn her mother because she hadn’t really known her.

“And your father?” he asked.

“He was busy with his work.” And if there was a more apt description of René Blanc, she did not know what it might be. She did not have a single memory of her father in which he hadn’t been reading, writing, or studying. He did like to tell her of his life on the Continent. At one point he’d been in the employ of the Holy Roman Empress, Maria Theresa. He’d fallen out of favor with her successor, Joseph II, and he’d collected his pregnant bride and immigrated to England, where he then made a living out of cataloguing the rare and ancient artifacts in the collections of many of the homes of the nobility. 

When ancient Greece and Rome became fashionable in dress and design, Monsieur Blanc—who changed his name to Blake when he began publishing—had been hired to verify the authenticity of artifacts that had graced not only museums but also stately homes and castles. Honoria’s mother had died only a few years after the family had immigrated, when Honoria was just a toddler. She’d spent much of her youth at her father’s side, and although she’d had governesses and been educated in the arts of embroidery, sketching, and the pianoforte, she had an affinity for antiquities and her own knowledge of Roman antiquities was only rivaled by that of her father’s.

“I can only assume he had an interest in Roman artifacts,” Montagne said.

“He did. I learned all I know from him. In fact, he was one of the foremost experts on the Romans. He wrote many papers and even a book.”

“Was?” That penetrating gaze never left her face.

“He died from a fever. It was quite sudden.” Now she did have to wipe away a stray tear, and she dared not look at Montagne. Kindness from him now would only make her cry. “One day he seemed well and the next he was ill. He did not suffer. His sickness was short and took him quickly.”

“How old were you?” He handed her a handkerchief and she used it to blot her eyes and nose.

“Fifteen. Not so very young.”

“Young enough.”

Her head came up. “What does that mean?”

“It means he left you vulnerable and alone.”

“If you think I blamed my father for taking ill with a fever, you are mistaken. Nor can I fault him for failing to provide for me. I was not penniless when he died. I had enough money to live on until I could find the means to support myself.”

“And that would have been quite sufficient were you plain. But beautiful young women attract attention.”

Before she could reply, and God knew what she would have said, he rose and pulled her to her feet. “We cannot afford to waste any more time.”

She would not argue with him. She did not want to waste any more time with him.

***
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HONORIA KNOCKED ON the rear door to the safe house, one quick knock followed by three knocks. It was obviously some sort of code. Regardless, the door did not open immediately. Laurent had the distinct impression he was being watched. Indeed, Honoria looked up at one of the windows and waved. The curtain swished and a moment later the door opened.

The pixie with the cropped blond hair yanked Honoria inside. She would have closed the door on Laurent, but he shouldered his way inside behind her.

The pixie glared at him. “Thou poisonous bunch-back’d toad!” she said in English.

He raised his eyes to the heavens. “Save your Shakespeare for the stage,” he answered in English. “Where is the League?”

The pixie’s hands balled at her waist. “I am the League. You are not welcome here, lily-livered—”

The back door opened into the kitchen, and he strode past the stove and a table with several bowls of potatoes and a small sack of flour on it and into the dining room. Ffoulkes sat at the table, teacup in hand, looking for all the world as though he’d expected the former Marquis de Montagne at that precise moment.

“Sir Andrew.” Laurent gave a slight bow. “I think we must speak.”

“Do sit, monsieur. I thought you might find your way back here.”

Honoria came into the room, the pixie right behind her. Ffoulkes rose. “Miss Blake!” His eyes widened, and Laurent turned to see what had so surprised him. Ah. He’d forgotten Honoria wore men’s clothing and that her hair was down about her shoulders. Pity she would go and change into a dress, covering those lovely legs and that plump derrière.

“Are you hurt, miss?” Ffoulkes asked, crossing the room to take her hand. Laurent rose, not liking to see her hand in Ffoulkes’s. Not that he had any right to her hand. She’d made it quite clear she loathed his touch.

“I am quite well, simply exhausted. We’ve had something of an adventure.”

Ffoulkes looked over his shoulder at Laurent. “That is about to end. As soon as Dewhurst returns you will be escorted out of France, monsieur.”

“I won’t go.”

“That is your choice, but I must warn you the other option is death. You know too much, and that makes you dangerous.”

Laurent took a menacing step toward Ffoulkes. The marquis was not a man who tolerated threats well. He never had, and he was not about to allow this upstart rosbif to utter another word without his fist in his face.

“Stop.” Honoria stepped between the two men. “This is ridiculous. Sir Andrew.” She turned to the John Bull. “We have only just arrived. You might offer us tea before you issue your proclamations and warnings.”

Ffoulkes gave her a long look, then turned his glacial stare on Laurent. “Would you like tea?”

“No.”

Ffoulkes lunged, and Honoria had to slip between them again. “Coffee then!” she cried. “Alex, would you fetch it? I am afraid to leave these two alone.”

The pixie gave an exasperated sigh. “Very well, but do not do anything interesting until I return.”

She hurried out. Honoria faced Ffoulkes. “You, sir, sit here.” She pointed to one of the dining room chairs. Ffoulkes didn’t move right away, but finally he strode to the table, lifted his tea, and carried it to the far end.

“And you sit here.” Honoria pointed to the other end of the table. Laurent raised a shoulder and took a seat. He’d trusted her to sway the minds of the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel, and now she had to prove she could do it.

“I would think, Miss Blake, that after the man abducted you and”—he looked at her clothing—“whatnot, you might not be opposed to the former marquis receiving a blow to the nose or a punch in the breadbasket.”

“Oh, I assure you, he deserves that and more,” she said, sitting in a chair equidistant between them.

Laurent glared at her. Fickleness, thy name is woman.

“But I convinced him to bring me here because he needs our help.”

“Oh, I have no doubt of that, but if this is more about the princess, he is wasting his time.”

Honoria’s chin jerked up, and Laurent had a brief impression of Marie Antoinette. Not that Honoria Blake resembled the queen in the least, but she had the same regal manner, the same stiff backbone under pressure. “Then I am wasting my time as well.”

“How is that?” Ffoulkes asked.

“Because I have promised to help him, and I will do so with or without you.”
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“What did he do to you?” Alex asked that night when they were alone in their bedchamber.

Honoria started. She’d been brushing her damp hair near the fire after a thorough washing. With her small bed so close, she hadn’t been able to stop her thoughts from straying to the bed she’d shared with Montagne the night before. She had lain stiff and awake for hours, half afraid he would ravish her.

Half afraid he would not.

And then when she’d wakened, the scent of sandalwood with the hint of citrus had seemed to surround her. It was his scent, his warm weight on the mattress beside her, his quiet breathing she heard intermingled with birdsong and the rustle of trees.

She could hardly fault him for staring at her when he’d finally wakened. She’d spent a good portion of the morning staring at him. He was a truly beautiful man. The mark on his temple had been all but obscured by a wave of chocolate brown hair. Though she couldn’t see his eyes, she knew they were the same color as the countryside in spring. His lips had been parted slightly, and the contrast of pink beside the black stubble made them look all the more delicious.

She’d wanted to kiss them, which made him all the more dangerous.

And Alex asked what he had done to her.

“He didn’t touch me,” Honoria answered, looking over her shoulder.

Alex raised a skeptical brow, but Honoria bit back her amendment—very much.

Alex sat on her bed, crossing her legs on the mattress. It was a most unladylike pose, but as usual, Alex didn’t seem to care. “Then why have you decided to assist him?”

Honoria sighed. “I explained all of that.” She returned to brushing her hair. “At length.”

Indeed, she’d explained it more than once. First to Sir Andrew and Alex, then to Lord Anthony and Sir Edward Mackenzie, and finally to Lord Edward Hastings. Each member of the League had argued with her.

Sir Andrew’s argument had been that she was not prepared for the dangers of the mission. Honoria could not argue. Notwithstanding the past day, she had done nothing in Paris but forge documents in the peace and quiet of the safe house.

Sir Edward Mackenzie had argued that the princess was in no danger. The revolutionaries had no reason to kill her.

Lord Edward Hastings had argued that they would rescue the dauphin in good time and this attempt might ruin all their planning.

Finally, Lord Anthony had given his own opinion. “You have gone completely daft.”

“Even if you do manage to rescue the princess and the dauphin, how will you smuggle them out of France? The king and queen already failed once in their attempt to escape,” Alex said, reiterating her earlier argument.

Honoria scowled. “As you well know, that escape attempt was ludicrous. The royal family insisted on traveling together in large, luxurious coaches and the king was recognized after stepping out to dine in public. An idiot could make a better plan than that.”

“Then what is your plan?”

Honoria’s brush caught on a tangle and she winced. “I leave that to the marquis.”

“Yes,” Alex drawled. “He seems quite adept at evading capture.”

Honoria jumped to her feet. “Then perhaps those of you who have done this sort of thing countless times could lend some assistance. If you are all so afraid of me failing and exposing the League, why don’t you help me?”

“You forget that neither I nor Ffoulkes nor Tony have the final say in what we do or do not do in the name of the Scarlet Pimpernel.”

“Then we send him a missive.”

Alex rolled her eyes in the dramatic fashion that had made her so popular on the stage. “And you think that so simple? He is not in France at the moment. If you and the pretty noble would only wait a few weeks—”

“Everything could change in a few weeks. The children may be moved or die from abuse or neglect. We cannot afford to wait.”

“We cannot afford to fail, and we must plan this carefully.”

Honoria crossed to Alex and took her hands. Alex had small hands, as befit her petite, slender frame. “Alex, we are discussing children. Children. We cannot allow them to languish in prison. They are fatherless and will soon be motherless. The Scarlet Pimpernel would want us to act.”

Alex closed her eyes, her brow knit in consternation.

“If we cannot even save two innocent children,” Honoria whispered. “Then why are we here?”

Alex blew out a long breath. “When you put it that way...”

Honoria’s heart soared. She and Montagne could not help but succeed if the League was behind them. “I knew you would help!” She embraced Alex, but the woman pushed her back.

“I haven’t agreed yet.”

“But...” Honoria said hopefully.

“But I will speak with Sir Andrew.”

“Thank you.” Honoria tried to embrace Alex again, but Alex rose and stepped away.

“I have still not agreed to anything.”

“But you will.”

“We will see what Ffoulkes says.” She hadn’t yet donned her night rail, so she crossed to the door, presumably to speak to Ffoulkes right away. She paused at the latch. “Are you certain nothing happened? Not even a kiss?”

Honoria’s gaze flicked down before she could stop it.

“I knew it! I knew you could not be that unmoved by a man that beautiful. And the way he looks at you—”

“It was one kiss, and it’s not the reason I want to help him. This mission has nothing to do with him whatsoever. It’s the children I care about.”

“Of course, it is.” Alex smiled and opened the door.

The next morning dawned cloudy and rainy. The rain was light, which meant the League went out to complete their various tasks. Honoria still had no answer as to whether or not the League would assist her and the marquis, but Sir Andrew hadn’t reiterated his objections this morning.

Instead he’d said, “We shall speak later” before leaving with Alex, Hastings, and Mackenzie through the secret passage.

Lord Anthony had stayed behind, a fact he bemoaned at every opportunity. “I don’t know why the devil I was chosen to play nursemaid,” he grumbled as he paced the dining room.

Honoria attempted to ignore him. Ffoulkes had given her several documents to prepare, and she needed to concentrate in order to do her best. Montagne lounged in one of the chairs, a cup of coffee before him.

“Of all the days to be trapped inside,” Lord Antony mumbled.

Honoria thought he seemed more like a caged animal than the son of the powerful Duke of Exeter. Surely he had spent many, many days inside when at school or at home. Sons of dukes, even younger sons, were not allowed to run wild.

She wondered where the duke thought his offspring was at present. She had no one in England who would worry over her or wonder where she was. She had taken a leave of absence from the British Museum, claiming she had to nurse a sick aunt, and no one had questioned her. Her parents were dead and she had but cursory contact with the rest of her family in Brussels. She supposed that was one reason the Pimpernel had requested her services.

That and she was the best forger in the country.

She leaned closer to her document, studying the signature she’d forged. It was good, but would it pass for Robespierre? She drew out a paper with his real signature to compare the two.

“Everyone else is out and I must mollycoddle a frog-eater.”

“I do speak English, you know,” Montagne said, startling Honoria. He hadn’t spoken in more than an hour, and his deep resonant voice warmed her through.

“Good,” Lord Anthony said with a dark look at the marquis. “Then you know I’d like to throttle you right about now.”

“It’s hardly my fault your friends went on without you. I assure you, I do not need a nursemaid.”

“If you wanted anyone to trust you, you shouldn’t have abducted Miss Blake.”

He shrugged. “We do what we must.”

“I know what I must do.” He took a menacing step toward the marquis. Honoria, who was rather tired of all the theatrics, cleared her throat.

“If you want to beat each other senseless, by all means do so, but take it out of this room. I cannot concentrate with the two of you bickering like old women.”

“Old women!” the men said in unison. Lord Anthony immediately scowled at the marquis.

“Either make yourself useful,” Honoria said, returning to the forged signature, “or go away.”

Since neither man had anywhere to go—Montagne not being allowed out of Lord Anthony’s sight and Lord Anthony trapped in the safe house—a tense quiet descended again.

Finally, just as Honoria dipped her pen to make a slight modification to the signature—the R was not quite right—the marquis said, “I do not eat frogs.”

“It shows. Even a frog knows to hop away when in danger.”

And just like that the quiet was over. Montagne leapt from his chair and Lord Anthony was ready.

The two men collided, the French marquis sending the son of the British duke smashing into a chair. Honoria’s hand jumped and ink slid across her document. She was too shocked at first to do much more than stare at the men. The Lord Anthony rolled and struck Montagne before the marquis wobbled to his feet and threw a punch.

“Arrêtez!” Honoria cried, standing for effect, though what effect it had was negligible as neither man took any notice of her. “Stop!” she tried in English.

Lord Anthony bent and rammed Montagne in the belly. Both men sailed backward, the marquis slamming into the dining table. Honoria grabbed for her inkpot before it could be upended, but she could not rescue her other tools. Stamps, pens, and papers scattered into the air.

Lord Anthony advanced on Montagne, but the marquis kicked out, shoving the Pimpernel’s man back.

And right into a small table. It flattened under Dewhurst’s weight. The sound of cracking wood echoed. Honoria could not allow this to go on or the neighbors would come to investigate. She scooted around the still shuddering table and threw her body in front of Montagne before Lord Anthony could launch his next offensive.

“Stop!” She held her arms out, blocking the marquis.

“You allow a woman to fight your battles?” Lord Anthony sneered.

“Fils de salope!” The marquis attempted to maneuver past Honoria, but she shifted to block him.

“No! No more. Do you want the neighbors to call the guard?”

Lord Anthony lowered his fists and cut his eyes to survey the room. “Merde. Ffoulkes will have my head.”

“If the republicans don’t claim it first.” Honoria leveled a gaze at Lord Anthony and then Montagne. “What is wrong with you two? You were behaving more like criminals than gentlemen.” Her gaze fell on the pile of papers and other debris from her once tidy workstation. “And look what you’ve done! Hours of work—ruined!”

Lord Anthony lowered his gaze, while Montagne climbed off the table. “Je suis désolé.”

“Now you are repentant.” She turned to chastise him further and gasped. “You have blood all over your cheek.”

He touched a hand to it gingerly and pulled back, studying his crimson fingers. “It is nothing.”

“You’re hurt.”

“The cut on my temple opened again. That is all.”

But when he moved to collect the detritus on the floor, he hissed in a breath.

“What else hurts?” she demanded.

“Hopefully, his pride,” Lord Anthony said under his breath.

Honoria glared at him. “This is your fault, you know.”

“My fault!” He blinked his dark eyes innocently. “He attacked me.”

“You were spoiling for a fight. You’ve been prowling about like a caged panther all morning.” She held out a hand at the marquis, bending to retrieve her papers, though he was obviously stiff with pain. “Arrêtez. Lord Anthony can see to that. You had better lie down.” Not only had the gash on his temple been reopened, his cheek swelled with the beginnings of a bruise.

“I am perfectly well, mademoiselle.”

She put her hands on her hips, thoroughly irritated by these two men in particular and all men in general. “If you won’t lie down on your own, I’ll make Lord Anthony carry you to your bed.”

“I would like to see him try.”

“Oh, would you?” Lord Anthony straightened.

“One more word from either of you,” Honoria said from between clenched teeth, “and I call the guard myself!”

Montagne held Lord Anthony’s gaze a moment longer, then shifted his gaze to Honoria. Finally, he shrugged and started for the stairs, presumably to return to his room. When he was out of sight, Honoria glowered at Lord Anthony. “You had better put this room to rights before Alex and Sir Andrew return.”

She stomped in the direction of the kitchen.

“Won’t you help?” he asked incredulously.

“No.”

As she walked away, she heard him mutter. “And I thought we’d finally found a sweet and docile female.”

***
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THOUGH LAURENT HAD been reluctant to walk away from the English brute, he had to admit his head was spinning. And his arm hurt like...well, like it had been rammed by an ox, which was more or less a perfect description for Dewhurst.

He groaned as he sat on his small bed, rotated his shoulder, and rolled his head from side to side. He didn’t have a mirror in his chamber, but he took a towel from the washstand and dabbed it on his face. It came away scarlet. He’d bled more than he had expected.

He’d go down and fetch water later—damn the lack of servants—but for now he would take the mademoiselle’s advice and close his eyes for a few minutes. God knew sleep would be better than this endless waiting.

When he opened them, she was bustling about his room, pouring water from a pitcher into the washbasin. She dipped a clean towel in the water, wrung it out, and advanced on him. He lifted a hand. “I can do it myself. I would have fetched the water as well.”

“But you are too used to being waited on.”

“I would take your advice and lie down for a moment.”

She sat on the edge of his bed, making his body roll toward her slightly. The heat from her body spread warmth into him immediately. “That is a new tactic. You actually listened to me?” She leaned forward and dabbed the wet cloth on his temple. He hadn’t even been aware it too was bleeding again. Perhaps that accounted for the dizziness. She dabbed again, and he winced.

“Does that pain you? Good.”

He let out an indignant laugh. “You should stick with forgery. Nursing is not your forte.”

“I am a perfectly adequate nurse,” she said, though he could tell from the tone of her voice she was not quite certain of that fact. “I grow annoyed when I must nurse foolish men.”

Men? Had she nursed the English ox as well? Had she touched him like this?

“Stop scowling,” she ordered. “The blood will dry in the creases.”

She wet the towel, dipping it in the basin on her lap, then began to clean his chin. When she touched his cheek, he gritted his teeth to keep from cursing. It wasn’t even bleeding, but it hurt like hell. His whole head hurt.

She set the basin on the floor, and lifted a clean towel, dabbing at the water and cleaning the wound. “I wish I had some sort of poultice or medicine to put on it.”

She reached over him, giving him a lovely view of the underside of her rounded breast. He clenched his hands. If she had done this for Dewhurst, Laurent would have to hit the man again.

“I am fine,” he said. “I feel much better.”

“Very well.” She ceased her ministrations, and he wished he’d kept his mouth shut.

“What about your arm?” she asked, reaching to touch it lightly.

Thank God—or the Supreme Being—or whomever they were praying to now. She was not finished touching him.

“It’s a strain. Nothing more.” Idiot! Why did he keep giving her reasons to leave?

With a nod, she began to rise. “I would not mind assistance removing my coat.”

“Of course.” She gestured for him to sit up, and he complied, attempting to remove the garment himself. This was easy enough on the arm that remained uninjured, but he bit back an oath when he tried to pry the other arm out.

“Let me help.” She slid her hands over his back and eased his injured shoulder out of the coat. He closed his eyes, trying not to imagine what he might feel if she touched his naked skin.

When the coat was off, she prodded his shoulder. He jerked back and glared at her.

“I don’t see any fresh blood on your shirt,” she said, ignoring him. “Perhaps we should remove it and look underneath. You must have a bruise.”

Yes, and he could imagine what sort of bruises he might receive if Dewhurst came upstairs to find him half naked and alone with her. “That is not a good idea.”

Her hands immediately fell to her sides. “You are right, of course.”

“In fact, this plan was not wise. It was a mistake to return here.”

Now she scowled at him. “And where else did we have to go?”

“The Pimpernel’s men—”

“Shh!” she hissed at him. “One never knows who might be listening.”

If someone was listening, then he or she had already heard enough to damn them all seven times over. “The men of FR,” he began again, “will obviously not help us. We are wasting our time here.”

“I am not wasting my time. I need the tools I have here in order to make the documents we’ll need. If you could but manage to avoid fisticuffs, it would make my task easier.”

“I would avoid it more easily if I were not watched like an enfant. How do we know what documents you should make if we do not know how many of us will be in the carriage? And even if we knew that, we cannot plan the rescue without knowing something of the daily routine of the Temple. I must go to the Temple and observe, not sit here under guard.” After being on the streets of Paris, he’d realized his plan to slip into the Temple and take the children was not feasible without some knowledge of the guards’ schedules. Which meant even more of a delay.

She shook her head. “Too dangerous. If any of the former servants are still there and see you, they might report you.”

“It’s a chance I will have to take. There is no other way.” And he could not sit idle another moment.

“Yes, there is. We ask Ffoulkes to send one of his men.”

Laurent shook his head. “I don’t trust Ffoulkes or his men.”

“Do you trust me?”

He heard the tone of challenge in her voice, and his first impulse was to disarm her. It was an old habit, charming women and disarming them, but he couldn’t quite make himself answer as quickly as the lie would dictate.

She folded her arms over her chest. “You do not. I told you I would help you, and I will.”

“Your loyalties lie with Ffoulkes and the other men. If you were forced to make a choice, can you honestly say you would choose me?”

She glanced away, at a painting on the wall. The seconds ticked by, while she stared at the painting as though she studying it. Laurent tried not to feel offended. After all, why should she choose him? She had known him only a handful of hours, and in that time he had abducted her, cuffed her, and put her in danger. Moreover, it would not be him she rejected, but the mission. The dauphin and Madame Royale.

And though many women had chosen him over the years, he had never cared half as much as he did at this moment for this one woman’s opinion. This one woman’s choice.

Finally, she looked back at him, her violet eyes troubled. “I don’t know. That is the honest answer.” She started for the door, and he followed, slamming his hand on it to keep it closed.

He also unintentionally boxed her in.

Or was that his plan all along?

“Think on this then, mademoiselle: two children are suffering in that prison. I have been inside. Artois refurbished much of the palace, but the Tower is still much as it was when it was built in the Middle Ages. The Tower is cold”—he moved closer, forcing her to look up at him and press her back to the door—“dark, and damp. Their father is dead. Their mother has been taken from them and will surely follow her husband to the grave. If you are not on my side, can you at least be on their side?”

Her eyes met his, and he saw the flash of fire. “Do not use those children to attempt to manipulate me. We do them little service if we are killed or stage a failed rescue attempt.”

“We do them no service if we sit on the Rue du Jour day after day doing nothing! And I will use those children’s circumstances to manipulate you. I’ll use whatever means I have available to save their lives. Just like your precious Pimpernel, I will lie, steal, cheat, or seduce to save innocent lives.”

She raised a graceful brow. “Seduce?”

Laurent shrugged. “Perhaps he does not have that talent.”

“And you do?”

Oh, she wanted to play with fire. He stroked a finger down her cheek, watched her porcelain skin grow pink under his touch. “I most certainly do.”

She turned her head away, and he actually had to clench his hand to keep from touching her again. When he touched her, was this close to her, he forgot the shame of his past life. He forgot he’d been indolent and spoiled and vain. He only saw what he could be now. Who he could be with her. But he needed her to believe in him.

“And would you seduce me to hold sway with me?”

“At one time, I would have.” He stepped back, giving her room. She looked back at him, and the sight of her lovely face and the distrust fading from her lovely eyes was a reward he had not anticipated.

“And now?”

“No. I want you to take my side because you believe in me and this cause.” He took her hand, and when she tried to pull it away, he said, “This is friendship, not seduction.” He looked directly at her. “I need your help, mademoiselle. I need your skills. Your parents named you Honoria for a reason. I pray you see my cause as honorable enough to warrant your faith and your support.” He dropped her hand, and she stared at him for a long moment.

“You obviously did not waste your time at Versailles. You are as skilled with words and diplomacy as any courtier.”

He inclined his head. “I mean what I say.”

She nodded slowly. “I believe you do. Very well.” She turned to the door and lifted the latch. “I will talk to Sir Andrew. I will make him see the necessity of your cause.” She passed through the door, and he held it, watching her walk away.

“Then I shall thank you in advance.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I don’t have your gift with words.” She descended the stairs.

But she had passion, and that was more important than words.
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She paced all afternoon, waiting for Sir Andrew and the rest of the League’s men to return. The marquis kept to his room while Lord Anthony prowled the ground floor. Lord Anthony’s eye had swollen and turned reddish purple, but she refrained from commenting on it. She spent most of her time replicating the work she’d done earlier on the false orders from Robespierre that Mackenzie had requested.

As a rule, Honoria did not ask about the League’s missions, but she had to assume Sir Edward was attempting to free a priest from one of the prisons. The orders she had forged from Robespierre would ensure the priest could leave the city. Once he was out of Paris, it would be easier to smuggle him out of the country.

Finally, she heard steps at the front door and Alex and Lord Edward Hastings entered. A moment later, the rest of the party came through the secret passage. Today Alex wore a long wig of curly brown hair with a jaunty hat pinned on top, and now she removed it and stared at Lord Anthony.

“Did you run into a wall?”

He glared at her, arms crossed over his chest.

“Good God, man,” Sir Andrew said, sweeping his hat from his head. “What happened?”

“He ran into my fist,” said a voice from the landing. Honoria turned to see the marquis descending the stairs. “We had a slight disagreement as to French cuisine.”

Alex gave Honoria a look, which Honoria knew meant Alex wanted all the details later.

“I am happy it was only a slight disagreement,” Sir Andrew said. The men started upstairs, no doubt to wash and change before dinner. Sir Edward carried a large basket Honoria assumed held their dinner for the night. He attempted to hand it to Alex, but she held her hands up.

“I hope you do not expect me to cook for all of you! I have a rehearsal at the theater, and I will be late as it is.”

Honoria took the basket. “I will prepare dinner.”

“Thank God,” Lord Anthony said.

“Why do you never thank God when I cook?” Alex demanded.

“Because Miss Blake can actually make the food palatable.” The squabbling continued as the two started up the steps.

“Excuse me,” Sir Andrew said, making to follow them.

“If you have a moment, Sir Andrew,” Honoria said, “I’d like to speak to you.”

“Very well.” He changed direction, pulling out a chair at the dining room table.

Honoria cut her gaze at the marquis, still standing near the stairs. “In the kitchen, if you do not mind.”

Now Sir Andrew looked at the marquis. “I’d rather not leave him alone so close to the door to the secret passage.”

She’d forgotten the marquis was still being kept under watch. She gave Montagne a long look. “He will not attempt to escape. I promise you.”

Sir Andrew looked at her and then the marquis. “I have your word, sir?”

The marquis nodded, looking quite bored with the whole exchange. “My word as a gentleman, sir.”

“Very well.” Sir Andrew followed her into the kitchen. “Please speak quickly, Miss Blake. I’m not certain how much claim to the title of gentleman our Monsieur le Marquis can boast of.”

“He will not attempt to escape,” she said, uncovering the basket and beginning to empty it of its contents. “At least not until we’ve spoken.”

Sir Andrew sighed. “Then this is about the Temple and the princess. I thought I made my position clear.”

“You did, but I am not certain I made my position clear.” She set the bread on a large wooden table and looked directly at Sir Andrew. This was something she rarely did because she was all too aware of the strange color of her eyes. Men tended to stare at her too long or look away.

Sir Andrew met her gaze directly. Whatever he saw in her gaze must have convinced him of her determination because his annoyed expression fell into resignation. “Is there anything I might say to convince you to abandon this suicide mission?”

“No. As the marquis has pointed out to me, there are innocent children suffering. I will not stand by and do nothing.”

“We do not have proof they are suffering.”

She gave him a look of incredulity. “The proof is in the Place de la Révolution, where innocents are killed daily for the public’s amusement. If this new regime does nothing to stop the blood flowing through the streets, why should they care what happens to two children, son and daughter of the king and queen they hate? Sir Andrew, if we do not step in, those children will surely die.”

“Our mutual friend—”

“He is not here, but surely he would want us to proceed. After all, he organized the release of the marquis because he wanted more knowledge about the Temple.”

“To rescue Marie Antoinette.”

“And do you think the queen would have gone without her children?”

Sir Andrew pressed his hands on the table. “No. From all accounts, she is a good mother and dotes on those children. She would send them in her place before going alone.”

“Then certainly our friend intended to rescue all of them.”

“Then we wait until he returns to France. He is our leader.”

Honoria removed cheese and several eggs wrapped in cloth from the basket. “It could be weeks or months before he is able to return.” She did not have to point out that there was always the possibility he would be caught and never return. “The situation in Paris is already volatile. Power changes hands daily and each new leader has sweeping reforms. We must act now before it is too late.”

Sir Andrew held up his hands in surrender. “Very well. If you insist on this course of action, at least take every step to ensure it will be successful.”

“And how should we do that?” Montagne asked, coming into the kitchen. Honoria frowned at him. He had obviously been eavesdropping, though he didn’t look in the least contrite.

Sir Andrew glanced at him, then back at Honoria. “We must make a plan and arrange for the children’s escape. That takes some time.”

“We don’t—” the marquis began.

“You have a few days. That’s all I need,” Sir Andrew said, cutting him off. “Give us the map of the Temple, and we will work on a plan to rescue the dauphin and Madame Royale. We must organize transportation, disguises, bribes, false documents.”

“None of that will be very useful if we don’t know more about the prison guards and their schedule. Who is allowed in and how? When are the children allowed outdoors, if at all? Where are they being held?”

Sir Andrew pointed to the marquis. “It will be your task to determine all of that.” He held up a finger. “But safely and from a distance.”

“Explain.” The marquis crossed his arms over his chest.

“We have a room on the Rue de la Corderie, which overlooks the southern garden walk.”

Montagne dropped his arms. “And you can see the Temple from there.” It was not a question. “Yes, you can see the gardens quite well. Does the princess walk there?”

“I do not know. We only recently rented the lodgings, and they did not come cheap or without some negotiation. It seems there are many who would pay to gawk at the princess.”

Laurent uttered a curse.

“I had planned to send you there to observe if I could not convince you to leave Paris,” Sir Andrew continued. “Of course, I would have paired you with Lord Anthony, though I see now that arrangement will not do.”

“I want to go,” Honoria said.

“I bloody well knew you would say that,” Sir Andrew grumbled. “And I will approve the arrangement, though I have my reservations.”

Honoria’s cheeks heated. “I assure you, I do not need a chaperone.” She could not be ruined by being alone with a man any more than she already was by being in Paris.

“Perhaps you were not the one I thought of chaperoning.”

Montagne raised a brow. “My sole purpose is to rescue the children. I have no intention of seducing Mademoiselle Blake.”

“That may not be your intention, but you will be alone for hours, perhaps days. Can I trust you to behave as a gentleman?”

Honoria glanced at Montagne. She felt very much like a child whose parents were discussing her fate.

“I am always a gentleman, and you have my word I would never force myself upon Mademoiselle Blake nor touch her without her consent.”

A long moment of silence followed. Sir Andrew looked at Honoria, and she was well aware the marquis did not promise not to touch her, only not to do so without her consent.

“The final decision is yours, Miss Blake.”

“I will go.”

“Very well. You two will travel tomorrow in a closed carriage we have access to.”

“And if I want to go tonight?” the marquis said. “Now?”

“I will tell you to go on your own and strongly urge Miss Blake to stay here. You will have neighbors at these lodgings, and it’s far better they see you arrive in daylight with nothing to hide. Not to mention, I imagine Miss Blake must pack the few things she brought with her from England as well as eat dinner. There is no food in the rooms on the Rue de la Corderie. Better to wait until tomorrow than to risk being out after curfew.”

“One more night,” the marquis muttered under his breath.

“We will go at first light,” Honoria assured him. She understood his impatience. She felt it too, but she could see the wisdom of Sir Andrew’s instructions.

“I will see that the coach is here in the morning,” Sir Andrew said, “and I can provide you with a few assignats to buy bread and cheese. Miss Blake, you will have to go. If Monsieur is seen, he could very well be recognized.”

“I don’t need your assignats,” the marquis said. “I have my own cache.”

Sir Andrew’s brows lifted. “I see. Apparently, you did not think to volunteer those for the cause.”

“I am volunteering them for my cause. If, after the princess and the dauphin have been liberated, I have assignats to spare I will happily donate them to your worthy charity, monsieur.”

Sir Andrew inclined his head. “Then if you will excuse me, Miss Blake, I will make myself presentable for dinner.”

Honoria looked down at the vegetables, bread, eggs, and cheese spread on the table before her. Her head spun at the thought of this new venture. Montagne and Sir Andrew left her to begin preparing the meal, and her hand shook as she lifted a knife and began to slice vegetables. Was it fear that the revolutionaries might discover them and imprison them or have them guillotined that made her hands shake?

That was certainly part of it. She did not want to be caught.

But Honoria suspected the real reason her hands shook was because she could not quite contain her excitement at being alone with the Marquis de Montagne.

He would not touch her without her consent.

But how long would it be before she gave in to her desire?
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MADEMOISELLE BLAKE could certainly cook, Laurent thought as he sat at one end of the long dining table, Mademoiselle Martin on his right and Sir Andrew on his left. Honoria sat across from him, her eyes on her plate.

The meal she’d prepared—a vegetable soup, cooked eggs, and bread—paled in comparison to the sumptuous meals he had enjoyed at Versailles or when dining with friends at their homes on the Champs Élysées. But it was a marked improvement over the food he had paid for at La Force, and though it was simple it was flavorful. She had a way with seasoning and a talent in the kitchen. The vegetables in the soup were neither too crunchy nor too soggy and it was just salty enough with hints of other herbs in it.

He was eating his third serving before he realized he should not have taken so much. But when he paused in the act of serving himself more from the pot on the table—they were dining à la française—Sir Edward motioned for him to go ahead.

“Eat,” the Scot said. “Ya need it mair than we after yer time in La Force.”

Laurent did not argue. He had grown so used to hunger he’d forgotten what it was to be full, and now that he’d had a taste of real food, his belly could not get enough. Honoria barely ate, though. She pushed her spoon through the soup and pretended to sip it, but her bowl was as full as when they’d sat down.

After dinner Ffoulkes explained the new plan. Laurent answered several questions, while Honoria kept her eyes on the table. Finally, Ffoulkes suggested they all retire early. When the men all rose, Mademoiselle Martin pointed at them. “He means Honoria and Monsieur le Marquis should retire early as they must rise before dawn in the morning. The rest of you have dishes to wash.”

The men groaned, but they didn’t argue. As they tromped into the kitchen and Alexandra Martin followed Honoria and Laurent up the stairs, Lord Anthony poked his head back out from the kitchen. “And where are you off to, Miss Martin? There’s a dish here with your name on it.”

She stuck her tongue out at him. “I have to help Honoria pack.”

Lord Anthony scowled at her and disappeared back into the kitchen.

“Actually,” Honoria said, “I don’t need any help. I didn’t bring much.”

“Good,” the pixie said as they reached the top of the stairs. “That gives me a moment to speak with Monsieur le Marquis.”

Honoria paused in front of the room she shared with the petite blonde. Laurent could see her thinking of ways to save him, but he already knew it was hopeless. “Shall we speak in my chambers, mademoiselle?” he asked, holding his door open.

“Thank you.” She marched past him.

“Bonne chance,” Honoria said before entering her own room.

Left with no other option, Laurent stepped into his room, leaving the door open.

“Well,” Miss Martin said, turning to face him. “Your plan worked.”

“My plan?”

“Yes. You wanted Honoria alone, and now you will have her all to yourself. What designs do you have on her?”

Laurent barked out a laugh. “She needs no protection from me, mademoiselle. I have no designs on her. I simply want to rescue the princess.”

“I don’t believe you.”

He didn’t quite know how to answer that. He was unused to being spoken to that way by his equals much less an actress from the theater—and not even a very good theater in his opinion.

“I swear on my mother’s grave”—she moved until their faces were inches apart—“I will kill you if you dare harm her.”

“I have no intention of harming her. Why are all of you so intent on protecting Mademoiselle Blake?”

“Because it’s so easy to see she’s been hurt before. Do not hurt her again.”

She was correct. Honoria Blake had been hurt before. The way she hid her beauty and insisted she was more than a pretty face hinted at a past that still troubled her. Who did not have a troubled past in these days? But it angered Laurent to consider it might have been a man who’d hurt her.

“What happened to her?” he asked, keeping his voice level.

“As though I’d tell you.” Mademoiselle Martin huffed out a breath.

“You don’t know.”

She sighed. “She won’t tell me anything.”

“Then perhaps she merely wishes to forget it. Put it behind her.” Laurent shrugged. “I think we all would like to do that with aspects of our past. Perhaps the best way to help is to allow her to forget. That might even be the reason she came to Paris in the first place.”

Alex blew out a breath. “For a spoiled noble, you have some ideas that make sense.”

He laughed. “I have many ideas that make sense. After all, we have been ruling this country for nine hundred years.”

“Yes, well, just as long as your ideas have nothing to do with seducing Honoria.”

“Or you will have my head.”

“Exactly.”

“Thank you, mademoiselle.” He indicated the door. “You have been most entertaining.”

She scowled at him before returning to her chamber and slamming the door. Gingerly, he removed his clothing and lay in bed, listening to the quiet murmur of female voices in the room across the hall. Then all in the house was quiet.

Although he tried to sleep, rest eluded him. He wondered what Marie-Thérèse was doing at the moment. Was she lying awake, worrying about her mother? Did she know her father had been executed? Did she curse Laurent for failing to keep his promise?

And then he wondered if Honoria Blake slept, and if she did whether or not she dreamed of him.

Finally, he rose and dressed. The sky was still dark, but he could sense dawn would be upon them soon. He tried the latch on his door, found it locked, and cursed Ffoulkes. The man was taking no chances.

A few moments later, Ffoulkes opened the door and motioned Laurent to follow him downstairs. Laurent followed silently and found Honoria standing in the cold dark of the dining room. A small bag sat at her feet, just large enough to hold a change of clothing and a few toiletries. “I haven’t heard the carriage,” she murmured.

“The driver will be here any moment,” Ffoulkes told them. “Remember to keep your heads down, but do not look suspicious. Be friendly with any neighbors you encounter, but aloof.”

Laurent shook his head. “How the hell is one friendly and aloof or did I translate incorrectly?”

Honoria’s smile told him he had not mistaken the words.

“Just be careful,” Ffoulkes said. “Communication between us should be kept at a minimum. Lord Anthony or myself will come daily to collect notes you make and observations. When we’ve formulated the plan, we will alert you. Do not, under any circumstances, act without us.”

“You have my word, Sir Andrew,” Honoria promised. Laurent would promise nothing. He could not. He’d promised Marie-Thérèse he would save her, and his loyalty was always first to her.

The clop of horses’ hooves sounded on the street outside. Ffoulkes peered out of the window and then shut the curtains again. “He’s here.” He handed them tricolor cockades. “Go quickly and remember what I said.” 

To Laurent’s surprise, he embraced Honoria, whispering something only she could hear. Words of love? Laurent had not suspected the two of them of being lovers. Had he missed some sign?

And then Ffoulkes grasped his hand. “Bonne chance, monsieur.”

“Merci, but I don’t need luck. God is on my side.”

Ffoulkes gave him a sad smile. “I pray you are correct.”

Laurent led the way from the dark doorway of the safe house to the coach. Once Honoria was inside, he closed and locked the door and made certain the curtains did not gap. Then the vehicle jerked to a start, and he felt his heart pound as they moved inexorably closer to the Temple and the princess. Today he would watch the prison and begin to formulate a plan. He might even see her walking in the courtyard. Among the discussions had been a suggestion that while Laurent watched the prison, Honoria sleep and vice versa.

“When we arrive,” he said, “you go back to bed. I will take the first watch.”

She nodded, stifling a yawn. “Sir Andrew wants us to take copious notes. I brought paper, ink, and pen. You should write down everyone you see entering and leaving and the approximate times.”

“I don’t have my pocket watch any longer.”

“Sir Andrew says the lodgings are furnished. Surely it will have a clock. If not, we will purchase one.”

“Very well. We work in four-hour shifts. While one observes, the other sleeps, but—” He waited until she looked up at him and he had her full attention. While it had grown lighter beyond the curtains, the interior of the carriage was still dark and her expression was hard to read. Her eyes merely looked dark and large, their color obscured. “If you should glimpse the princess, you must promise to wake me. I need to see her.”

She nodded. “I understand.”

And then to his surprise, she reached across the carriage and took his hand. “We will save her, Laurent. I know we will.”
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The four hours she slept felt like only a few moments. The bed was comfortable enough and quite large, but she had not slept well the night before and the exhaustion had finally caught up to her. If she hadn’t been exhausted, she would not have slept so well. She still didn’t fully trust the marquis, though understanding his motives and knowing about his sister Amélie had helped.

They occupied two rented rooms on the third floor of a well-maintained building on the Rue de la Corderie. The residents were merchants and prosperous tradespeople, and Honoria could not complain about the furnishings, but the accommodations were small, especially if one hoped to stay out of another’s way.

The first of the two rooms possessed two windows that overlooked the gardens of the Temple. Honoria finally had a clear view of the Temple. It was every bit as imposing up close as it looked from afar. The Temple Tower was a tall dark mass flanked by four imposing turrets with pointed roofs. The exterior bore no ornamentation. The few windows the gray stone structure boasted were narrow and small. It looked like what it was—a dungeon.

The marquis had shoved a small table next to one window, arranged paper, ink, and quill, and did not move again. In the meantime, she’d explored the rooms—not much to see—and finally retired to the other room, which housed a bed and a privacy screen with a chamber pot and washstand.

The bed had been made with clean linens, and Honoria only removed hat, gloves, and shoes before climbing under the covers and falling asleep. She awoke again when something touched her shoulder. She opened her eyes and gazed into the marquis’s soft green ones. “It is your turn. Are you still tired? I can watch longer.”

He would too. He would exhaust himself and never sleep. Already, he had bruises under his eyes, and she doubted he had slept at all the night before.

“No. I feel quite refreshed.” She pushed the covers away and rose. “I shall take my turn. Did you see anything interesting?”

He shook his head. “It’s been quiet. I saw a woman leave with a market basket. I thought she might be the wife of the gaoler overseeing the care of the dauphin, but she might be the cook or a servant. She returned about an hour later. Nothing else.”

“Please try and sleep,” she told him. “I promise to wake you if there is any sign of the princess. When my watch is over I will go out and buy us something to eat.”

As she spoke, he’d taken the chair across from the bed and had begun to remove his shoes. Now he looked up. “I should go to the market. You must be famished.”

Honoria gave him a look of warning. “Sir Andrew said it would be dangerous for you to be seen. If the residents of this area are familiar with you because of your association with the Comte d’Artois, then it would be better if you stayed inside and out of view.”

“And I should send you out and into danger while I recline in safety?”

“What danger is there for me in walking to the market? I have never had the luxury of maids or footmen to shadow my every movement. I’m quite capable of buying goods and transporting them back without any assistance. I have done so for years in London.”

Seeming mollified, the marquis began to remove his shoes again. “This is not London, and you are not a Frenchwoman.”

Honoria shrugged in the way the French always did. “I will wear the patriot’s cockade, and as you know, I speak French perfectly.”

“Ah, yes. Your parents from Brussels.” He stripped off his coat. He began to unfasten his shirt at the throat. Apparently, he intended to sleep without it. Honoria did not know what else he intended to remove, and she did not want to find out. She backed out of the room. “Now I had better go to my post.”

Coward, she chided herself as she scampered away, closing the bedchamber door behind her. Her real fear had nothing to do with the bloodthirsty peasants on the streets, but with the irresistible noble in the room a few feet away.

Honoria sat at the table near the window, pleased to note the marquis had positioned it so she might see out, but anyone passing by would not have a clear view of those seated there. The day was cloudy and overcast and the lack of sun meant the temperatures had dropped. It would be a long winter in Paris—and a bloody one—if the harvest was as poor as it had been in recent years.

The draft from the window made the seat beside it less than ideal, but Honoria was thankful for the small fire in the hearth and made a note to buy more wood when she went to the market. She rubbed her hands together to warm them, then turned her attention to the notes the marquis had made of his observations from the early morning.

He’d sketched his view of the Tower and the gardens surrounding it. As everyone in Paris was ravenous for information about the royals, their location in the Temple had been published. He’d made notes pointing out the location of the Grande Tower, where the royal family was being held. From all accounts, the ground floor housed about forty National Guard. The third floor had been the king’s before he had been sent to his death. The princess and her aunt occupied the fourth floor. The dauphin had been separated from his mother and sister in early July and moved to solitary confinement.

At one point the family had been in the smaller tower, the Petite Tower, but they had been moved to the Grande Tower by order of the government. This was all noted and on a separate sheet of parchment he had begun a map of the interior of the Tower. Some sections were dark and in a definitive hand while others were lighter, indicating the marquis was less certain as to his memory of those. Perhaps given more time and sleep he would recall more.

His notes indicated there really had been very little activity at the Tower. Guards stood outside the entrance, and more had arrived shortly before he’d woken her. These had taken over for the others. The marquis suspected the next change would be in the late afternoon. The only other activity had been the exit of the woman.

To Honoria’s pleasure, he’d also sketched a picture of her. The marquis was a rather talented artist. All of the drawing lessons he’d taken with Madame Royale must have been to his benefit. His sketch of the Tower was very well executed, and Honoria thought his drawing of the woman detailed enough that she would recognize her if and when she returned.

The first hour of her watch was rather tedious, and only the cold from the window kept Honoria from dozing off. The woman the marquis had sketched returned the next hour. Honoria could not see what she had in her basket, but she thought she saw at least one bottle of wine and perhaps more. If the gaolers spent much of their evenings drinking or inebriated, that could work to the League’s advantage. She made a note of her observations and put her chin on her hand to continue the surveillance.

“That is certainly a lovely picture,” said a deep voice.

Honoria turned to see the marquis standing in the bedchamber door. The movement of her head made her realize how stiff she was. She should remember to stand up and move at intervals. “You are supposed to be resting,” she said.

“I slept,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. She might have accused him of lying, but his hair was rather adorably tousled. His hand moved to the stubble on his chin. “What I wouldn’t give for a razor.”

“Perhaps I can purchase one in the market. You should go back to bed. I have only been watching for an hour.”

He gave her an odd look. “It has been more than three.” He gestured to the clock on the table beside one of the chairs near the hearth.

Honoria rose in surprise. She must have been daydreaming and lost track of time.

“I hope you did not fall asleep.”

“I did not,” she assured him. “Nothing has happened, and so I suppose I allowed my thoughts to drift. I was always good at losing focus—or so my papa used to say.”

The marquis moved into the room, lifting a chair and carrying it to the window so he might sit across from her and still see the Tower. “Is that the papa who taught you so much about Roman artifacts?”

She smiled.

“You thought I would forget.”

“I thought it would not interest you.”

He sat back. “Everything about you interests me, mademoiselle.”

“I can’t think why.” She stared out the window at the foreboding exterior of the Tower. “I haven’t been anywhere or done anything. My life is exceedingly tedious, especially for a man like yourself.”

“Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?”

“I’m certain I would much rather hear about some of your travels. You have no doubt been all over the Continent and beyond.”

He wagged a finger at her. “That might work with other men, but I am not yet so vain as to believe the sound of my voice is more pleasing than birdsong. I will tell you about my life, if you tell me of yours.”

“I’m sure we should be watching the Tower and not wasting time conversing.”

“We have the time to waste, mademoiselle. I shall watch, and you will talk.”

She sighed. “Very well. When Papa died, I went to live with a cousin of my mother’s in the English countryside. He was married and had three children, all younger than I. This cousin had come to my father’s funeral and offered to care for me until I was of age. He wrote to his wife, and she was pleased to have me live with them. She welcomed the help I would be with the children and with all the other chores.”

His green eyes were on the Tower, but now he cut his gaze to her. “But?”

“But her attitude changed when she saw me.”

He nodded, his gaze once again on the Tower. “She had not expected you to be so beautiful. She was jealous.”

“She did not trust her husband, but he had been nothing but courteous to me. I tried to make her like me, truly I did. I helped with all the cooking, the laundry, the children. They did not have enough money for a servant, and I became little more than their servant. I barely had time for my studies and more often than not, I fell asleep with my head on my book.”

“And what did your new mistress think of that?”

Honoria sighed. “She did not like me to flaunt my knowledge. She said it was unwomanly to know so much. She wondered, aloud, how she would ever find me a husband if I persisted in attempting to prove I was more intelligent than the eligible men.”

“Jealous again.”

Honoria traced a finger over the map the marquis had drawn earlier. “She had a point. Men did come to call on me, and I had a bad habit of correcting them when they used poor grammar or made some comment about art or mathematics that was incorrect.”

“I doubt that deterred them as much as you think. For a face like yours, a man will endure much—even intellectual inferiority.”

“I suppose that became apparent to everyone because it seemed men were always vying for my attentions. This angered the wife of my cousin, and she used to lecture me mercilessly.”

Now he turned his gaze directly on her. “What did she say? Did she blame you for the attention?”

How did he see it all so easily? He seemed to know what she would say before she said it. “Yes, more or less.”

“She thought you were too flirtatious.”

Honoria laughed. “Even she could not credibly claim that. I have always been shy with people I do not know, especially men. But she said beauty was a gift from Satan to tempt men to sin.”

The marquis’s demeanor changed from relaxed to stiff. He sat forward in his chair. “And who were you tempting? More than the men from the village, I wager.”

Honoria looked down at her fingers on the map. “I should go to the market before we both perish of hunger.” She rose. “Do you have the assignats?”

He leveled her with his gaze. “We will talk more when you return.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew several paper bills. “I would give you more, but it might look suspicious for you to carry too much.”

She held out her hand, and he placed the bills in her palm, his hand brushing against hers. Cheeks flushing, she pulled her hand away. “I will be back in an hour.” She started away, all but stumbling to the door.

“Mademoiselle?”

She paused. If he told her to stay, she would, and then she would tell him everything. It was too much to bear, seeing the look of disgust on his face.

“Wear your cockade.” He pointed to the red, white, and blue pin peeking out of her small bag. Honoria hurried to it, and with shaking fingers, pinned it to her bodice and placed a small basket on her arm. Then she ran, not breathing until she was on the other side of the door.
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LAURENT SMILED RUEFULLY when the door closed. She made more sense to him now. No wonder she hated any attention called to her beauty. She had certainly never benefitted from it. Perhaps he could show her that beauty was not evil but a great gift, especially when one had beauty inside and out, as she did.

Of course, he had promised Ffoulkes he would refrain from those sorts of lessons, and to think of seducing her now was surely the behavior of a rogue. But thinking was not behaving. One could not fault him for his thoughts...

He stared idly out the window, watching as the door of the building opened below and Honoria stepped out, carrying her basket, head down. She started toward the Tower. She must pass it on the way to the market.

Laurent looked ahead to trace her path and then his heart caught in his chest. A mob had formed a few streets away and was converging on the Tower. They had paraded the Princess de Lamballe’s head in front of the queen’s window here at the Tower. Would they do something similar again? What satisfaction could they gain from frightening children and the king’s young sister?

He rose slowly, his gaze falling once again on Honoria. She would undoubtedly meet with the mob, and then anything could happen. He knew he could not risk going out, but nor could he risk losing Honoria. Without another thought, he grabbed his coat, hat, and his cockade, and rushed after her.

He caught up to her just as she passed the Tower.

“Citoyenne!” he called, his voice breathy from his exertions. She did not turn. She had probably learned it was best to ignore men on the street who called to her. But he must reach her. He must stop her before she encountered the mob.

“Mademoiselle! Honoria!”

She turned, and her violet eyes widened. “What are you doing—”

He waved a hand. “No time.” Indeed, he could hear the sounds of the mob fast approaching. “We have to return.” She moved closer to him. “Now.”

“Why?”

But it was too late.

Laurent grabbed her and pushed her against the wall of the building. The mob, now grown to a hundred or more men and women, barreled toward them. The men wore sabots that clattered on the street, the customary pantaloons that had given them the name sansculottes, short-skirted coats called carmagnoles, and the red cap of liberty. The women wore the cap too. Many of them also wore sabots, but a good deal were barefoot and, shockingly, bare-chested.

Many were armed, running with rifles, clubs, rusty swords, and pikes. But one man drew all of Laurent’s attention. He carried a pike with the head of a young man upon it. The man had obviously been freshly murdered. The face was still quite clean, the lips lax, and the eyes drooping. The man’s hair, brown and pulled into a queue, hung down the back of the pike like a horse’s tail.

“Oh, dear Lord,” Honoria gasped. He’d been blocking her from view, but there was no hiding the face of the decapitated man.

And just as Laurent spotted the skewered head, the mob spotted him. “Look!” a woman yelled. “There’s another.”

Laurent had the ridiculous urge to look over his shoulder, as though the mob must be pointing at someone other than he.

“And he has a woman with him. Look at that face!”

“And that dress!”

“An aristo, to be sure.”

Laurent could hear the death bell toll. Could see his own head, alongside Honoria’s, paraded on pikes.

“Wait!” Laurent held up a hand, the gesture like holding off an attacking dog with a feather. He pointed to his cockade. “We are patriots, citoyens! We are with you.”

The mob slowed slightly, taking in the cockade, and also his clothing. It was the garb he had been given from the League and the shabbiest he had ever worn, but it was still far better than what the majority of the mob wore.

The man carrying the pike with the head, a leader of sorts if a mob like this could possess a leader, held up a hand, stalling the mob. For how long, Laurent could not guess.

“You are one of us?” He looked and sounded skeptical. His gaze traveled to Honoria. “What about her?”

“I am a seamstress, citoyen,” she said. “Here, I have my papers.” She fumbled in her pockets, and Laurent wondered if she’d remembered to bring the false documents.

“What are papers to us?” one of the women cried. She was missing two teeth, and a smear of blood marred one cheek. Laurent had been about to offer his own false papers, but Honoria’s attempt made him realize most of the mob was probably illiterate. What were words and paper to them?

“I swear to you, citoyenne,” Laurent said, “My wife and I are patriots.”

The leader stepped forward, and Laurent watched as a drop of blood splattered on the stones near his foot. “Prove it.”

“Gladly,” Laurent answered. But this new twist did not relieve him.

“Kiss the aristo!” a woman cried.

“Yes, kiss the aristo!” others echoed.

Laurent felt Honoria’s fingers dig into his arm, but he resisted the urge to turn and embrace her. Instead, he stepped away from her and made a huge show of puckering his lips.

This had the effect he’d hoped. The mob laughed and offered him the head. This might have been him. It might still be him, and he silently asked the man for forgiveness. He smacked the corpse’s cheek loudly with his lips and then cried for the other cheek and did the same. The stench of death clung to the man’s sunken cheeks, but Laurent had smelled worse.

The mob cheered him, but the woman with the blood on her cheek still frowned. “Let the citoyenne kiss our friend,” she cried. “She looks as though she feels sorry for the aristo.”

Laurent turned to Honoria. Her face was pale, her hands visibly shaking, where they clawed against the wall at her back. He moved to go to her, but someone in the crowd held him back. Bile rose in his throat as her eyes met his. She wouldn’t be able to do it. He wouldn’t be able to save her this time.

And then suddenly, she shoved away from the wall, raised her head, and stared the mob’s leader in the eye. “I will kiss your aristo,” she said. He could hear her voice shaking, but he didn’t think those who didn’t know her would notice. “I will kiss him, and send him straight to hell.”

The mob did not cheer, as Laurent had hoped they would. Instead, they were eerily silent when the leader lowered the head on the pike. Honoria moved to kiss the man’s cheek as Laurent had done, but the woman with the bloody cheek hissed, “On the lips!”

Honoria seemed to sway, and Laurent clenched his fists. There was nothing he could do. Any action he took to aid her would be seen as counterrevolutionary. In the mob’s eyes, she was either a revolutionary or a royalist. If she could not kiss the head, she was doomed and he with her.

Honoria’s gaze swept the mob until she stared directly at the woman with the blood-smeared cheek. There was a tense silence as the two women confronted one another, and then Honoria took a dainty step forward, stood on tiptoe, and kissed the head’s lips.

It was not a quick, perfunctory kiss. It was the kiss of a lover, saying goodbye. It was the kiss of a mother for a sleeping child. It was a mark of respect.

She stepped back, and no one in the mob moved. Laurent steeled himself for the onslaught. But the hands gripping him slowly released him, and as he stood still, the mob moved around him. They started again for the Temple, still holding the pike with their grisly trophy, but not nearly so proudly now. They wound around Honoria and he watched them go. Only the woman with the blood marring her cheek paused. She met Honoria face-to-face, then reached out and snatched the cockade from her dress.

“If you’re a revolutionary, I’ll eat this.”

Honoria said nothing, watching as the woman pinned the cockade to her own breast.

“Watch out, citoyenne,” she warned. “Next time we meet, you may not be so fortunate.” And she hurried after her friends.

When the mob had passed, Laurent reached for her. She stepped back. “I must go to the market.” With shaking hands, she smoothed her skirts. And then she walked away from him. He stood, rooted in place, for almost a full minute before going after her.

“Honoria!” He trotted until he was beside her. “Are you quite alright?”

She glanced at him quickly, her eyes full of fire—not fear, thank God. Anger. “No, I am not. I just kissed a dead man.”

He handed her his handkerchief, and she scrubbed her lips and thrust it back at him.

“I’m sorry.” He had to walk quickly to keep up with her punishing pace.

“Why? You didn’t kill him. I only hope their bloodlust has cooled enough that they leave the residents of the Tower in peace.”

“As do I. You should not go to the market alone. Come back with me and lie down.”

“I don’t need to lie down. I need to do something, but since I cannot flay all of those savages alive, I will go buy bread and wine.”

He almost smiled. She was stronger than he’d thought.

“I’ll accompany you. We can buy twice as much wine if I’m there to carry it.”

“You have put yourself and us in enough danger today. I will be back as soon as I can.”

He removed his cockade and handed it to her. She pinned it on, then he watched her go. Before she turned a corner, she looked back at him. “Thank you, sir. I did not say that, did I? I don’t know if I could have”—she made a gesture, a flutter of her fingers—“if you had not given me strength and courage.”

And then she was gone, and Laurent stood quite still, incapable of moving because in all of his life he had never, ever given anyone courage or strength.
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Honoria shopped quickly, choosing bread, cheese, fruit, and vegetables from the meager selection. She also bought wine, adding to the weight of her basket. But she suffered the pain in her shoulders stoically as she walked back to their lodgings. She had food and drink. She was alive. She had no reason to complain.

If the marquis had not come to her aid earlier, would she still be free? Still be alive? She did not know what she would have done if confronted by that mob without him standing at her side and facing them bravely. He must have seen them from the window and rushed to try and catch her before she encountered the patriots. He didn’t have to save her. He needed her to forge documents for him, but with the League on his side, she was by no means irreplaceable. All of them could forge papers with varying degrees of skill.

Why had he saved her? Again? Surely this sort of self-sacrifice was not usual for a man who freely admitted his life before the revolution had been debauched and selfish. Was it possible he had come to care for her, as he so obviously cared for the young princess?

These were dangerous thoughts—thoughts that might push her from infatuation with him to something more. How could she help her infatuation? He was handsome, charming, and she had always admired people who stood up for what was right and risked their lives to save others. She was slightly infatuated with all of the men of the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel, not to mention the Pimpernel himself. Laurent had that same determination and resolve that appealed to her. Laurent seemed to possess. He risked his life with every hour he remained in Paris.

And he’d kissed her.

Honoria stopped at the entrance to the building where Montagne and she shared the rooms and tried to compose herself. Her arms ached and her cheeks felt hot. The heat was not from exertion, but the memory of that kiss. She’d been kissed before, and she had even liked the kisses, but no one had ever made her feel the way she’d felt when Laurent kissed her.

Honoria had felt as though she could go on kissing him forever. When his lips touched hers, everything else faded away. Her legs went weak, her belly fluttered, her breasts felt heavy and ached. She wanted him to do more than kiss her, though she knew she should not want such things.

But she was no chaste virgin. She knew what it was to take a lover, and though she was by no means experienced in lovemaking, she had no doubt the Marquis de Montagne would be a lover she would never forget. Therein lay the problem. He was a gamble. If she allowed herself to grow closer to him, she hazarded her heart, possibly her life. That was a large wager for a woman who never gambled.

She climbed the stairs to their chambers, not trying to put the thoughts of lovemaking out of her mind. If she had, she might have begun to think of the mob and the dead aristo again, and if she did that, she feared she might never manage the climb.

Finally, she reached their rooms and knocked quietly. “I’ve returned,” she said quietly.

A moment later, the marquis opened the door and despite the red cut on his temple and the bruise on his cheek, he was so perfectly handsome, she could only gape at him. Her gaze fell to his lips, those soft lips that could tease her with gentleness and torment her with passion, and then down to the exposed column of his throat. What would his skin taste like? Would it taste of sandalwood and oranges like his scent?

The marquis narrowed his eyes at her, then tugged her inside, shutting the door behind her. “What is wrong? What happened?” he demanded.

She shook her head, still staring at the line of his jaw where the dark stubble intersected with the bronze skin.

“Are you well? Did the mob accost you again?”

“I...no. I’m well, only...” What would she say? I cannot stop thinking about kissing you? Your courage makes me feel things I am afraid to feel?

“You must be exhausted.” He lifted the basket from her arm, and she did sag from relief. To her shock and delight, he pulled her into his arms and held her tightly for a moment. She barely had time to breathe in his scent and lean against him before he set her away from him. “Sit, and I will pour you a glass of wine. I think we both need one.”

She nodded, removing her bonnet and sinking into one of the chairs.

True to his word, he fetched glasses and uncorked one of the two bottles of wine she’d bought. He poured her a glass, but when she reached for it, her hands shook so badly she could not hold it steady.

“Honoria.” He knelt beside her, concern in his eyes. “You are safe now.”

She shook her head, shocked to feel tears burn her eyes. “No, I am not. None of us are safe. That might have been me.” She looked at him, tears blurring his face. “It might have been you.”

He stroked her cheek. “It likely will be me one of these days, and you will not mourn me. I have earned the attentions of Madame Guillotine.”

“No.” She clutched his hand and held it tightly. “You have not. You are good, and I cannot bear to think of you with your head speared through—” Her voice broke on a sob.

“Shh.” He squeezed her hand and brought the wineglass to her lips. “Drink. You are thirsty and hungry and overwrought. You will feel better after you eat.”

She managed to sip some of the wine, even swallowed it past the lump in her throat. But when she tried to rise, he gently pushed her shoulders down. “I will bring it to you. Rest.”

She frowned. “But surely you do not know how to prepare a meal.”

He smiled. “Even I am not so spoiled that I cannot feed myself. I learned to dress myself. I can learn this as well. Besides, it’s bread and cheese. How difficult can that be?”

Honoria closed her eyes and leaned her head back on the chair while he set the food out, selected the cheese and bread, and began to cut and slice with the one dull knife they’d found in a cabinet with the plates and glasses.

She willed her hands to stop shaking and her teeth to cease chattering, but she could not seem to forget the feel of the dead man’s skin against her lips or the sickly sweet smell of death that clung to him.

When the marquis brought her a plate, she was not certain she could stomach any of the meal. But he pulled her to her feet and brought her to sit across from him at the window. “Watch with me,” he said.

She stared out the window, her untouched food before her. As they sat and watched, he pointed out aspects of life in Paris—a mother and child walking hand in hand, a man with a pack of firewood slung over his shoulder, a group of boys kicking a ball in one of the streets, and a woman coming out to yell at them after it bounced off her door.

Soon Honoria had ceased shaking and managed to nibble the bread. There was nothing like bread baked in Paris, and she ate more and more until she’d finished it. The marquis had been right that she’d feel steadier with food in her belly. She even laughed at the antics of a street performer who pretended to pull flowers out of the ears of the women in the crowd gathered around him and sang and danced while everyone clapped along.

“Paris is still alive,” the marquis said quietly. “We will not allow these revolutionaries to kill it. It will rise again. The Bourbons will rise again. They killed our king and may kill our queen, but the monarchy is not dead. Paris is not dead. Soon the people will rise up and give Robespierre a taste of his own medicine.”

Honoria watched him, the way his eyes hardened into emeralds and his fist closed on the table. It was dangerous to speak like this. If he was overheard, he could be imprisoned. And yet his conviction moved her.

“You think Robespierre will go to the guillotine?”

“Yes. He will die in the manner in which he killed so many of his political enemies.”

“I do not like to wish for anyone’s death, but I hope his is sooner rather than later.” She yawned. When she looked back out the window, she realized dusk had fallen.

“You should sleep for a few hours,” he said.

“But it’s my turn to keep watch. You should have slept. Instead you prepared food and kept me company.”

“I don’t mind.” He gazed at the Tower. “I feel close to her here. Her mother and father have been taken from her, but here I can watch over her.”

Honoria stared at him. Had her own parents loved her so much? She believed they had, but she had not felt that sort of love in years. Her mother had died so long ago that Honoria barely remembered her. Her father had been affectionate and caring, but then he too had been taken from her. There had been no love after his passing, only guilt and shame.

But the marquis seemed to have an unwavering love for the princess. He would die for her and she was not even his own flesh and blood. What would it be like to be loved like that? To be loved by him?

“Sleep,” he told her again, reaching over the table to squeeze her hand in an intimate gesture she had not expected. “I will wake you when I grow tired, and you will have your turn.”

She saw no point in arguing. She was so weary her eyes would hardly stay open. If she insisted on watching while he slept, she would certainly fall asleep and leave her post unattended. Instead, she rose wearily and trudged to the bedchamber. She removed shoes and stockings and had her bodice unpinned before she remembered the marquis was in the next room and she had intended to sleep fully dressed.

It would be more trouble than she cared to take to pin the bodice again, so she stripped it off, removed the heavy skirts, and climbed into bed in petticoat, corset, and chemise. The corset was linen and not boned, but it was not comfortable. And though it was the sort peasant women wore so they could don it without the aid of a servant, Honoria did not want to trouble herself with removing it and then having to tug and squeeze herself into it again. She fell asleep wishing she could curl herself into a ball.

She fell into a dream where men clenched her about the waist and would not let her go. One look over her shoulder showed her it was the men from the mob she had met earlier that day. Honoria fought and fought, but she could not break free. And then the woman with the smear of blood on her cheek appeared—her feet dirty in her sabots, her blouse torn, her hair wild under its red cap. She stood before Honoria.

“Beauty is a gift from Satan,” she hissed. Then she drew her finger across her neck, and Honoria screamed as she was dragged to the guillotine.

“No!” she cried. “No! I do not want to die. Don’t hurt me!”

But she was pushed, face to the sky, onto the plank so that she stared up at the blade glinting silver in the fading light.

And then his face was there—Mr. Bowder. He covered her mouth with his hand, the hand that always smelled like manure—and reached into her bodice to fondle her breasts.

“You like this, don’t you?” he said, breath smelling of onions and ale. “You know you like it. Tell Mrs. Bowder and she’ll send you away for doing this to me. You’ll live on the streets, where any man can have you. They’re not all as nice as me.” He thrust forward, pushing his hard rod against her stomach. “Touch it. Hurry now before she finds us and sees what a temptress you truly are.”

“No.” Tears streamed down her face, blurring his face and the blood staining the blade of the guillotine. “I don’t want to.”

“Mademoiselle.”

They’d lower the blade now, and she’d die here, with Bowder squeezing her breasts in a painful vise and her hand rubbing his rod through his trousers.

“Mademoiselle.”

She shook, rocking back and forth as the blade fell.

“Honoria!”

She sat up, biting back a scream, and then hitting out to be free from his awful hands. “Don’t touch me!”

He stood beside the bed, one hand holding a candle and the other raised in the air. “I will not, mademoiselle. You cried out.”

“It’s you,” she said and sagged back against the pillow. Not Bowder. Not the woman from the mob. The marquis—the handsome, arrogant marquis who could surprise her with his kindness.

“I’m sorry.” Then realizing she’d spoken in English, repeated, “Je suis désolé.”

He waved her apology away. “You had a nightmare?”

She nodded. There was no use denying it. She still shook from the fear, though she did not know if it was Bowder or the guillotine she feared more.

He set the candle on the bedside table, glancing at her for approval. She nodded.

“May I?” He indicated the side of the bed she had not occupied, the side he had slept on earlier. She’d avoided it because she feared it would carry his scent of oranges and sandalwood. She’d feared she’d dream of him. How she wished she’d dreamed of him now.

She nodded, and he sat. Though he was not dressed in the silks and linens of the upper class, though he wore no wig, no rings on his fingers, no starched cravat, he still sat with an elegance and dignity that bespoke his station a hundred times over. If it ever was him under the blade of the guillotine, he would not cry or scream or protest. He would die with grace.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

She gave him a quizzical look, finding it hard to concentrate when he looked at her with such warmth and caring.

“Your nightmare. Tell me about it.”

She shuddered. “No. It’s too awful. I want to forget it.” She pushed the covers back, forgetting she wore only her corset and chemise. Her breasts all but spilled out. His gaze dropped, and she could feel the effort it took him to force his eyes back to her face.

She dragged the sheets back to her chest. “I am awake. I will take the watch for a few hours. It’s your turn to sleep. Surely you have allowed me to sleep far too long.”

“It has only been a little more than an hour. You’re shaking. Are you cold?”

She shook her head. How could any woman feel cold with him on the bed beside her?

“Then you need a glass of wine. I’ll fetch it.”

“You needn’t—”

But he had risen and marched out of the room before she could finish the protest.

“An hour,” she scoffed. Through the open door, she could see it had grown dark outside.

He returned, handing her a large glass of wine. “Drink.”

She sipped the wine slowly, the liquid coating her dry throat. With a sigh, she set the glass on the stand beside the candle and lay back against the pillow. “If you would leave me for a few moments, I’ll dress and take my turn at the window.”

He sat on the bed beside her again. “We can both afford to rest for a few minutes. The guard has changed and the Temple is quiet. No doubt the children have gone to sleep.”

It was certainly later than he had claimed, then.

“It’s unlikely we will see anything of interest tonight.” He reached across her. “Drink. You are whiter than these sheets.” He lifted the glass and handed it to her, lowering himself to his elbow so he lay across the bed. “Was it the mob from this afternoon and the head on the pike?”

She nodded and sipped the wine. Let him believe that was all it was. She could not bear the shame of what she had allowed Bowder to do to her.

“They will never touch you,” he said.

She gave an inelegant snort. “You cannot promise that.”

“I can.”

When she rolled her eyes, he puffed his chest indignantly. “I told you I will never lie to you.”

“And if you believe you can actually keep yourself safe, much less me, then you are completely daft.”

“How you flatter me, mademoiselle.”

“Leave me to dress in peace.”

“When you have finished the wine.” He tilted it toward her lips. “Drink.”

She obeyed.

“Shall I tell you a story from my illustrious youth? I could ride faster, shoot straighter, and memorize all of my lessons far more quickly than any of my brothers or sisters.”

“Of course, you could. I am certain you were the perfect child.”

“My maman always said so. You know, I learned to love women from her.”

Honoria sipped again. “What do you mean?”

He sat, turned, and leaned back against the bed’s headboard so they sat side by side. She knew this was far too intimate for propriety, but now that her head swam with the effects of the wine, she was not so concerned about propriety.

“The marquise was beautiful, witty, accomplished, and loving. When she looked at me, she made me feel like the most important person in the world.”

“So that’s where you learned it.”

He glanced at her. “Do I make you feel like that when I look at you?”

Honoria sipped her wine again. The marquis did not need more flattery from her.

He shrugged. “She was always laughing, and even when she scolded us, she did it with gentleness. I thought her the most perfect being alive, and I remember thinking my father the luckiest man alive. Their marriage was arranged, of course, but they grew to love each other. When she looked at him, her whole face glowed and her body leaned toward him. She was a flower and he the sun.”

“That’s beautiful,” Honoria murmured.

“It was. I wanted a wife just like her.” He grinned. “One day. Maman sent me to Versailles because she worried I would seduce every girl in the province.”

Honoria gasped. “I do hope you were not that bad.”

“Of course not. As I said, my mother was witty. She knew I would love Versailles.”

“And did you?”

“Of course.” His face darkened, turned sad.

“What happened to your family? Your siblings and your mother?”

“We left for Scotland as soon as the violence began. We have property there and had decided to live as exiles. I came back when I heard the fate that had befallen the royal family. But we were speaking of Versailles, I think. Beautiful, grand, fascinating Versailles. I cannot believe it is gone—not the place, of course, but the court. The people. The king.”

The anguish in his tone when he said the last word surprised her. “You loved him?”

“Everyone loved him. He was a good man, a genuinely good man. He tried to do what was right. He tried to be fair and just. He was no tyrant as Murat and Robespierre have made him out to be. He was a man like any other, and he loved France. He loved his people. He would have done anything for them, and in the end he died for them.”

“They killed him, you mean.”

The marquis—she supposed she should think of him as Laurent, considering they were practically lying in bed together. Somehow they had both wiggled down so that they were all but prone, she under the sheets and he on top.

“He chose death. There were so many times he might have ordered the army or his own soldiers, the Swiss Guard, to fire on the people of France. He could have ended this revolution with violence and bloodshed and untold horrors. He chose peace whenever he could.”

Honoria stared at the candlelight flickering on the ceiling. “In England they say he was weak and indecisive.”

“I saw that side of him too, but I prefer to remember his love for his people. He was like a father who wants the best for his children.”

Only these children had not repaid him with kindness.

“Now I suppose you will tell me the queen looks at France like a mother.”

“No.” He lifted his arms and settled his hands behind his head. “She is the braver and the stronger of the two. She would have made a formidable king. Had Marie Antoinette been the sovereign, this revolution would have been but a footnote in French history.”

“Too bad France does not allow women to rule.”

He turned his head to look at her. “I have always said as much.”

She could not tell if he was serious or not. When she lifted the wineglass to her lips, she discovered the wine was gone.

“More?” he asked.

“No.”

“Shall we both close our eyes for a moment? When you are ready, I will leave you to dress.”

“Very well.” She sank down deeper into the bedclothes, her eyes heavy. Closing them, she fell into a dreamless sleep infused with warmth and the scents of oranges and sandalwood.
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Seventeen
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Laurent woke with a woman in his arms. He’d woken thus many times before. It was a pleasant, familiar feeling. His cock had taken note of the softness of her skin and the scent of lavender in her hair. Laurent burrowed his nose into that silky hair, his hand skimming down to caress what he assumed was the curve of her hip.

She was dressed, but he could correct that oversight quickly enough. He was dressed too, which was odd because he did not usually sleep in his clothing.

He opened his eyes to stare at the black hair strewn over the pillow beside him. He knew that hair. The candle had burnt out, but the door of the chamber was open and the morning light filtered in from the front room. He lifted his head to look down at the exquisite perfection that was Honoria Blake.

Mon Dieu, but he had never seen anything as perfect as she. Her thick lashes lay against her pale cheek, looking almost as if they’d been painted on. He traced a finger over the swallow’s wing eyebrows, watching as her lovely violet eyes opened. Now, large and dark from sleep, they looked almost purple.

Laurent bent reverently and kissed her cheek. When she did not protest, he kissed the other. A small smile tugged at her lips, pretty pink lips he knew would taste like sugared sweets.

He’d wanted to kiss them last night, when they’d been stained red from the wine he’d given her. He’d wanted to do so much more than that when the sheets had fallen away to reveal those lovely breasts. Her corset pushed them high, so high he could almost see the dusky brown of her areolas. He could not stop himself from glancing down now. The sheet had been shoved to her waist, and those glorious breasts rose above shift and corset. One had all but fallen free of its confines, confirming his suspicions about the dark rose of her nipples. What he wouldn’t give to take that lush berry in his mouth and suck until it hardened and swelled.

He forced his eyes back up and found her watching him, a knowing look in her eyes. She was not a virgin. She knew something of men and of his thoughts. Laurent did not like to think how she might have gained that knowledge. Somehow he doubted it had been at the hands of an enamored lover. She’d been left on her own too young, and she was too pretty not to attract the attention of men who would want to take advantage of her.

“I must have fallen asleep,” she whispered. Though she must have known what he’d been thinking, what he’d been imagining, she did not struggle to free herself from his arms. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not. I rather like waking up next to you.”

“But the Temple—”

“Will stand whether we watch it or not.” He held up a finger. “That does not mean I intend to lie abed all day, but I think we both needed sleep.”

She nodded, her wide eyes on his. “And that is all we are doing here. Sleeping.”

Was she asking him or telling him? He could not be certain.

“If you are asking did anything untoward occur last night, the answer is no.”

“That is not what I am asking. I know you would never...” She trailed off, and he longed for her to say the words. He’d earned her trust—in this one aspect, at least. That meant the world to him.

“Ah,” he said with a smile. “You ask because you are in my arms.”

“I wondered what you thought to do next.”

He allowed his gaze to wander to her lips. “You have not moved out of my arms.”

“It is a small bed, monsieur.”

“Not so small.” When she still did not shove him off or wriggle away, he pressed a finger to her lips. “May I?”

“Kiss me?”

“Oui. S’il vous plaît.”

She stared at him for a long moment. The blood thundered in his ears, and he forced his hands to remain still on her warm body.

“How many women have you kissed?” she asked.

He stared at her, taken off guard. “I don’t...A gentleman does not kiss and tell.” Thank God he’d remembered himself before admitting that he had no idea.

“Very well. Tell me about the first woman you kissed. Do you remember her?”

The first woman? Mon Dieu, how was he supposed to remember something like that? He could not think so far back—“Yes!” And then it came to him, the summer day in his father’s gardens. His brothers and sisters had been there and his cousins.

“It was my cousin, Jeanne.”

“Your cousin?”

“Yes. I was seeking her—well, not only her, but all of them—and I found her hiding behind a topiary. But instead of coming out to help me seek the others—my brothers and sisters as well as hers—she grabbed me and kissed me.” He gave Honoria a horrified look. “On the lips.”

As he’d wanted, Honoria smiled.

“I immediately screamed like a girl and wiped my mouth. I thought it was the most disgusting thing ever. A girl kissing me.”

She giggled. “How old were you?”

“Seven or eight.”

“And Jeanne?”

“Oh, about the same age, I should think.”

Her mouth, that lovely pink mouth, turned down. “I said the first woman. Eight is a child, not a woman.”

Laurent leaned down and rubbed his nose against hers. “Honoria, you are the only woman I want to think about kissing right now.”

He felt her sigh more than heard it, and her arms came around his neck. Her chin lifted, and then his lips were on hers. How he had missed the simple pleasure of a kiss. The press of lips and the tease of more to come. This morning he expected nothing more. There was the innocent joy of touching her intimately, the feel of her velvet lips under his and the heat of her body so near to him. If this was his last kiss on earth, he would die a happy man. He would remember the sweetness of her mouth, the way her lashes fluttered closed, and the warm exhalation of air as she sighed into him.

And then her hand fisted in his hair, tugging hard as she pressed him down to meet her mouth more fully. Her innocent mouth turned hungry and hot, and when her tongue dipped into his mouth to tease him, he clenched his hands to keep from filling his palms with her flesh.

The kiss swirled out of control as he gave and she took, and she gave and he took. His heart raced, and he imagined he could feel her heart beating in her breast where their bodies meshed. His desire thundered in his ears, and though he had always prided himself on being the most patient of lovers, he could scarce control his own needs. The urge to possess her, to feel her naked flesh against his, to know her body and soul threatened to overwhelm him. Laurent didn’t know how to fight against the desperation. What had she done to him? Was it her or a product of months of celibacy due to imprisonment?

He had never wanted a woman, never wanted anything, like he wanted her in that moment.

His control wavered, and he pulled back. “Wait,” he said, his breath coming in gasps. “You’ve undone me, mon ange.”

She blinked up at him with confusion, then pulled his lips back to hers.

With a restraint it was unfair to expect of any man, Laurent held back. The story she’d told him of her youth niggled his brain, nor had he forgotten the nightmare she’d woken from the night before. She’d refused him before, and now when he took her, if he took her, he did not want to do so without her consent.

He could not stomach being another encounter she regretted. Not when he knew he would never regret a moment with her. Not when she had somehow come to mean so much to him in such a short time.

“Honoria, I will kiss you again, but if I do, I will not stop there.” He spoke in English, the language she had spoken when she’d been in the throes of her nightmare and the language he assumed must be the one she felt most comfortable.

“Is that what you want? Tell me, sweetheart. Do you want my hands on you here?” He traced his fingers oh so lightly over the exposed skin of her plump breasts. “And here?” One hand skimmed down her torso to rest between her thighs. His head swam for an instant. He could feel her dampness through the shift. Surely this sort of restraint made him a candidate for sainthood.

But his hand between her thighs had finally cut through the haze of her desire. Her eyes focused, became sharply blue, and she grasped his wrist. He allowed her to take his hand away, and he willingly rolled to the other side of the bed.

His cock throbbed in angry protest, and his entire body ached at the separation. He needed her. More than that, he wanted her. Not just any woman—her. Those lips, that lush body, the way she sighed and laughed and looked at him with a mixture of annoyance and lust.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have allowed the kiss to go so far.”

“You needn’t apologize to me,” he said through gritted teeth. “I will kiss or cease at your whim.”

She turned her head to look at him, and Laurent wished she would cover those half-exposed breasts, rising and falling as she caught her breath. And then he prayed she would not cover them. Was it too much to hope her corset would come loose and she would spill free?

“You would kiss me again, even if such a kiss led to nothing more?”

His attention was not so centered on her bosom that he didn’t see her gaze fall to his erection.

“As you see, I am capable of calling for quarter when needed. I want more. That much is obvious. But if all you will give is your kisses, I would be a fool to reject them. Your kiss is like water to a man wandering the desert.”

She laughed, and he frowned indignantly.

“How many women have you said that to?”

“Very few.” He sat. “I am feeling some discomfort here.” He gestured to his cock. “How am I supposed to think of new metaphors when I can still taste you on my tongue and all I want is to breathe you in and make you cry my name?”

She blinked at him, her violet eyes turning dark, so dark his cock throbbed angrily once again.

“It is best that we stop now,” she said slowly. “I don’t want to be the next in your long line of women.”

She sat, but before she could scoot away, he grasped her wrist lightly. “You would never be that. I feel...” He didn’t know what he felt for her. “More,” he finally said.

She looked down and then must have realized her state of dishabille because her cheeks colored. “I would like some privacy to dress.” She gathered her clothing and slipped behind the privacy screen.

“Of course.” He rose awkwardly and left her to dress. Rather than think of her righting her clothing or pulling stockings over those shapely legs, he cut bread from the depleted loaf and sliced an apple. She had bought a bit of tea—curse the British and their tea—and he steeped it and wished for coffee.

Finally, she emerged, looking far too lovely in a slightly wrinkled pale blue muslin dress with a white sash. She’d pulled her dark hair into a tail and secured it with a tattered ribbon, tendrils of it falling down to frame her face. He doubted she knew what a fetching picture she made. She had dressed quickly and probably without too much thought.

“Oh!” she said when she saw the bread and apple on the plate at the table. Laurent had taken up his position at the window overlooking the Temple.

“You needn’t have prepared a meal for me,” she said.

“You aren’t hungry?” He looked away from her and forced himself to make a note on the sheaf of paper before him. The guards had changed. He had been too preoccupied to observe it himself, but he had no reason not to assume they had changed at the same time as yesterday.

“I am hungry.” She sat across from him. “I should have said thank you.” She pulled the drawing he had made of the Temple interior before her and studied it.

He’d added to it again last night as he’d remembered more.

“You must have spent a great deal of time with the Comte d’Artois in the Tower to be able to draw such detailed maps of it,” she said.

“We would go and explore it from time to time,” he admitted, stiffening. “But Charles Phillipe lived in the palace section of the Temple complex, not the Tower.”

“Then how do you know the Tower so well?”

He might as well tell her. He’d lived his entire life under the shadow his father had created. She would likely judge him less harshly than most. “My father was imprisoned there for some months when I was a child.”

“Your father?” Her head snapped up, her eyes wide with shock.

“He opposed Louis XV’s policies in the Seven Years’ War and gave financial aid to the enemy. It was not much, but it was enough for rouse the king’s anger. He sent my father to the Tower, and I visited him there with my maman and my sister Amélie almost daily. Finally, the king forgave him and released him. But it was too late.”

She furrowed her brow. “How so?”

“My sister and I played there, running and hiding, and once when we were playing she stepped on a piece of rusty metal. That is how she became ill and died.”

Honoria’s breath seemed to whoosh out of her as she finally understood that his sister had died from exposure to the Temple, the very place the children he’d come to love were imprisoned.

“My father was released, but my family was never the same. My parents tried to pretend they were still happy and carefree, but Amélie had been their firstborn and captured their hearts. Nothing was ever the same after she died.”

“And you did everything you could to make sure the royal children didn’t have to suffer a similar tragedy.”

“Futile effort. I must take Madame Royale and the dauphin away from that place. It is not fit for children. I went back later, when I was older and Charles Phillipe and I could joke about the filth and the rats, but I never forgot the terror I felt when I first walked into the prison and felt completely cut off from the light of the outside world. It has always felt like a tomb to me—Amélie’s tomb.”

She reached across and put a hand on his forearm. “We will free them, Laurent.”

He nodded. He had no other choice.

One more day of watching and he would be ready to put his plan into motion. But what he really wanted was to see Madame Royale for himself. If he could but see her, know she was alive, then he could be assured that he risked his life and that of any others who helped him for good reason.

“Do you think Ffoulkes will send Dewhurst for an update today?” he asked.

She shook her head. “He will give it another day, I think. He will want us to gather as much information as possible before we make a plan.”

“I already have a plan,” he said. Her head snapped up.

“What do you mean? We cannot go in alone. Not today.”

“No. It’s a rough plan, and I will refine it as I watch today.”

“And then?”

“And then if the League has not come to us, we go to them. I promise you once I see the princess, I will not want to wait long to act.”

She nodded with understanding. “It will be hard to see her so close and not save her.”

“It will be impossible.”

She stared out the window for a long time. Finally, she rose and gestured for him to move out of the seat that had the better view of the Temple. “Then allow me to take the first watch. You are more likely to see her later in the day if the guards allow her to take a late afternoon walk.”

He moved aside, but hesitated before leaving the small space. “You do not have to go inside. You don’t owe me anything.”

“I don’t have to go with you, but I will. And you owe me an escape plan. Go and refine your plan so we can all live to risk our lives another day.”

He smiled at her, poured them both cups of tea, and sat to study his maps. The tea was weak and tepid, but he hardly noticed. He’d never met a woman like Honoria, and he didn’t think he ever would again.

***
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SHE UNDERSTOOD HIM better now. It wasn’t just that he loved the princess and her brother, though he obviously did, it was that he felt the need to rescue them as a way to save, even if symbolically, his sister. Laurent had been a boy, a child, who felt helpless when overshadowed by the ominous Temple. Now he was a man. Now he could take action, and she knew he would.

No matter the risks.

No matter the gamble.

He made her want to take the risks with him. She had been a fool to allow him to touch her again. She could still feel the press of his fingers between her legs. She still ached for him to touch her again. Even now, when she should have been watching the Temple, she could not stop her gaze from sliding to him to admire the line of his cheek or the curve of his lips.

She wanted him to kiss her again. She wanted him to touch her, to make her cry his name as he’d promised. He wouldn’t take her against her will. He wasn’t like so many of the other men she’d known—men she dared not turn her back on. Men like Bowder, who took advantage of her innocence and fear and blamed his own weaknesses on her.

She’d learned to hate her beauty, even her body. Bowder had made her feel ugly and cheap. And when he threatened to take her virginity, she’d run away for good. She’d been seventeen then and far too young to be alone in London. She’d been lucky that some of her father’s friends at the British Museum remembered her. Mr. Strooper had given her a position cleaning, and she’d steadily worked her way up, proving her knowledge and value to the museum, until she had her own little office and a salary.

In the meantime, she’d scraped and saved and shared lodgings with anywhere from one to five other girls. She knew something about men and about bedsport from living with the other women, most of them shopgirls. Honoria had even allowed herself to be courted by friends of her roommates’ beaux. They were decent enough men. She’d liked the way they kissed, and there had been one man she had liked more than the others.

She’d been barely one and twenty and known Victor a year when she agreed to go home with him. He lived alone, and she’d gone to his bed willingly. She even enjoyed it after that first time. They might have continued on that way, but she had asked him, purely on a whim, whether he loved her.

He’d smiled at her and said he was “very fond of her.” She was very fond of him too, and a few days later she ended the affair. She couldn’t share her body with a man she didn’t love.

And that was the problem with Laurent Bourgogne. She feared she just might be in love with him.

Honoria stared out the window at the bleak stones of the Temple. She wondered if it had looked as foreboding in the Middle Ages as it did now. She could not imagine why anyone would ever have made a residence in the complex or hosted balls and dinner parties in the shade of its walls. But perhaps its gloomy medieval aspect was part of its allure. It had been the bastion of the Knights Templar. Who would not want to walk where those warriors had walked or sleep where the ghost of a man who’d fought in the Crusades still roamed?

But the dreary stones of the Temple really were much better suited to a prison. It looked impenetrable from where she sat, and she could imagine the despair of the children inside. They must have lost all hope of freedom after so many months held inside.

She looked away from the Temple and stared at the map the marquis had drawn. His dark head was bent over it, and he had placed one long, elegant finger on the Grande Tower, where it was known the princess and the dauphin were being held. It was impossible to guess what the prison would look like inside from the map he’d drawn. It was all long corridors, windows, stairs, and doors. Was it as austere on the inside as it was on the outside?

Would the last thing she saw in life be a damp, gray stone wall? She wanted to believe she would survive this mission. Honoria knew the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel had faced worse odds and succeeded. The Pimpernel’s men were brave, cunning, and inventive. But so many of those daring rescues had taken place early in the revolution, when the borders were newly closed and the government still in upheaval. Now a certain order had descended, and loyalty to the ideals of the revolution were enforced by the daily executions at the Place de la Révolution.

Men were not so easily bribed and neighbor had turned against neighbor. The League could not rely on a guard looking the other way or a passerby ignoring suspicious activity. If the princess was rescued, heads would roll, and no one wanted their head to be next.

Her head might be next, Honoria conceded. Or the marquis’s head. What a shame that would be, as he had such lovely dark hair and those green eyes that seemed to see so much more than she wanted them to. If they did die in that awful stone prison or even under the blade of the guillotine, at least they would die for a good cause. The marquis had convinced her of that.

She would regret nothing.

The marquis looked up at her in that instant, and their eyes met. He raised his brows, and she looked quickly back out the window. He’d caught her staring at him, rather than watching the Temple as was her duty. She felt the heat creep up her cheeks, not only because he’d caught her watching him but because she knew she lied to herself when she said she would regret nothing.

She’d regret never kissing his lips again. No man had ever kissed her like he had. No man had ever made her feel so much with just the press of mouth against mouth, the slide of tongue against tongue.

She would regret not feeling the way his hair curled against her fingertips or the way he leashed his strength to touch her with the utmost tenderness.

She’d regret never seeing the look of tenderness and need in his eyes when she looked down at him.

There were a thousand little things she would regret.

But she didn’t have to.

Why was she so intent on keeping him at bay? Why didn’t she just give in to their mutual attraction? She had been right not to trust him initially, but now he’d proved over and over again that beneath his arrogance and conceit lay a man who cared for others more than he wanted the world to see. He cared for her. Honoria knew it. If he hadn’t, he wouldn’t have been so tender with her. He wouldn’t have stopped kissing her and touching her to secure her consent. He would have thought only of himself and his own needs.

She knew many men like that, and she had thought he fit among their ranks. But she’d misjudged him. She’d looked at his lazy smile, his indolent walk, his soft hands and too-handsome face, and hated him for being like so many other men who’d wanted to own her for her beauty and couldn’t care less about the person she was underneath.

She’d been wrong about him. His life had not been always full of diamonds and silver. He’d known fear and separation and understood what it was to be an outcast. Perhaps that was when he’d acquired the traits she so admired. He had protected her even when he had nothing to gain by doing so. He’d rescued her even when it put him at great risk. He’d honored her wishes to stop their lovemaking even when it was quite clear those wishes were not his own.

Honoria did not want to realize, at the hour of her death, that she loved him and she’d wasted her chance with him. If one more hour, one more night, was all they had, shouldn’t she make the most of it?

She glanced at him again. He’d rested his elbow on the table and his chin on his hand. He seemed deep in thought. How to tell him she’d changed her mind about bedding him? Should she simply blurt it out? What would she say? Take me to bed...

Her cheeks flamed hotter even as she thought it.

Perhaps she might do better not to use words at all. She could rise, walk around the table, and when he looked up at her she could pull him to his feet and kiss him.

But did she have the courage to be so bold?

Honoria supposed there was only one way to find out. She took a deep breath, pressed her hands on the table, and began to push up. In her peripheral vision, she caught a movement outside—white fluttering against gray—and glanced fleetingly at the Tower.

A young woman entered the garden, her dingy white dress still clean enough that it looked stark against the gray stones of the prison.

She was young. Honoria could see that much even from this distance. Her hair was fair and pulled away from her face in a neat coil at the back of her neck. She was slim and pale, and she walked slowly and gracefully, with the elegance of a ballet dancer. Her posture was straight and regal, more so than one would expect of a person so young. A guard accompanied her, but he walked a few steps behind her, giving her some measure of privacy.

His eyes were sharp, though. Honoria noted the way they scanned the wall of the garden and then darted back to the young woman. He seemed reluctant to allow her out of his sight.

“Monsieur.” Honoria reached across the table, her hand shaking as she touched a finger to the marquis’s sleeve.

“Hmm?” He seemed engrossed in his thoughts and didn’t even look up at her.

“Monsieur, look out the window.” She closed her hand on his sleeve, and he glanced down at her fingers with annoyance. And then the import of her words seemed to filter through the wall of concentration, and he looked first at her and then out the window.

He gasped in a breath and rose so quickly he all but overturned the table.

“Is it she?” But Honoria knew without having to ask that it was indeed Madame Royale. No one else would have caused that response.

The marquis went directly to the window, almost pressing against it. His desire to be closer to the girl in the garden was almost palpable. His entire body seemed to lean toward the young woman and anguish etched into the lines the formed between his brows and at the corners of his mouth.

Honoria wanted nothing more than to allow him this moment. He’d waited so long to see her, the young princess, but his actions put them both at risk.

“Monsieur,” she murmured, touching his shoulder. He was as hard as rock, his shoulders like boulders. He didn’t move, didn’t acknowledge her touch in any way.

“Monsieur,” she said again, this time giving him a little shake. When he still didn’t respond, she moved to face him, partially blocking his view of the girl in the garden. “Laurent, you must move away from the window.”

“Marie-Thérèse,” he whispered. Her name sounded almost reverent on his tongue, as though he uttered a prayer.

“I know, and I know you have waited so long to see her.” She took his face in her hands and forced his eyes to meet hers. She knew the moment his attention finally shifted away from the princess because his eyes widened as they always did when he looked into her eyes. She’d always hated her strangely colored eyes, but the marquis made her feel as though they were beautiful.

“You will be seen if you stand here. The guard who is with her is studying the walls of the garden and the buildings.”

His gaze flicked back to the garden, and with a suddenness she didn’t expect, he moved aside and pulled her with him. Honoria was pressed between Laurent and the wall, his chest pressed against her bosom as he stared out the window over her shoulder.

“I should move...” she began.

“Shh.” He gestured to the guard whose mouth was moving. The young princess looked back at him, nodded slowly, and continued walking.

“Merde! We are too far away to hear what they are saying. If only we could be on the other side of the wall.”

“If you risk it, you risk being discovered and imprisoned. It’s unlikely the guard is saying anything useful to us, probably telling her to stay where he can see her.”

He nodded, and she wondered if he realized he’d snaked one arm around her waist as they stood pressed together. She had wanted to be close to him, but perhaps not quite in this manner. “If you release me, I could sit and sketch her.”

He waved his free hand. “Later. I will sketch her. Right now I am committing her to memory. She looks pale and thin.”

“Does she? She does not look as though she is being mistreated.”

“No, but neither is she the picture of health. She used to have roses in her cheeks.” He squeezed Honoria lightly. “Like you.”

Honoria lowered her face to hide her flaming cheeks, but he was not looking at her. His gaze was out the window on the young girl. “She will be the picture of health again once we take her from the prison,” Honoria said.

“God willing.”

They stood immobile for several more moments, Honoria’s gaze on Laurent and his eyes following Marie-Thérèse. He was the sort of man she would never have looked at twice before. The cut of his jaw was too severe, the angles of his cheeks too sharp. His nose was straight as a blade. Every feature he possessed spoke of his noble lineage.

Except his eyes.

His eyes were not sharp or proud but soft and deep. He could narrow them into haughty emerald slits, but now when he looked at her, they were full of warmth.

With a start, she realized he was looking at her. How long had he been watching her watch him?

Now their gazes had met, and she felt the heat of his stare all the way to her toes. “Has she gone inside?” Honoria whispered.

“Who?” he murmured, his voice a husky rumble.

“The princess.”

“I don’t know. I became...distracted.”

“You should watch. We need to record how long she walks, how often, if the same guard takes her out...” She trailed off as his hand came up and caressed her cheek.

“Yes, we should do that.” His hand made a path of fire from her cheek to her lips. “We should take up our quills and write all of this down.” His thumb rubbed over her lips again and again until the friction had all but driven her mad.

“But we could do that later,” she suggested, curling a hand around his neck.

“Yes, later.” He leaned down until his lips brushed hers. “Much, much later.”
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Laurent had not wanted to move, too afraid he would break the spell. He’d been so relieved to see Madame Royale alive that for several minutes he had stood transfixed, watching her. He’d wished he could hug her, wrap her up and take her away from the prison and the guard watching her. He wished he could take her back to Versailles and turn back time to the way it had been just three years ago.

But those halcyon days seemed a lifetime ago.

Marie-Thérèse was still alive. That was what mattered. He would keep his promise to her and to her parents.

He’d closed his eyes briefly in relief and that was when he noticed the heat and the softness. When he’d looked down, he’d found his arms around Honoria. He must have been holding her, pushed up against the wall and out of sight, for several moments, because she was studying him as though she were starving and he the first course of the meal.

He liked the way she looked at him, the way she wet her lips as though she hungered for the taste of him. He’d been hungry for her since the first time he’d seen her.

Then their gazes collided, and he was sinking in the dark pools of her violet eyes. He couldn’t resist touching her skin, reveling in the feel of the satiny smoothness on the pads of his fingertips.

She spoke, but he hardly knew what she said. He had the briefest flicker of guilt, of worry that he should be watching the Temple. But his plan did not include entering the prison in the middle of the day or attempting to steal the princess away during a walk where she was guarded. For one, it would mean leaving the dauphin behind, and Laurent would only do that as a last resort. Secondly, the moment the alarm was sounded, and the tocsins rang throughout the city, all of Paris would be after them.

No, their only hope of success was to take the princess without the guards knowing. They must have her safely away before her absence was discovered or their mission would be doomed from the start.

He would watch and finalize the plan tonight. Later. “Much, much later,” he said as he took Honoria’s mouth. Whatever small part of herself she would give to him, he would take for as long as she offered it.

Their lips met, and she surprised him with her eagerness and passion. Her lips parted, and her tongue slid into his mouth, enflaming his entire body. She seared him with that kiss, branded him. Tongues tangling, bodies melting together, lips caressing. His arms shook as he wrapped one around her, keeping the other hand on the wall behind her. He needed something to hold on to.

No woman had ever made him feel so lost in her kiss. He was drowning in the scent of lavender and the feel of lush curves and the taste that could only be described as Honoria.

His lungs burned for breath. His knees wobbled. His entire body thirsted for more like the desert thirsts for the first drops in a long-awaited rain shower. Laurent was falling, falling, falling. Finally, he braced his hands on either side of her head, pushed against the wall, and broke the kiss.

He gulped in a breath and stared at her.

Her wide eyes stared back, hazy with passion. Her cheeks were pink, her lips red as a newly plucked rose. For a long moment, they merely breathed and stared at each other.

“I want to take you to bed, Honoria.” His voice did not sound like his own. It sounded jagged and raspy as though he’d been choked and it was an effort to speak. It was an effort. Coherent thought was an effort with her so close.

“Yes,” she said with a nod. “Take me to bed.”

She moved to embrace him, but he placed a hand on her collarbone, his fingers splayed across her lovely, pale neck. He pushed her back gently. “If we go into the bedchamber, I do not know if I will be able to stop. I’m half in agony right now, being this close to you and not kissing you, not touching you”—he stroked the skin on her neck and she closed her eyes and moaned softly—“not sliding inside you.”

Her eyes opened.

“If that is not what you want, tell me now. Tell me if you want nothing more than kisses, nothing more than hands sliding over clothing so your innocence is preserved.”

“My innocence is little more than a memory,” she said, her eyes clear now. “I know what I want, and I want you.”

The words were like a balm to a burning wound. He hadn’t realized how much it pained him to hold himself apart from her. Now he slid his hand from her neck into her hair. She shivered under his touch as he pulled the ribbon from her tresses and allowed her hair to fall free across her back.

“My sweet, sweet Honoria.” He leaned forward to inhale the scent of her hair. “You are still so much the innocent in my eyes.” He murmured in her ear and watched as gooseflesh rose on her arms. Only one with very little experience would still react thus to such tender ministrations.

Only an innocent or one completely enraptured. He was no innocent, but she held him in thrall. That was the only explanation for the way he’d lost complete control of their kiss a few moments before. The only explanation for why he was willing to accept lovemaking on her terms, when everyone knew the Marquis de Montagne always took a lover on his own terms.

Honoria was no lover. She was so much more.

“Come with me.” He took her hand, enchanted when she clasped his tightly and with a trust he hadn’t expected. He led her across the room and into the bedchamber. Releasing her hand, he lit a candle, then closed the door and turned to face her. The yellow light reflected off her dark hair and gilded her porcelain skin. “Let me undress you.”

His voice had the edge of a plea in it, and he was almost ashamed. He’d meant to tell her to undress. He’d planned to watch her remove item after item until he couldn’t stand the anticipation any longer. Instead, he all but begged her to let him play the role her maid would have.

And when she nodded her acquiescence, his heart leaped in elation.

What the hell had she done to him?

He crossed to her slowly, moving carefully, half afraid she would bolt if he made a sudden gesture. But she stood calm and still, hands at her sides. He began with the intricate task of removing the pearl-tipped pins that held her bodice together. There were at least eight, and he removed them one by one. He dared not look at her face as he worked. He feared he would forget his resolve and kiss her. It was bad enough watching the way her breasts rose and fell under the gauzy white fichu. He could not wait to remove that. But first the pins.

He dropped them on the small dresser, then began unpinning the unfinished side of the bodice. As the bodice opened, he slid the garment from her shoulders so she stood in her skirt, petticoats, corset, and chemise. Her translucent fichu was tucked into her skirt and petticoats, and he drew the ends out and allowed the triangle to flutter down to the floor. Now he could see the creamy swells of her breast where the corset pushed them up. The corset was laced in front, a necessity since she had needed to dress herself, but first he tackled the ties of the skirt.

When that slid from her hips, he untied the petticoat, then took a breath as he began unlacing the stays. Honoria shivered.

“Are you cold?” he murmured as he worked on the tapes.

“No, just impatient.”

He felt his lips curve up. “I suppose I could just toss your skirts up, but I’d rather take my time.”

She lifted her hands to attempt to assist him with the tapes, but he swatted them away. She’d laced from the bottom up, a technique used by large-breasted women to minimize the bust, and he’d reached the top of the corset now. His knuckles brushed against her warm soft skin, and a breath shuddered out of her.

Finally, he parted the corset and pushed it down over her hips. Her linen chemise slid off one shoulder, and her nipples were hard against the thin fabric. Laurent reached down and lifted the hem of the chemise, dragging it up slowly over her knees, then her thighs, then hips until he had it over her head.

He dropped it on the floor and she stood in stockings and garters alone.

He would deal with those, but he needed a moment to catch his breath. Her body was as magnificent as her face. Her legs were long and shapely, her hips round until they dipped into a slender waist. Her breasts were large and heavy, her nipples jutting upward, just waiting for the tip of his tongue.

No wonder she tried to minimize the size of her breasts. She had not wanted to be taken for a loose woman. She had not wanted men to notice her at all because they too would have been rendered breathless by the sight of her.

“Laurent,” she whispered. Her hands rose to cover the junction of her legs, but he caught them.

“You’re beautiful,” he murmured, lifting her hands and kissing them. “So beautiful I could not move for an instant.”

“You flatter me.”

“Mon Dieu, I don’t need to flatter you. Surely you know you are perfect.”

She shook her head. “I have my flaws, like everyone else.”

“None in my eyes.” He dropped her hands, but he did not want to risk touching her yet. “Sit on the bed. Let me remove your stockings.”

She obeyed, sitting primly on the edge of the small bed. “And am I ever to see you unclothed?”

“I’d better wait to undress or this will be over all too soon.” And dear God, now he was conscious of his own flaws. He’d never before given much thought to his body. He was young and fit, but prison had taken a toll. He was thinner than he’d been before and a little paler.

He knelt before her and reached for her leg. She lifted it, sliding her foot out of her shoe and placing it on his thigh. He slid his hands up the plain stocking. The skin of her thigh, where the garter was knotted, was silky and warm. He drew the stocking down, lifting her foot. Her legs parted with the movement and he caught a glimpse of her pink core.

His cock, already at attention, pulsed, and he closed his eyes to maintain control. He felt her other stocking-clad foot slide onto his thigh. “What are you waiting for?” she asked.

“Strength?” he said on a half laugh. “The will not to embarrass myself?”

“You want me.” As she spoke, her foot slid to the hard length of him. She could not have missed the bulge, missed the evidence of how much he wanted her. Now she slid her foot over his hardness.

He caught her ankle. “Honoria...”

“I am tired of waiting. I want you too.”

The words sent a rush of fire through him, and he skated his hands up her leg, all but ripped the garter off and pulled down the stocking. Now she was completely naked—naked and wanting him.

“How much do you want me?” he asked. It was a rhetorical question, one he intended to answer for himself. He set her foot on the floor and parted her legs, brushing his hands up the inside of her calves and her thighs to reveal the pink center of her.

“What are you doing?” she asked, her voice little more than a whisper.

“I want to see all of you.” He spread her legs wider, then ran a finger over her moist center. Yes, she wanted him. The dew on his fingers was testament to her desire.

“This is...” She swallowed the words on a gasp as he slid his fingers over her outer folds and brushed over her hot channel.

“This is what?” he asked. “Tantalizing?” He circled her opening, and her eyes widened. “Torture?” One finger brushed against her small bud and she let out a cry. “Scandalous?” He dipped a finger inside her.

“Yes,” she cried, but her eyes had gone dark with pleasure.

She was wet and hot, and his cock throbbed to take the place of his finger. He did not slide deep, just enough to test her, then back out again and up over that small bud that would cause her the most pleasure.

“Oh!” Her body shook, and Laurent knew it would take very little for her to climax. His task would be to prolong it, make her la petite mort something she would not soon forget.

“I thought your innocence was a memory,” he said. “Have you never sat before a man with your legs spread?”

“No,” she gasped as his fingers—two this time—slipped inside her damp sex.

“Have you ever had a man’s fingers inside you?” He stroked her, deeper this time, then crooking one finger and pushing upward.

She gasped and convulsed, but before she could come, he withdrew. “I think the answer is no. I think your other lovers were in too much of a hurry to explore you fully.”

“Lover,” she said, meeting his gaze. “There have not been legions.”

No, he hadn’t thought she would give herself to many men, but the revelation that he was only the second gave him pause. She was even more an innocent than he’d expected.

“There is only me now,” he said. “And for me, only you.”

She nodded, and he did not know if she understood his meaning. He was not certain he understood it. Was he saying he wanted no other women after her? He certainly did not even want to imagine her with another man. He would ruin her for other men.

There was so much he could show her, so much pleasure he could give her. If a man had not touched her like this, had one ever put his tongue on that tight little bud? He would have to try it, to taste her and feel her come apart against his lips.

But for now he wanted his mouth on those dark, jutting nipples. He leaned forward, his fingers delving inside her again, his thumb against her small bud. He put his mouth on her breast, warming it with his lips, feeling the satiny texture against his tongue. His fingers slid in and out, while his thumb moved in circles. Honoria’s breathing grew more rapid and she arched her back. He took a nipple in his mouth, sucking lightly and rolling his tongue over the thick point.

Her hips began to move, and he slowed the work of his fingers, moving in a leisurely fashion until he could feel her body straining harder and harder for the pleasure just beyond her reach.

“Patience,” he murmured against the soft flesh of her breast. “I know what you want. You shall have it.”

“Now,” she begged. “Please.” Her hands were in his hair, her nails raking the back of his neck.

Patiently he slid his lips to her other breast, taking that nipple in his hot mouth and scoring it lightly with his teeth. She swelled against his tongue, and his hands shook as he moved his fingers against her sex.

Her hips moved again in a rhythm he knew well, a rhythm he desperately wanted to be part of. But he kept his movements slow and contained, drawing back when she grew close to climax and giving her more when she grew discouraged.

Minutes that felt like hours dragged on, their bodies so close, his mouth on her breasts, her shoulder, her lips. His fingers learned the shape of her tender flesh, learned what she liked, what drove her mad. A sheen of perspiration dotted her flesh, the light salty flavor on his tongue when he finally gave her release.

He rolled his thumb over that little bloom, then rubbed upward until her cries grew frantic. She pressed hard against his hand and he allowed it, keeping his touch light as her cries grew louder and louder. He might have tried to silence her, but he did not care if she was heard. The sound of the pleasure ripping through her gave him pleasure. The feel of her muscles contracting hard against his fingers as she pulsed against him over and over again was almost enough to satisfy him.

With a strangled cry, she fell back onto the bed, her lush body glistening pink with her release.

One look at her, and he knew he wanted more. He wanted her skin against his. He wanted to be inside her when she came again.

Laurent reached for his cravat.

***
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HONORIA’S BODY FELT heavy and limp. She lay in a daze, her skin tingling from her toes to her fingers and back down again. What had Laurent done to her? He’d tormented her for what seemed like hours, keeping her on the verge of she knew not what. And then her entire world had shattered into a thousand tiny, glimmering lights. Everything sparkled like raindrops on leaves after a rainstorm. She sighed and might have curled into a ball and slept if she hadn’t felt his hand cup her thigh.

Honoria opened her eyes and blinked at the picture Laurent presented above her. He really was the most beautiful man, especially now with his hair mussed and his eyes focused so intently upon her. “Don’t fall asleep, mon ange.”

My angel...When had he started to call her that? She liked it, though she was far from a perfect angel. Their scandalous behavior a few moments before was testimony to that.

“Maybe just a cat nap,” she said. He’d loosened his cravat, and the burnished skin of his throat had caught her attention. She didn’t feel quite as sleepy.

“I think you will want to stay awake for this,” he said, shrugging off his coat. “You will enjoy it.”

She blinked. “I don’t think I could possibly enjoy anything more than what happened a few moments ago.”

“Must you challenge me at every turn?”

Honoria smiled. “I was not challenging you. Are you...disrobing?”

He unfastened his shirt. “Yes.”

Honoria sat up, once again alert and awake. She’d seen him without his shirt, but she hadn’t paid nearly enough attention. Then she hadn’t wanted to feel attracted to him. Now she’d accepted it, even embraced it. He drew the shirt over his head, and she gazed at his broad shoulders and toned chest. His skin was a shade or two darker than hers. He had no roundness or extra flesh to be seen. His skin stretched tautly over muscle and sinew, making her draw in a breath when he moved and his biceps flexed.

“What are you thinking, mon ange?” he asked.

“I’m not sure I can form a coherent thought at the moment,” she answered.

He stepped out of his boots and reached for his trousers. Flicking open the fall, he pulled them down and she had the first look at his manhood, jutting out from his drawers. The linen fabric seemed to barely contain him, and Honoria had a moment’s hesitation. The act of copulation had hurt the first time or two, but it had been pleasant enough after that.

But Laurent seemed somewhat larger than she’d expected. Surely all men were about the same? Or perhaps she was simply anxious because it had been some time since she’d done this, and already Laurent had shown her that she knew far less than she had thought.

“Your eyes have grown wide, mon ange,” he said, tossing his trousers on the floor. “You aren’t about to inform me you really are a virgin, are you?”

She shook her head. “No, but I don’t remember the”—she gestured toward him—“male organ being quite so large.”

He looked as though he might make some sort of arrogant retort, but closed his mouth and seemed to reconsider. That was wise because she might have hit him if he’d chosen this moment to resort to his usual haughtiness.

“I won’t hurt you.” He reached out and stroked her cheek. “I promise to be gentle—or have you reconsidered?”

At her hesitation, he took a deep breath. “It won’t be easy to walk away with you sitting there looking like the cream one pours over ripe berries, but I can summon the strength. Somehow.” His voice was tight, giving her an idea as to just how much strength would be required.

She glanced up at his eyes again, at his skilled lips and she forgot all of her concerns. She wanted him. She loved him—despite his arrogance. She’d been trying to ignore this attraction since the first time she’d seen him, but she’d fallen in love with him anyway. How could she not, when he insisted on saving her life and acting honorably and rescuing children?

“Ah.” His hand caressed her hair. “I like that look better.” He bent and kissed her gently, but as soon as his lips touched hers, the banked heat within her ignited again. His lips were gentle and undemanding, but Honoria could not contain her own need. A moment before she’d have sworn she was sated for days. Now she craved his touch again.

She devoured his mouth, loving the feel of his lips sliding against hers. Then she slipped her tongue into his mouth, stroking his tongue until his hands gripped her waist. The feel of his hands on her caused her to catch her breath, and then she was on her back and he was kneeling above her, taking control of the kiss.

Her entire body felt tightly coiled, ready to spring. The skin of his chest against her tender breasts was a new sensation, and she wriggled to move closer to him, unable to get close enough. She wrapped her legs around him, disappointed that he still wore the drawers, and she could not feel his bare hips under her calves.

“You need to learn patience,” he said on a groan. His lips moved to her jaw, then her ear, his warm breath making her shiver. His hands slid up her ribs to cup her breasts, which felt heavy and aching with need.

“I have waited for you long enough,” she countered. “I want you now.”

“I know the feeling.”

Lowering her legs, she slid her hands over his smooth back and down to his slim hips and taut buttocks. With a flick of her fingers she unfastened the drawers and slid them over his hips. His member, hot and hard, rested against her inner thigh. At that first contact, he growled into her mouth.

He moved, kicking the drawers off so they were both naked and entwined, skin sliding over skin, breath mingling, bodies straining each toward the other.

“I wanted to take this slowly,” he said.

“Next time.” She took his rod in her hand, running her fingers up and over its velvet length. He was thick and long and so very hard. His forehead rested on hers, his eyes meeting hers with an intensity she felt as well.

“I am not even certain I will survive this time. Your touch is...” He closed his eyes and she slid down to his root. “Honoria, give me leave.”

She nodded, already arching toward him.

“Say the words. I want no confusion between us.”

“Take me,” she whispered and guided him to her entrance. Her body shook as the first inch of him penetrated her. She was wet and ready, but it was still an invasion. A welcome invasion, but strange all the same. His hands cupped her cheeks, and she met his gaze.

“Keep your eyes on me, mon ange.”

She did, losing herself in the green depths of his irises as he gently pushed deeper. She moaned at the first thrust and closed her eyes, but he kissed her. “Eyes on me.”

He moved again, pushing deeper, and she feared she would not be able to take all of him. And then his eyes darkened, and she knew he had buried himself to the hilt.

His hands left her cheeks and linked with her hands so their fingers entwined. He lifted her arms, pinning her to the bed. “Move with me, mon ange.”

He slid out, then back in again, his movements slow and measured. She caught the rhythm easily, lifting her hips to match his thrusts. Pleasure spiraled through her, making her tingle and causing her center to coil even more tightly. Though it had seemed impossible she would experience a release like he had given her earlier so soon, she felt her body straining for it.

“Not so quickly,” he murmured. “Take it slowly.”

“I am not so patient,” she replied, her voice thick with desire. “Next time we go slow.”

“Always next time with you.” He swallowed hard. “Mon Dieu, when you move like that you almost convince me.”

“Then let me do it again.”

He groaned. “Who am I to fight you?” he said through clenched teeth. His thrusts grew harder and faster, taking Honoria’s breath away. The rhythm of their bodies faded away, and she simply moved with him, allowing him to take her where he would. The coil inside her tightened until it strained to the point of discomfort. Tears stung her eyes, and she heard herself begging him in English.

“Please, please, please.”

His mouth came down on her breast, sucking her nipple into his mouth. She arched up to give him access and he drove into her, pushing her over the edge until she was flying. With a cry, she soared higher and higher, her body going rigid and then straining against him to take more and more.

“Look at me,” he said from somewhere far away. She opened her eyes and met his gaze, letting him see just how high he had taken her. “You will be the death of me yet, mon ange,” he all but cursed, and then he thrust hard into her, making her cry out with more pleasure. She clenched around him, her body resisting as he pulled away. A moment later he collapsed on top of her, and she realized he’d spilled his seed on the bedclothes rather than inside her. With a groan, he rolled onto his side, taking her with him.

Her body still convulsed in pleasure, and she could not quite stop the purring in her throat. He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “More?” she murmured.

He chuckled. “Little wanton. Sleep now. I promise to meet your demands when I can breathe again.”

She closed her eyes, but though she’d expected to dream of him, instead she dreamed of a pale girl dressed all in white and reflected in the blade of the guillotine.
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Laurent stood near the window, staring at the Temple. He’d watched all afternoon, leaving Honoria to sleep. After he’d cleaned up, he laid a blanket over her, dressed, and took up his position at the table. Marie-Thérèse had gone back inside, but he’d drawn her from memory and noted everything else he could before the memories faded.

Now he had nothing to do but to watch the shadows grow over the medieval fortress as afternoon faded and turned slowly to evening.

He wanted to go back to the bedchamber, draw the blanket off Honoria’s lovely body, and take her again. He resisted, telling himself he had better watch the prison and ensure the procedures had not changed from yesterday to today.

But duty was only part of what kept him from going to her again. The other part was fear. Honoria had completely undone him. He’d lost all control, all sense of finesse and skill. He’d forgotten to behave like a gentleman and taken her with a savagery reminiscent of some sort of wild beast.

He’d tried to maintain command of himself, but the way she moved, the sounds she made, and the feel of her clenching around him were too much. Not that she’d seemed to mind. He’d watched as she climaxed, her eyes darkening to purple and her lips parting in wonder. In that moment, she truly resembled an angel. His angel. He wanted to see that look on her face again and again in all its forms. He wanted to hear her beg him in coarse English, cry his name as she came, purr with contentment when he’d satisfied her.

He should not care so much for her or her pleasure. Not that he was a selfish man, but he and Honoria had no future together. Perhaps they had another night, perhaps not that much. There would be no again and again for them. He would never know her body, her likes and dislikes, intimately. What they’d shared was all he was likely ever to have with her. It should have been enough.

Short liaisons, as sweet as they were brief, had always been enough for him before. What more did he want from Honoria? What more could he have? She could not become his lover, even if she would consent. No, she was the sort of woman who would insist he marry her.

For once the idea of matrimony did not annoy him. He allowed himself to briefly consider marriage to Honoria. Her body would belong to him. Her smiles, her laughs, her scowls would all be his. She was a remarkable woman, as brave as she was intelligent. In another world, marriage might have been possible. But not in this world. Not in a Paris whose streets ran with blood and whose citizens paraded severed heads through the streets.

Marriage, family, even love had no place in this world. And he could not allow himself to imagine otherwise.

He heard a sound behind him and tensed as he realized Honoria was awake and emerging from the bedchamber.

“You should have woken me,” she said, her voice husky from sleep. Mon Dieu, was every moment with her to be a torment of unfulfilled desire?

He turned and immediately wished he hadn’t. Her eyes were hooded from sleep, her cheeks pink, and though she had donned her chemise, she hadn’t bothered with the rest of her clothing. The thinness of the linen meant he did not have to use his imagination to picture her lush hips or rounded breasts.

Laurent turned back to the window. “You need to rest.”

“As do you.” She moved beside him, still out of sight of anyone outside the window. “Why don’t you rest, and I shall keep watch?”

He was tired, but he would not sleep if she sent him to the bedchamber. Her scent was on the pillow and the sheets, and he would only want her more.

“I can’t sleep right now,” he said, keeping his eyes on the Temple.

“Very well. We shall keep watch together.” She moved behind him and wrapped her arms around him. It was a gesture of affection and one he wanted to welcome, but one to which he could not allow himself to succumb. Hating his own weakness, he took her hands and unclasped them, then moved out of her arms. He caught the flash of pain on her face before she smoothed it over.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice formal.

“I don’t want distractions at the moment,” he said, sounding exactly like a pompous noble whose head should be chopped off.

“Of course.” She clasped her hands in front of her. “In that case, perhaps it is best if I look over your notes. I may be able to add to them.”

“If you like.” He didn’t look at her. He could not bear the temptation. Already he wondered how he would ever let her go when he finally rescued the princess and the dauphin. He would have to take the children to safety in Austria. There was no place in that plan for Honoria. Even if she wanted to accompany them, he could not allow it. She’d already risked her life one time too many. Better to keep some distance between them.

If only he’d anticipated the way their lovemaking would affect him, but how could he have known she would make him want her even more?

“If you’ll excuse me,” she said. “It’s colder in here than I expected.” She withdrew to the bedchamber, probably to dress. He hadn’t missed her double meaning, and he welcomed her anger. If she was angry with him, it would make parting that much easier.

She returned at the changing of the guard, and she was dressed in the same garments she’d worn earlier. He tried not to remember his hands on her skin as he’d unpinned the fabric, revealing her silky skin. He tried not to picture his mouth on her dusky nipples as she arched in pleasure.

With a sigh of annoyance, he sat at the table and noted the time and the appearance of the new guard. It was the same man as the day before, and the change had occurred at the same time.

“Would you like tea?” Honoria asked.

“I’m busy right now,” he snapped, scratching the quill across the parchment.

“Forgive me. It’s late, and I thought you might like refreshment. I’ll leave you to your work.” The ice in her words finally cut through to him, and he stood.

“Honoria.”

Her back was to him as she prepared the tea. She held up a hand to stay him. “I can see I am an unwanted nuisance. I suppose now that you’ve had me in your bed, you want nothing more to do with me. I’m only angry I am such a fool as to have believed it might ever mean anything more than that.”

“Honoria.”

“Oh, stubble it,” she said in English. “I know what you’re doing. You don’t have to apologize or explain. It makes sense, I suppose.” She turned, seeming to give up on the tea she’d been attempting to brew. “Once you have the princess, we will have to part. You think taking me to bed a mistake. We’ve made that parting more difficult.”

She did understand, more than he’d expected. “I don’t want to be cruel.”

“No, please, go on with it. Hating you is preferable to loving you.”

He staggered, but caught himself with a hand on the table. Loving him? She’d spoken in English, so perhaps he’d translated wrong.

But he knew he hadn’t. His English was heavily accented, but he could understand it perfectly. She’d admitted she loved him. No woman had ever told him she loved him—well, not said it and meant it. What was there to love about him? He was the dissolute son of a noble who had been disloyal to King Louis XV. It was only Louis XVI’s weakness that had permitted Laurent back into the court of Versailles when everyone knew his father had taken the side of Britain during the Seven Years’ War. That he had spent several months in the Temple and left disgraced.

His family name was tainted, and Laurent had wallowed in the muck. He couldn’t right his father’s wrongs. Why should he try to clean a stain that would never be wiped free? Why not simply add to the dirt, become the man everyone thought he was already?

No one loved the Marquis de Montagne. Men might have envied him. Women might have desired him. Courtiers might have pitied his bad blood or cursed his relationship with the royal family or lusted after the money and favors he won. But no one loved him. No one but his sister Amélie had loved him, and she’d died because they’d been playing together.

“I don’t want you to hate me,” he said, almost before he knew the words were out of his mouth. And then he was across the room, standing before her without knowing he had even moved.

“Yes, you do, and you needn’t explain. I know what you are doing and why. I suppose I wish I’d realized this would happen before we went to bed.”

“Would you have refused me?”

She glanced up at him, her violet eyes hard with the anger she was taking great pains to hide. “No.” She shook her head, almost as though she were chastising herself. “No, but...”

He moved closer, and she shot him a wary look.

“But?” he prodded.

“But I might not have given so much of myself.”

Pain lanced through him at her admission. She’d given herself to him completely, and he’d taken that trust and stomped on it. How could he make amends when his every instinct told him making her hate him was the correct course of action?

“Honoria, next time—”

She laughed. “Next time? Oh, there will be no next time. I forgot where we were and what we were doing.” She gestured to the Temple, casting its shadow on the floor of their lodgings in the fading light. “I will not forget again.”

He wrapped an arm around her before she could squirm away. “Let me go!”

He caught her hand and kissed her fist. “If I didn’t care about you, I wouldn’t do this.”

“Oh, yes! You only hurt me because you care.”

“And because I’m selfish. Because I want to protect myself. If I don’t keep you away, I’ll go mad imagining my mouth on yours, my skin sliding against your skin, the way your eyes go dark and hazy when I make you climax.”

“Laurent.” Her eyes flashed a warning, but her voice was breathless, betraying the effect he had on her. He should stop this now. He should step away, but he did not have the resolve to let her go when he had her in his arms.

“What you do to me,” he murmured before wrapping a hand in her hair and taking her mouth with his. And there was the heat again, the flash of fire, the hard jolt of arousal. It was a fever raging through him, driving him mad with wanting her. The kiss turned hard and fierce as he pushed her up against the wall and lifted her skirts to touch the silk of her thighs. He could not live without the feel of her skin on his fingertips.

A loud rap on the door sent them both stumbling apart.

Honoria seemed to recover first, smoothing her skirts and her hair. “Are you expecting anyone?”

Laurent shook his head. “It must be someone from the League,” he said in a low voice. She still looked rumpled and as though she had just been thoroughly kissed, but if the visitor at the door was anyone other than a member of the League, that might work in their favor. “Who is it?” Laurent called. He tensed, praying it was not the National Guard or an emissary of the Committee of Public Safety.

“It’s Phillipe, your cousin from Burgundy,” came the answer.

Laurent felt his shoulders slump and Honoria blew out a breath. It was the League. This was the agreed-upon code.

Laurent crossed the room and pulled the door open. Ffoulkes stood in the corridor, looking both patriotic and fashionable in red and white striped trousers, blue waistcoat, red carmagnole, and a large cockade pinned to his breast. “Cousin! It is so good to see you.”

To Laurent’s surprise, Ffoulkes embraced him. “Pretend you are happy to see me and let me inside. The sooner all of these eyes are off me, the better.” He hissed the words in Laurent’s ear before ending the embrace with hard slap on the shoulder.

Laurent moved inside and closed the door behind Ffoulkes, bolting it. When he turned back, Ffoulkes stood surveying the room, hands on hips. “This is cozy.” He crossed to the window, peered out at the Temple, then down at the notes Laurent and Honoria had taken.

“Sir Andrew,” Honoria said, making a slight curtsy. “We are so glad to see you.”

He gave her a long look. “Are you?”

“Yes. We’ve noted the routines and procedures at the Temple for the past two days, and we even spotted the princess walking in the gardens. We have been busy.”

Ffoulkes, who hadn’t ceased walking about the lodgings and taking in everything else, pushed open the door of the bedchamber. “Yes, I can see you have been busy.”

Laurent pressed his fingers lightly to his eyes. He could only imagine the state of the rumpled bedclothes.

“Unfortunately, we have no more time to indulge your covert activities.” Ffoulkes closed the bedchamber door and eyed them both with disdain. Laurent moved closer to Honoria, who had jerked her chin high.

“I would hardly think planning the rescue of the royal heirs to the kingdom of France an indulgence.” Her voice held a hint of steel.

Ffoulkes crossed his arms over his chest. “And have you planned the rescue or have you merely wrinkled your bedclothes?”

Laurent stepped in front of Honoria. “I resent your implications, monsieur.” He would have given a thousand livres for his sword right now.

“Is it implication if the facts are clearly before me?” Ffoulkes raised a brow. Then he blew out a breath. “Forgive me, I am merely...disappointed.” He leveled a gaze at Honoria, and not for the first time Laurent wondered if Ffoulkes had wanted her for himself. Honoria would have been better off with Ffoulkes. The man could more likely give her some sort of future.

But Laurent had always been a selfish man. He’d wanted her for himself and damn the consequences.

“You will not be disappointed when you see the work we have done,” Honoria said, crossing to the table. “Monsieur le Marquis has refined his map of the Temple, and we’ve both made copious notes as to the schedule the guards in the prison follow. With a little more time, we should be able to proceed with confidence.”

“I cannot give you more time.” Ffoulkes looked from one to the other, and finally Laurent understood the purpose for this visit. The League, perhaps the Pimpernel himself, was putting an end to this mission. “Today we received word that the queen’s trial will begin tomorrow.”

Laurent put a hand on the table where his notes were scattered and sat. “Then Robespierre really does mean to try her.”

“He intends to accuse her of all manner of wickedness,” Ffoulkes said. “And she will be found guilty too.”

“You cannot know that.”

Laurent looked up as Honoria’s hand came to rest on his shoulder. Did she understand the pain he felt knowing his queen would be convicted of heinous crimes—treason against her country for certain, but others as well? Of course she did. She was the only one who understood what the queen’s friendship had meant to him and why he needed to rescue her children from the same prison he’d visited as a child.

“The verdict has been decided,” Ffoulkes said. “The trial, like all others brought before the Tribunal in this godforsaken republic will be a sham. The queen will be found guilty and sentenced to die.”

Honoria’s hand tightened. “No!”

Laurent rose. “That is ridiculous. She is a woman and not even French born.” Although she’d lived in France since the age of fourteen, the people had never forgotten she was an Austrian by birth. Cries of L’Autrichienne—Austrian bitch—had followed her all of her life. “Surely she will be exiled to Austria or confined to a convent to live out the rest of her years.”

“She will follow her late husband to the guillotine,” Ffoulkes said without blinking. “My source declares it has been decided, and he has yet to be proven wrong.”

“My God,” Honoria whispered.

“God is dead,” Laurent said, aware his voice sounded bitter and hard. He looked up at Ffoulkes. “How long do we have?”

“We must act tomorrow night.”

Laurent had been so eager to act, but now that he had no choice, he was not certain he was ready. “We have not yet seen the dauphin or managed to verify he is in the Grande Tower.”

“I have my orders,” Ffoulkes said.

“Has the Pimpernel returned?” Honoria whispered.

Ffoulkes’s expression did not change. “I cannot say. What I can say is that our mutual friends have their hands full. Miss Martin has already departed for her next mission. If you want the assistance of the rest of the League, tomorrow night is your last chance.”

“We’re not ready.”

Laurent held up a hand. “We are not as ready as we would like, but there are advantages to acting now.”

Honoria sat in the seat across from him. “Such as?”

“All eyes in Paris will be on the queen and the trial.”

“That does not mean the Temple will be left unguarded,” Ffoulkes reminded him.

“Of course not,” Laurent agreed. “But it does mean some of the usual attention will be pulled away. If we have a team of five—”

Ffoulkes shook his head. “I can give you two men.”

Laurent glared at him, then rose to his feet. “I am proposing to save the children of the king and queen of France from nearly certain death, and you tell me not only do I have one day to finalize a plan, you can only spare two men to help?”

Ffoulkes’s gaze didn’t waver. “That is exactly what I am telling you.”

“Who? At least tell me what men I can expect to aid me.”

“Dewhurst—”

“Merde. I knew you would say his name.”

“And Mackenzie.”

“The Scot?”

“Sir Edward is brave and cunning,” Honoria said. “He will be an asset, and Lord Anthony has completed dozens of missions, some of the most dangerous yet. He marched into La Force and rescued you.”

She has a point, but that didn’t mean Laurent had to like the Englishman.

“Three men...” he mused, trying to picture the Temple and location of Madame Royale in his mind.

“And one woman,” Honoria added.

Laurent spun to face her. “Are you certain? You’d be safer here.”

“I’d be useless here.” Her hands landed on her hips.

“You could gather information.”

Before Honoria could say the clearly angry words on the tip of her tongue, Ffoulkes held up a hand. “She can be an asset for you, and not just because she can make you the requisite passes and documents. A woman in less suspicious and will be able to move around more freely in the prison. Disguise her as a servant or use her as a distraction for the guards. From all accounts, Madame Royale and Madame Élisabeth are suspicious of men. You may encounter resistance from them if Tony or Mackenzie attempt to free them. I think it more likely they will go with a woman. In the meantime, you send the male members of the League to find and rescue the dauphin.”

“Any idea how all of that should be accomplished?” Laurent asked.

Ffoulkes smiled. “I have a few, as I imagine you have your own plans.” He took a chair, pulled it to the table, and sat with his arms crossed over the back. “Why don’t we compare notes and strategies?”

With a nod, Laurent drew out the map of the Temple and began to describe his rescue plan.

***
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SEVERAL HOURS LATER Honoria worked by the light of a single candle to finalize the last document they’d need for entrance—and hopefully exit—from the Temple. Outside the window behind her, the dark prison loomed like a menacing giant. She must be mad to think of entering a prison when all of Paris was doing its best to avoid imprisonment. She wasn’t even certain Laurent’s plan would work. She was less certain Sir Andrew’s modifications would succeed.

By this time tomorrow night they’d either be on their way to safety or the guillotine. There was no room for error and victory was their only option. They would not have another chance. Ffoulkes had retreated to the safe house a couple of hours before, eager to be back before the curfew. Sir Edward Mackenzie and Lord Anthony would return with him before evening. They wanted to be inside the prison before nightfall.

Honoria blew on the ink she’d just added to the last document and tried not to think of what might go wrong tomorrow. The work had been good for her. It had kept her mind from going over and over the plan and dwelling on every weakness. It had also kept her from pacing a groove in the wooden floors as Laurent had been doing for the past several hours.

She turned now to find him standing at the window, staring at the Temple, his expression brooding. He was one of those men who looked particularly handsome when he brooded. Although, truth be told, he looked handsome when he was smug and disdainful as well. This was their last night together. If they managed to rescue the princess and the dauphin, they could not stay in Paris. Laurent would escort Madame Royale across the border and to safety with her Hapsburg cousins, and Honoria would return to London.

She’d return to the British Museum. She’d return to her role as unobtrusive mouse. She’d never wanted glory or fame. That was not why she’d agreed to help the Pimpernel. She’d wanted to save people, and she would finally have her chance. Thus far she’d been lucky. She’d evaded capture. She was not so foolish as to believe her luck would not run out.

But she did say a quick prayer that it would last until midnight tomorrow—or was it already tomorrow?

No matter what happened, she didn’t regret coming to France. She didn’t regret her work for the Pimpernel. She didn’t regret Laurent. He was afraid she would be hurt if he allowed her to grow any closer to him. That was why he tried to push her away after their lovemaking.

What he didn’t realize was she had already fallen in love with him. It was too late to protect her feelings.

“Est-ce que tu as fini?” he asked softly.

Are you finished? Why was it when he spoke in French it sounded so much lovelier than when anyone else asked her in English—nay, it sounded lovelier than when anyone else asked it in French. The way he spoke, the way he moved, the way he stood—everything about him spoke of nobility. Even if their destinies would not take them separate ways, they were not meant to be together.

He was the product of a long line of illustrious men and women, and she was nothing but the daughter of a merchant’s daughter and an historian from Brussels.

She rose and brushed at the shavings on her skirts. “I will look at the documents again in the morning. The sunlight always illuminates my mistakes.”

He peered across the table, studying her work. “The Temple is dark and lit by sconces and lamps inside. Your work is more than adequate.”

She curtsied. “Merci, Monsieur le Marquis.”

“Don’t call me that.”

She glanced up at him to see his brows had drawn together and his eyes flashed angrily. “I’m Citoyen Burgoyne now, if you must be formal. I prefer you call me Laurent. The ancien régime is little more than the shavings from your pen now. I must accept that if I am to go on.”

“Perhaps the exiled Bourbons will make a triumphant return. Perhaps you will be a marquis yet again.”

He looked at her long and hard, his gaze roving over her face until it seemed he’d memorized every feature. “I’m not certain I care any longer. I can almost believe there are some things—some people—that matter more than wealth and privilege.”

Honoria caught her breath, trying to keep the small bubbles of hope from growing and touching her heart. “Such as Madame Royale?”

He swallowed, and she could see the muscles of his throat working. “Such as you, Honoria.”

She closed her eyes. The bubbles burst, causing elation as well as pain in her heart.

“I know what I said earlier, and I know I have no right to say what I am about to say now,” he began.

She opened her eyes and held up a hand. “Then don’t say it.” She crossed the small space between them, taking his hands when he held them out. He drew her away from the open window. “Don’t say anything. I know what tomorrow brings, and I regret nothing. I will regret nothing except wasting the last night I have with you. If you still want me—”

A huff escaped his lips. “How can you possibly doubt that I want you? I want you too much. I wanted you from the first time I saw you.”

“Because I’m beautiful.” She looked away. 

He squeezed her hands. “Because you were kind. How many people would have taken me in—a man running from La Force with a price on his head? How many people would have nursed me, forgiven me for abducting—”

“I haven’t quite forgiven you that yet.” She glanced at him with an arched brow.

He smiled. “You have a generous heart, Honoria, and that is a commodity even more valuable than beauty these days.” What more did she want him to say? She had come to France because she wanted to be more than a pretty face, to do more than sign others’ names to false documents. And Laurent had seen she was more than beauty or a quill and ink. He’d seen her. A rush of emotion filled her heart.

“Does such a commodity make you want to kiss me?”

“It makes me want much more than that.”

“Then take me to bed.” When he looked as though he might protest—to tell her it was a bad idea or they should sleep—she put a finger over his lips. “One last time, Laurent. S’il te plaît.”

“How am I to resist you?”

But the question was rhetorical because he lowered his lips to hers, his mouth soft and pliant as he gently took hers. He never demanded her surrender, but he had a way of making her want to surrender to his kiss, his touch, the demands of his body.

More bubbles seemed to burst inside her as their lips met over and over. Bursts of excitement and fear and hopelessness—but mostly she felt desire. She had never wanted anything as much as she wanted him. She put her arms around him, burying her fingers in his thick, dark hair. She pulled him closer, and he growled in her mouth.

“Give me a moment or I shall behave more like a schoolboy than the man you deserve.”

She ran her hands down his back and pulled his shirt from his trousers. “I want the schoolboy. I want the man. I want every part of you, Laurent.”

Her words seemed to unleash a torrent of passion from him. Before she knew what had happened, he’d pushed her against the wall, lifting her hands and pinning her wrists to the wall with one hand. His mouth came down on her shoulders and the tops of her breasts. Several pins sprang free from her bodice, and he freed her breasts so he might stroke them with his tongue and tease them with his lips.

“I want to touch you,” she murmured, trying in vain to loose her hands.

“Later.” His free hand was not idle. He lifted her skirts and pressed the hardness of his rod against the bare flesh of her center. Honoria could not help but rock against him. The coarse fabric of his trousers provided a friction that made her heart race.

“Mon Dieu!” He buried his face in her hair. “I may not even last until I can free myself. Have mercy, mademoiselle.”

She smiled, but gave him no quarter. After all, he’d given her none earlier. Between their bodies, his hand fumbled with his trousers, and then she felt him—warm and thick—against her flesh.

His fingers parted her legs, sliding across her slick entrance. He hissed in a breath. “You are ready for me.”

“Always.”

“Put your legs around my waist,” he ordered, dropping her hands to cup her rump with both hands.

“I don’t understand. I’ll fall.”

He touched his nose to hers. “My sweet innocent. I will hold you.” He lifted her, and she wrapped her legs about him. He adjusted slightly, moved her skirts, and then he was inside her. The sudden thrust of his member took her breath away. This was not like the last time. He hadn’t prepared her, and she rather liked the sudden shock of him. He thrust again, harder this time until she could feel the wall at her back and his fingers digging into her buttocks.

“Hold on,” he murmured in her ear.

She had no other choice. He moved fast and hard, bringing their bodies together and then pulling away just when she wanted him closer. She tried to catch her breath, but she could manage no more than a gasp before he was inside her again, filling her. He moved his hips with a skill she might have admired if she’d been able to think coherently. Instead, she bit her lip to keep from crying out.

“Don’t play the retiring miss with me,” he rumbled against her ear. “Scream for me.”

“I can’t,” she gasped as her body tightened impossibly.

He thrust again, moved his hips. “You can. Come with me.”

She was drunk on pleasure and the world teetered out of control as the climax hit her. She did scream then, his mouth taking hers to muffle the sound. She dug her hands into his back, seeking purchase. With an oath, he jerked back and she felt his seed on her thighs.

Always protecting her. Always protecting everyone but himself.

She turned her head to stare at the shadow of the Temple on the floor of their flat. Perhaps it was her turn to protect him.
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Laurent lay with Honoria in his arms. After his rather brutish behavior, he’d stripped her and made love to her slowly and thoroughly in the bedchamber. Now he held her, her lush curves and soft skin making him wish he had time to take her again. He didn’t know why he should not be satisfied, but it seemed the more he touched her, the more he wanted to touch her. The more he kissed her, the more he wanted to kiss her.

It was past dawn. The door to the main room was open, and he could see the first rays of gold peeking through the windows where the Temple did not shadow the building.

This was the day he had waited for since the royal family had been moved from the Tuileries to the Temple prison. This was why he had returned from the safety of exile and risked imprisonment. He’d survived, and now his only mission was to ensure Marie-Thérèse was delivered safely out of France. The dauphin would be more difficult to free, but Laurent had to at least attempt to save him. He and Ffoulkes had discussed where to take the children, and they’d both decided Vienna would be safest. Honoria, in turn, would be sent back to England, where she would be safe. As eager as Laurent was to see Madame Royale free and delivered safely into the hands of her cousin, the Holy Roman Emperor, he felt a pang of regret at having to leave Honoria.

When he’d abducted her at the safe house a mere six days ago, he had not anticipated ever developing feelings for her. She was beautiful, but he’d known many beautiful women. She was clever and compassionate, but he’d known women cleverer and equally compassionate. He’d never developed any sort of feelings for any of those women.

But none of them had been Honoria.

None had her lovely violet eyes or her dark hair or a smile that suffused a room with light until everyone else smiled with her. None blushed when complimented, but made love with a sensual abandon that belied all modesty. None had told him they loved him—him, a worthless wretch who had spent his life and his livres on wine and women and jeweled shoe buckles. Laurent didn’t even know if he was capable of love. Honoria certainly deserved better than he. It would be better for her if he went to Vienna and they never met again.

She stirred and he willed himself not to pull her tighter against him. He wanted to press his lips to the slope of her shoulder and part her thighs with his knee to feel the heat of her.

“What time is it?” she murmured.

“I heard the church bells toll seven,” he answered. “We should rise and dress. I want to observe the Temple to make certain nothing is different this morning.”

She sighed, and he wondered if she lamented leaving his arms as much as he. “No doubt Sir Andrew will be here soon. It’s best if we are ready. We have a long day ahead of us.” She disentangled herself from his embrace and slid to the edge of the bed. But when she sat up and began to rise, he grasped her wrist. He looked up at her, so beautiful in the gray light of the room with her long dark hair falling over her pale breasts.

“Honoria, if the mission today should fail—”

She tensed. “You mustn’t think that way. We have a solid plan.”

“Yes, but if it should fail, I want you to know...” He paused. What did he want her to know? This might very well be his last chance to speak to her alone, but what should he say? He had no experience discussing his feelings with women—not with any honesty at any rate.

She stood looking down at him, probably growing cold, and still he did not speak. He gripped her wrist and searched for the right words.

“You want me to know what?” she prodded.

“That I care for you. That you matter to me.”

Her expression didn’t change, but slowly she drew her hand away. “Thank you. You know my feelings.” She looked away and he could not see if pain lanced her features at the fact that he hadn’t told her he loved her as well. She straightened. “But this isn’t adieu quite yet. Excuse me.” She disappeared behind the privacy screen, and Laurent was left in the bed where the place she had occupied was now empty. He wished he’d damned the rising sun and taken her one last time.

Because for all intents and purposes this was adieu.

An hour later he was seated at the table, his gaze on the Temple, his fingers resting lightly on a sharpened quill. Honoria sat across from him, dressed in a plain dark blue dress and white fichu. She’d rolled her hair at the nape of her neck and pinned a cap over it as many of the lower class women in Paris wore their hair. On her breast she wore the tricolor cockade.

When the knock sounded on the door, neither of them jumped. Laurent was almost relieved at the interruption. The silence had gone on too long.

Honoria rose to answer it, but Laurent shook his head. “Let me. Stay out of sight in case it’s not who we expect.”

He crossed the room and opened the door, but instead of Ffoulkes, Marie-Thérèse stood in the doorway. Laurent’s breath whooshed out, and he gripped the latch so tightly it cut into the skin of his hand.

Without thinking, he dropped into a deep bow.

“Oh, good God,” a man’s voice hissed. “Do you want to kill us all?”

Laurent looked up at the scowling face of Lord Anthony directly behind Marie-Thérèse, except now he realized it wasn’t Marie-Thérèse at all. “Mademoiselle de Lambriquet?”

“Can we dae the introductions within, dae ye think?” That was the Scot.

Laurent stepped back and Mackenzie and Dewhurst pushed Ernestine de Lambriquet and a large hamper inside. Once the door was closed, Laurent gave both men a piercing look. “What is this about?” He feared he already knew, and it had not been part of the plan. His chest tightened when Honoria came to stand beside him. “Mademoiselle de Lambriquet, allow me to introduce you to Mademoiselle Blake.”

The two women exchanged nods. “Where is Sir Andrew?” Honoria asked.

“He’s nae coming,” Mackenzie said.

“Change of plans.” That was from Lord Anthony.

“Change of plans?” Indignation shot through Laurent. “Why the hell did we spend hours making plans if Ffoulkes intended to change them at the last minute?”

“It wasn’t his decision, Monsieur le Marquis,” Mademoiselle de Lambriquet said quietly. “I begged him to give me a role in this escape. He refused, but the man known as the Scarlet Pimpernel opposed him. I’m afraid the change in plans is my fault.”

“And what is the new plan?” Laurent asked, although he already knew.

She looked him in the eye. “I am to take Madame Royale’s place.”

***
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HONORIA FELT A STRANGE sense of disorientation. She had seen the princess walking in the garden just yesterday. Today this Mademoiselle de Lambriquet appeared in these lodgings, looking remarkably like the imprisoned daughter of the late king and Marie Antoinette.

“No,” Laurent said without asking any question. “Absolutely not.”

“We already told her nay, but she willnae listen to reason.”

“She’ll listen to me. I’ve known you since you were a child, Ernestine, and your father would not want you to do this.”

Honoria felt as though everyone had been having a conversation, and she’d just walked into the room. “Who is her father?” she asked. “I don’t understand why the plan has changed.”

Laurent turned to her, his mouth tight. “Mademoiselle de Lambriquet is the natural daughter of King Louis XVI and Philippine de Lambriquet, a chambermaid at Versailles. When her mother passed away, the king and queen adopted her. She has grown up alongside the royal children.”

“They are my brother and sister,” the young woman added. “And I will no longer walk free while my dear sister languishes in prison.”

“I cannot allow you to trade places with Madame Royale. Do you know what that will mean? You may be imprisoned the rest of your life. You may be sentenced to death and die by the guillotine,” Laurent argued.

Madamoiselle de Lambriquet’s set expression did not change. “Then so be it. I will gladly die if my sacrifice allows the blood of the Bourbons to survive.”

“And if Madame Royale refuses to trade places?” Laurent argued.

Madamoiselle de Lambriquet smiled wryly. “We both know she is not that selfless.”

Honoria swallowed hard. She loved her country and her king and queen, but she did not know if she would have been willing to do what this young woman was willing and eager to do. But then Ernestine de Lambriquet knew the dauphin and the princess and loved them not as figureheads but as her siblings. Honoria looked at Laurent and knew she would sacrifice herself for him.

That was what love meant.

Laurent plunged his hands through his hair, obviously trying to think of a new argument to dissuade Mademoiselle de Lambriquet. But Honoria would rather not waste any more time. “What is the new plan?” she asked.

“The marquis takes three of us into the prison via the secret passage while one of us waits outside and keeps watch,” Lord Anthony said. He seemed eager to move ahead as well. Honoria imagined he’d already heard all the arguments put before Mademoiselle de Lambriquet and knew she was resolute in her decision.

“If the National Guard has not found the secret passage and blocked it,” Laurent murmured.

“Once inside, we hide in the underground dungeons until dusk falls.”

“This is unchanged,” Honoria remarked.

“Now comes the change,” Sir Edward said. “Since we hae two lasses, Miss Blake an Miss de Lambriquet will go tae Madame Royale’s cell. The marquis knows where it is an knows the princess, so he’ll escort them, playing the role o’ a guard.”

Lord Anthony picked up the explanation. “The ladies will play the role of maids and bring fresh linen into the cell. While they are inside, pretending to change the bedclothes, Miss de Lambriquet and the princess change clothing and the princess leaves with Montagne and Honoria.”

“You have the necessary disguises?” Laurent asked.

Sir Edward tapped the woven basket he’d set at his feet. It was as high as his knee and resembled a sort of hamper. “In here.”

“Then I take Madame Royale and Honoria back to the dungeon. Who is waiting there?”

“Dewhurst,” Sir Edward said. “I’ll be the one waiting ootside an making sure we hae a vehicle to whisk the princess tae safety.”

“I’ll deposit Madame Royale in Mackenzie’s safekeeping,” Sir Anthony said. “With Mademoiselle de Lambriquet in her place, no one will know she is missing. No one will search for you, and you should have a much better chance of escaping to Austria and then on to Vienna.”

“But once they discover the dauphin is missing, they will be after us,” Laurent said. “Which means there’s no point in leaving Mademoiselle de Lambriquet behind.”

Dehwurst and Mackenzie exchanged looks. “The Pimpernel does not think we stand a chance with both children. He wants Madame Royale safely away before we try for the dauphin.”

“No.” Laurent fisted his hands, his face turning red. “I won’t leave him.”

“You hae nae choice, man,” Sir Edwards said. “Austria hasnae agreed tae take him. Only the princess.”

“Cowards!” Laurent stalked about the room, and Honoria worried his loud voice would attract the attention of their neighbors.

“The Holy Roman Emperor is afraid of war, so he’ll willingly take Marie-Thérèse, who is not heir to the throne. But he will not shelter the rightful king for fear of angering the new French government.” Laurent turned blazing green eyes on all of them. “Do I have the right of it?”

“The emperor might be persuaded yet,” Lord Anthony said. “If not, we take the dauphin to England. But not tonight. I give you my word and that of the Pimpernel that we will come back for the boy.”

Laurent looked as though he would argue further, but then his gaze swept the men’s expressions and he seemed to know he had been beaten. Honoria could see it as well. The men’s faces were set in stone. The decision was made. “I can go along with the plan to change Mademoiselle de Lambriquet for the princess or leave Madame Royale to rot. Is that about right?”

Lord Anthony sighed. “If that’s the way you want to see it.”

“That’s the way it is.” He rounded on Mademoiselle de Lambriquet. “Much could go wrong with this plan. Are you sure you want to be part of it?”

“There is not a doubt in my mind,” she said with a decisive nod.

Honoria showed the young woman to the bedchamber, bringing the hamper with them. They changed into the clothing resembling that worn by the handful of women Honoria and Laurent had seen entering the Temple prison, donning the simple petticoats over their plain chemises and heavy corsets. Honoria squeezed her feet into sabots that were a bit too small and then helped Miss de Lambriquet pin on her cap and tricolor cockade.

“I wish we had aprons,” the young woman lamented. “No maid would go about without an apron to protect her skirts, even if the skirts are poor quality.”

“Perhaps we will find one in the prison,” Honoria said. The men had done their best with the costumes, but they were men and did not think of the details of women’s clothing.

When the women emerged, the men had finished dressing in the uniforms of the National Guard. Laurent’s was too short for him, while both Sir Edward and Lord Anthony could barely squeeze their shoulders in the coats. Well-fed, athletic English nobles were more robust than the poor and hungry men who’d been recruited for the National Guard. But it would have to do. Laurent had said the Temple was dark, and hopefully the defects in their disguises would not be terribly apparent.

Lord Anthony pulled a pocket watch from inside his rough coat. “It’s quarter past eleven and the guards change at noon. Shall we go?”

“We leave two at a time and wait five minutes between groups. Go directly to the wall of the south garden and wait near the yew tree. When we’re all assembled, I’ll show you the hidden entrance. I’ll go first,” Laurent volunteered.

“I’ll go with you,” Honoria said.

“I’ll follow alone,” Sir Edward said.

“Then Mademoiselle de Lambriquet and I will come last.” Lord Anthony looked at everyone in turn. “May God be with each of you.”

Laurent held his arm out to Honoria. She took it, wrapping her arm around his. When they stepped out of the lodgings, he ducked his head, and she knew he still worried about being recognized. But hopefully the uniform, not his face, would attract the most attention. As they descended the stairs, she couldn’t help but look over her shoulder one last time. She feared she would never see this place again.

Even more, she feared she’d never see home.

“Are you still upset?” she asked him quietly.

“I don’t like what Ernestine is doing,” he said, holding the door of the building for her. A crisp breeze, tinged with the smell of death that always seemed present in Paris now, rustled her skirts. “But I cannot forbid her. Not when I would do the same in her place.”

“She’s very brave.”

“Yes, she is. She could have stayed hidden. The last I heard she was being cared for by the family of Madame de Soucy.”

“Who is that?”

“She was one of the royal governesses. The queen ordered her to take Mademoiselle de Lambriquet to safety when Robespierre came to power. Unlike the king, I believe Marie Antoinette always foresaw the turn events would take.”

Honoria squeezed his arm. They passed men and women on their way to cafés or the market or to watch the day’s executions. Honoria caught snatches of conversation, almost all of them speculating on the queen’s trial. It had begun this morning and everyone was anxious for news.

When they reached the wall surrounding the southern garden, Laurent positioned them in a corner behind a yew tree, where they wouldn’t be visible to any guards who peered down from the Temple. Fortunately, there were few windows in the large medieval structure. It had been built as a fortification, not for comfort or beauty.

Now all they had to do was wait until the others arrived. Laurent paced. “I don’t like standing here too long.”

“They will be here soon,” she reassured him, but her heart thumped in her chest. The longer they stood here, hidden but still out in the open, the more at risk they were. She didn’t want to think about the towering prison above her. She didn’t want to think about going inside it. Honoria had the strange sense that once she went in, she would never come out.

“I won’t leave him,” Laurent said, turning to face her.

Honoria felt her breath catch. He could not mean what she thought he meant. “I don’t understand.”

“The dauphin. I won’t leave him.”

“But don’t you want to ensure Madame Royale has the best chance of escape?”

“I want both of them to escape. What if the guards realize Mademoiselle de Lambriquet is not the princess? What if the rumors of abuse the dauphin suffers are true? I cannot leave him. This might be our only chance. Marie-Thérèse would not want me to leave him.”

This was sheer madness, but it was no more daft than the original plan. And if he would go back for the dauphin, she would go with him. “I’ll go with you.”

“I won’t ask that of you,” Laurent said.

“Nonsense. Where you go, I go.”

He nodded. “If things go awry, I don’t want you to take any chances. Save yourself.”

Foolish man. As though she would ever abandon him when he needed her. “Laurent,” she said quietly. He stopped pacing and looked at her. “You once asked me why I came to France, why I left the safety of England behind.”

He nodded.

“It was for this. It was because I wanted to show everyone, and myself, that I was more than what you see on the outside. God may have given me beauty, but he gave me courage, loyalty, and a bit of audacity too. I will stand with you.”

His eyes softened. “You are all of that and more, the most loyal person I have ever known. So much more than a pretty face.”

“Laurent, in case I do not have a chance to say it later—”

He held up a hand. “No adieux.”

“But later you will be with the dauphin and the princess on the way to Vienna. I may not have a chance to say goodbye.”

“Then perhaps we don’t say goodbye. We will meet again.”

She scowled at him. “You know that isn’t true.”

He placed a hand on his heart. “I made you two promises—I’d never let you fall, and I wouldn’t lie to you. I’m not lying now.”

“And if our plan fails, then I suppose we meet again on the scaffold.”

He took her hand and held it to his heart. “I won’t let you fall, Honoria. Believe me.”

She opened her mouth to reply, but they heard footsteps and both turned. Sir Edward appeared. “Three here, two more tae come,” he said.

Feeling even more exposed now, Honoria tapped her foot impatiently. Laurent had released her hand, but the warmth of his hand still made her skin tingle.

Finally Lord Anthony and Mademoiselle de Lambriquet appeared. Laurent immediately took charge. “We go over the wall one at a time. I’ll go first. As soon as you are over, make your way to the stone temple. Walk quickly, but don’t look like you’re walking quickly.”

“How the devil do we do that?” Lord Anthony asked.

Laurent ignored him. “I’ll meet you at the Temple. It won’t take long for me to know whether or not the guards have sealed the entrance.” He glanced at the other men. “Help the women over, then come yourself.”

With those words, he jumped for the top of the stone wall, pulled himself up, and swung his legs over. A moment later, Lord Anthony cupped his hands, and Honoria put her foot in them for a boost. She too grabbed the top of the stone wall and struggled to make it over. She finally crawled over, then fell to the other side, landing in an undignified heap in Laurent’s arms. He set her down and she ran to the domed temple at the far end of the garden. It was under the shade of more yew trees, which gave them some protection from anyone who happened to look out. Laurent caught Ernestine as she came over the wall, and he motioned for her to follow him.

Together, the three of them ran to the Temple. Laurent skirted behind it first and knelt on the ground. He’d pulled up the ground cover and scooped dirt away from a stone tablet in the earth.

“Is that the entrance?” she asked.

“Yes.” He tried to work his fingers into the groove at one end, but he couldn’t manage to lift it. With a huff he sat back.

Lord Anthony approached, followed by Sir Edward. “Need help?”

“It will take two of us.” He nodded to the stone tablet, using his foot to sweep more dirt away. “You take that corner, and I’ll take this.”

The two men knelt, squeezing their fingers between earth and stone, Anthony at one side and Laurent at the other. “Un, deux, trois,” Laurent counted. Both men grunted and heaved. Honoria held her breath.

The stone did not move. Lord Anthony’s face grew red as he pushed harder. “Come on,” he grunted.

Laurent’s face was also red and pinched. The veins in his neck stuck out.

Open, Honoria pled silently. Open.

With a final groan, the men lifted the tablet and shoved it back. Stale air floated out along with dust. Cobwebs hung from the inside of the tablet, and spiders scurried out of the sun.

“We did it,” Laurent panted.

Honoria leaned over and looked down into the darkness. A narrow stone staircase descended into the gloom.

“Go on now,” Sir Edward said, tossing a few stones into the darkness. They all listened to the sound they made when they hit bottom. It was a long drop but at least she hadn’t heard a splash. “I’ll keep watch on this side.”

Honoria swallowed, watching as Laurent and Lord Anthony descended into the gloom. Ernestine followed. Finally, she was the only one left.

“Go on doon, lass. Ye’ll dae fine.”

Shaking with fear, Honoria took one last look at the garden, at freedom, and stepped into the passage.
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Laurent descended into the darkest recesses of the Temple. Down and down and down. Once he and Charles Philippe, the Comte d’Artois, had enjoyed exploring this passage and speculating on who had dug it and why.

But that was after much wine and with servants holding lanterns to light their way. Now they had little more than his memory and the torch Mackenzie had brought with him.

He reached the bottom and moved aside as Lord Anthony descended the rough steps hewn from rock. Next came Ernestine. Laurent held his hand out to assist her. Finally, Honoria made her way down. Laurent wished, again, she had not come. She was necessary to the mission and a vital part of the plan, but he would rather she were back at the safe house or on a packet to England.

He took her hand, holding it until she stepped off the stairs. He didn’t release it right away, even though the rest of the group was looking to him to lead them. Instead, he stared at Honoria, but he didn’t know what to say.

Lord Anthony lit the reeds soaked in oil at the end of the torch and light blazed in the passageway. It looked much like Laurent remembered it, only with a thin layer of dust on the floor. If the National Guard had found it, they hadn’t explored it.

“Ready?” Mackenzie called from above.

“Ready,” Dewhurst answered.

A moment later, the stone tablet thudded into place and the little light shining from the garden was cut off.

“Monsieur?” Dewhurst said, indicating with his arm that Laurent should lead. Laurent released Honoria’s hand and started walking. The passage was narrow and did not have any forks, so all he had to do was follow it under the garden and into the Temple.

“This will lead us into the dungeons?” Honoria asked.

“Yes,” Laurent said. “You can feel it sloping down now. We will emerge into one of the cells.”

“What about prisoners in the cells?” Ernestine asked.

“All of our information suggests the only prisoners being kept at the Temple are the royal family, and they are on the upper floors of the Tower, not this medieval dungeon,” Dewhurst said.

“The dungeons are in very bad shape,” Laurent informed them. “Artois refurbished much of the Temple, but he had no interest in repairing the towers or these dungeons. When I was here last, they leaked and some of the walls had begun to crumble.” He whispered, as did all of them, though it was unlikely anyone would have heard them under so much rock. The passage sloped steadily downward, causing him to lean back to keep his balance and slow his descent.

“Who built the passage?” Honoria whispered.

“I don’t know. Artois and I used to speculate it was a prisoner trying to escape because it opens into one of the cells. But it might have been the Knights Templar, who devised such an escape in case of siege or attack.” He paused and held the torch up. “We’ve reached the dungeons.” Laurent handed the torch to Dewhurst and knelt before the wall.

“This doesn’t look promising,” Dewhurst muttered. “Looks like someone has walled up the exit.”

Laurent bent and felt along the side of the wall.

“Is there a mechanism to open it?” Ernestine asked. She’d spent enough time at Versailles to be familiar with secret passages and the hidden devices that opened their doors.

“I just have to find it.” He hadn’t been down here for years, but he knew it was to the right and just under a protruding piece of rock. He ran a hand along the wall, but all of it seemed to protrude. Finally, his hand touched an opening. He reached inside with one finger and pulled the small metal lever back. With a creak, the wall parted from its seams.

Unfortunately, it didn’t swing open as it had the last time Laurent had been down here. He stood and grasped the lip, pulling it open farther as the door creaked in protest. Finally, he had it open enough that even Dewhurst might pass through. He wiped his brow and took a breath.

“That’s probably the hardest you’ve ever worked, isn’t it Monsieur le Marquis?” Dewhurst said.

Laurent made a rude gesture.

He led the small party into the dungeon, his booted foot landing in a puddle of cold water. “Watch the water on the floor,” he murmured, warning them of it. As he remembered, the passage opened into a cell in the back of the dungeon. It was cold and dark but for the light of the torch, and the only sound was the plop, plop of water.

“Now what?” Honoria asked.

“Now we wait,” Dewhurst said. He extinguished the torch and set it next to the passage doorway. “The guards should be changing right about now. At the next change, we make our move. I’ll light the torch periodically and check my watch.”

Honoria sighed. “That’s hours from now.”

Dewhurst chuckled. “Whoever said the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel was full of excitement never worked for the man. I spend half my life waiting.”

The group of four spread out in the dungeon cell, the men pacing or sitting on the ground, while the ladies perched on seats carved from the stone. At one time a cot might have been provided to the prisoner and a bucket of water, but none of those basic comforts remained.

Laurent hadn’t slept the night before, so he used the time to close his eyes. Leaning his head back against the wall, he rested and tried not to think about the long journey ahead of him with two royal children to protect.

After a while Honoria came to sit beside him. He could feel her shivering, and he wrapped an arm around her. “Are you frightened or merely cold?”

“Both,” she replied. “The longer we wait, the more frightened I become.”

He squeezed her. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I won’t let you fall.”

She put her head on his shoulder. “That’s what I’m afraid of. Don’t sacrifice yourself for me, Laurent. We are all here to save the princess and the dauphin. They are our first priority. If something should go wrong—”

“It won’t.”

“But if it should, leave all of us behind and save the children.”

When he didn’t speak, she poked him in the ribs and looked him in the eye. “Promise me.”

“I can’t make that promise, but I will promise to do all I can to make sure all of us make it out safely.” He leaned down and kissed her softly. “I wish you were far, far away from here,” he whispered so only she could hear. “You don’t belong in a dungeon.”

“I quite agree,” she said. “But there’s nowhere else I’d rather be right now.” She laid her head on his shoulder again, and he leaned his cheek against her hair. The scent of lavender rose up, and he closed his eyes, trying to commit her scent and the feel of her body pressed against his to memory.

Finally, Dewhurst, who had lit the torch two or three times over the course of the day, announced it was almost time to go. The party rose, stretched out legs and backs, and moved out of the cell and into the dungeon. Laurent motioned them to form a circle. “Ernestine, you haven’t studied the map I made as closely, so I’ll remind you that up those stairs and through the door is a workroom. It was where the knights stored herbs or provisions. If I remember correctly, it also has large tubs for washing. There might be maids working there when we go through. I’ll go first and take care of them. You two follow. Get off the ground floor as quickly as possible. It houses the National Guard stationed here. Dewhurst, wait at the top of the steps to receive Marie-Thérèse and take her through the passage to Mackenzie.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You can escort her with me. Once we have her, we are done here.”

Laurent inclined his head. “Of course.” He met Dewhurst’s gaze briefly, then looked back at the women. “Once we make sure no one is about, you two follow me. I’ll lead you to the Grande Tower. Keep your eyes down. Honoria, what do you say if someone asks what you are doing?”

“Changing the prisoners’ linens, citoyen.”

“Good. And if the guard answers that Citoyenne Capet washes her own linen. You say?”

“Under orders of Citoyen Robespierre, I am to confiscate the linen of Citoyenne Capet and replace it with that of the republic.”

He nodded. “Ernestine, if you are asked where the regular maids are?”

“I say...Citoyen Robespierre replaced them with us.”

Laurent nodded. “Last chance to change your mind, Mademoiselle de Lambriquet.”

She shook her head. “Madame Élisabeth will not leave. I will not be alone, and even if I were, it is a small sacrifice to make.”

Laurent took her hand. “I promise when this is over and you are out of danger, everyone shall know of your bravery and your sacrifice.”

“I know”—she tapped her heart—“in here that what I do is right. That is all that matters.”

“Ready?” Dewhurst asked. The three of them nodded. Laurent led them up the stairs and out of the dungeon.

***
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HONORIA COULD NOT TELL if it was the steep staircase or her fear that made it hard to breathe, but by the time she reached the door leading to the workroom, she could hardly catch her breath. Laurent opened the door and stepped inside. She and Ernestine waited until his all-clear sign, then filed in behind him.

The room was just as he had described, with worktables in one corner and large tubs for washing at the far end. Long, thin windows let some light into the room, but it was already growing late and the light was gray at best. Aprons and linens hung from a clothesline. Honoria crossed to them and found them quite dry. They hadn’t been washed that day. She tossed one to Ernestine and tied one around her own waist as well.

Lord Anthony came in behind them, surveyed the room, and seemed satisfied with what he saw. With a quick salute, he returned to the dungeons, closing the door behind him. Laurent lifted a hamper from beneath the garments on the clothesline, dumped what looked to her like table linens in it, and handed it to Ernestine. “Ready?” he asked.

Honoria feared her voice would falter so she merely nodded. He looked so much like one of the National Guardsmen in his uniform that her heart thudded even harder than it had been. She took a deep breath, forcing her breathing to slow and her hands to cease shaking. When they refused to cooperate, she tucked them behind her skirts.

She needn’t have worried. The first part of the mission went exactly as planned. They came across no guards on the way to the apartments housing the royal family. Presumably the bulk of them were at the entrance to the Temple, their concern being keeping the prisoners in and the mobs out. Laurent led the way with confidence. He did know the Temple very well, and should anyone have spotted them walking, they would not question that he belonged there.

But once they entered the floor where Madame Royal and her aunt resided, they did come across two guards. They were crouching by the doorway, throwing dice, but they stood immediately when the party approached.

“Citoyens,” Laurent said, doing his best to make his accent coarser. “I’m to escort these maids to Citoyenne Capet’s room. They will collect her linen and replace it with fresh linen.”

The guards looked from Laurent to Honoria and then Ernestine, who held the hamper and stared down at it.

“The prisoners wash their own clothing and linen,” one of the guards, a lad who could not have been older than sixteen said. “That’s on the order of Citoyen Robespierre.”

“Orders have changed,” Laurent said. “We are to confiscate the prisoners’ linen and replace it with that of the republic.”

“I haven’t seen you before,” said the other guard. He was older, closer to forty, and he looked directly at Honoria. “I’d remember a face like yours.”

Saints! She knew her looks would cause her in trouble. “Citoyen Robespierre replaced the other maids with us.”

The guard narrowed his eyes, and Honoria felt she should say something more. “Will you allow us to pass? We must wash the linen before we can go for the night, and the hour grows late.”

“Where are your papers? Your orders?” asked the older guard.

Honoria fought the urge to run, to flee. They hadn’t discussed what to say in this situation. “They are with the captain of the guards,” she said, hoping that was what the servants did with papers. Or were they required to carry them at all times?

“I’ll wait while you fetch them.”

“No need for that,” Laurent said. “I have them right here.” He reached into his coat and brought out what might have been the handle of an axe at one time. Now he swung it at the older guard, hitting him across the face before he could respond. The younger guard called out and raced for his bayonet, resting in a corner, but Honoria tripped him, then jumped on him to hold him down. She glanced over her shoulder, hoping Laurent had incapacitated the first man, but the two were fighting—and rather loudly—over the axe handle. Laurent still had it but the guard had his hand wrapped around Laurent’s wrist as he tried to wrench the weapon away.

The guard beneath Honoria recovered from his fall and tried to buck her off him. She thudded on the ground, then grabbed him about the neck, trying to push him back down again. He rose, and she hung on to his neck, trying to cut off his air. His elbow made contact with her belly, and she let out a whoosh of air, but she wouldn’t let go of him. Lurching like a monster from a child’s nightmare, he started for his bayonet.

Honoria squeezed his neck tighter, knowing if he reached the bayonet, she would have no chance. She tried to pull him back down, but he was taller and stronger, and he pulled her inexorably closer to the weapon.

“Laurent!” she called.

“One. Moment.” His voice was filled with frustration, and she knew he still fought the other guard. Honoria made one more attempt to put the guard off balance. He stumbled, but she knew it wouldn’t be enough. Just then Ernestine rushed past them, grabbed the bayonet and swung it at the guard.

Honoria released him and rolled away. When she rose on her knees, Ernestine was facing the guard, bayonet pointed at him.

“Give me that,” the boy demanded.

Ernestine flicked a gaze to Honoria, but what could she do? Still, she understood the terror in the girl’s eyes. She didn’t want to run him through. “Hit him with the butt,” Honoria told her.

Ernestine turned the weapon and struck just as the lad made to snatch it. The butt end of the weapon hit him in the shoulder, knocking him back, but not rendering him unconscious.

“Again!” Honoria called.

With a little cry, Ernestine hit him again, this time landing a blow on his temple. Blood streamed from the wound, but the lad was not incapacitated. He grasped the weapon and tried to jerk it away. Honoria raced to Ernestine’s aid, and the two of them managed to keep hold of the weapon. But this could not go on. Any moment someone would hear the commotion or an alarm would sound. They had to deal with these guards quickly, get the princess, and get out.

As though the young guard read her mind, he opened his mouth and yelled, “Help! We’re under attack!”

Honoria tried again to free the bayonet from his grasp, but she couldn’t manage it. The boy opened his mouth to scream again, and the weapon was torn from Honoria’s hands. Laurent smashed the butt down on the lad’s head, and he crumpled to the floor. Silent at last.

Honoria stared at the young guard and then at the older one. He too lay in a heap on the floor, blood matting his hair where a blow had struck home.

“Hurry,” Laurent ordered. “If anyone heard him, we’re done for.”

He grabbed the hamper and stuffed it in Honoria’s arms, then he opened the door to Marie-Thérèse’s room. It was sparsely furnished, but not entirely devoid of comforts. The walls boasted paper-hangings of green flowers on a blue background. The fireplace was not lit, and the room was cold and dark, shrouding the couch, table, and chairs in shadow. Just past Laurent, Honoria saw two women huddled at the far end, obviously afraid of the commotion they’d heard outside. But as soon as they saw Laurent, they cried out with happiness. “Monsieur!” the older one, who must be Madame Élisabeth, cried.

“Montagne,” said the young woman, whose face lit with a smile. “Have you come to save us?”

“I’ve come to rescue you and take you to Vienna. We must hurry before we are discovered.”

“But Ernestine! What is she doing here?”

Ernestine gave a deep curtsy. “I am here to take your place, Highness. We must change clothes and then I will stay while you are taken to safety in Vienna.”

“But what of my brother and my aunt?” Marie-Thérèse asked, her blue eyes widening with concern.

“We will take your brother as soon as you are safely away,” Laurent said. Honoria saw Ernestine’s head snap toward him, but she said nothing. “As for your aunt, she is welcome to come with us. In that case, there is no reason for Mademoiselle de Lambriquet to stay.”

Madame Élisabeth shook her head. “Your plan is a good one. And you know me well enough, monsieur, to know I will never leave my country. France is my home, not Austria.”

“Then I will stay too,” Marie-Thérèse said, clinging to her aunt.

“No.” Her aunt took her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “You must leave. Louis Charles will need your help when he returns to restore the monarchy.” She looked at the small group. “If I am not mistaken, the plan is to leave Ernestine here in your stead. The patriots will be fooled into thinking they still have you to use as a bargaining chip.”

“Exactly,” Laurent said. “Marie-Thérèse, I once promised you I would come back if ever you needed me. I am here, and though I have not spoken with your parents, I know they would want you to go with me.”

“Please hurry,” Ernestine begged.

The princess straightened her back and nodded her head. It was impossible to know what she might be thinking, whether to wonder if her parents were still alive, if she’d ever see her aunt again, or if she deserved the sacrifice Ernestine made for her. Instead, she nodded at Laurent. “If you will give us a moment’s privacy?”

He turned his back, and Ernestine and Marie-Thérèse quickly traded outer garments. Madame Élisabeth and Honoria helped with pins and tapes and soon Ernestine stood beside the king’s sister and the princess stood beside Honoria. Laurent turned and the little princess rushed into his arms, sobbing.

He whispered to her and patted her shoulder, then he motioned to Honoria. She opened the door and peered outside. The two guards were exactly where they had fallen. She nodded to him and with a last goodbye and a word of thanks for Ernestine, the three exited the room and closed the door. Honoria stifled a sob at the thought of Ernestine inside the prison cell, but she would think of that later. At the moment, her concern was helping Marie-Thérèse to safety.

She handed the hamper to the princess. “Take this. Keep your head down and don’t speak to anyone.”

“Follow me,” Laurent said. He led them deftly through the winding maze of the Temple, leading them back down into the dungeon. When they reached the entrance, they opened the door and called to Lord Anthony. He sprinted up the steps and bowed to the princess.

“Madame Royale, if you would accompany me, I will help see you safely away from here.”

“But Montagne?” she asked, looking at Laurent.

Lord Anthony gave Laurent a warning look. “Don’t do anything foolish, monsieur.”

Laurent ignored him and put a hand on Marie-Thérèse’s shoulder. “I must go back for your brother. I will join you soon, and you and Louis Charles will have a joyous reunion, yes?”

She nodded, tears in her eyes.

“I knew you would never follow the plan. You’ll get yourself killed. Miss Blake, come with us.”

Marie-Thérèse looked at Honoria, then Laurent. Honoria stepped back. “I’ll go with the marquis. He’ll need my help if we’re approached by guards.” She bent and lifted the hamper.

“Honoria, don’t be a fool. Come with us,” Lord Anthony demanded.

“You should go,” Laurent added. “It’s safer.”

“Is Mademoiselle de Lambriquet safe?” she demanded. “Will you be safe?” She shook her head. “I will see this through.”

Lord Anthony swore. “I’ll send the princess ahead with Mackenzie and see if I can secure another conveyance for you. I’ll give you an hour. After that, I’ll assume you’ve been made a permanent resident.” He offered his arm to the princess. She looked at Laurent, then reached up and kissed his cheek.

“Thank you,” she whispered. She looked at Honoria. “Both of you.” Finally, she took Lord Anthony’s arm and descended the stairs into the dungeon.

Laurent closed the door and looked at Honoria. “One more time. This time we strike first. We give the guards no chance to ask us questions.”

“Agreed.”

She hefted the hamper and carried it in front of her as she followed Laurent. She would not be able to carry it back down. The original plan had been to secrete the dauphin inside it, using the linen to make a lump in his bed so the guards who looked in would think the boy asleep. But even the weight of the young dauphin would make the hamper too unwieldy for her to manage. Perhaps no one would see them and wonder why a guard carried a hamper instead of a maidservant.

Although this was her second trip to the Tower, she still did not recognize the path Laurent took. She followed him blindly, concentrating on keeping the hamper from dragging on the floor. Then Laurent rounded a corner and stopped abruptly. Honoria all but ran into him before looking up and past him.

“There they are!” The older guard from outside Marie-Thérèse’s cell pointed to them. A half dozen other guards turned to look at them.

“Merde,” Laurent said. Then, “Run!”
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Laurent grabbed the hamper from Honoria and threw it in the guards’ path. It wouldn’t slow them much, but it would give him and Honoria a head start. He knew several paths to the dungeons, and he took the most circuitous, hoping to lose the guards before they reached the dungeon. The last thing he needed was for them to discover the secret passage. He would need it if he were to make another attempt to rescue the dauphin.

They ran past stone walls, some covered with frayed tapestries, but most bare. Doors were closed on either side, and few lanterns burned, so that they were all but shrouded in gloom.

But Laurent knew exactly where he was. All those nights he’d spent with Charles Philippe in this drafty building had paid off. He would save Honoria and himself. She had fallen behind him, and he reached back and grabbed her hand, pulling her to keep pace with him. Finally, he rounded a corner and pushed her against a wall. “Shh!”

He listened intently for the sound of booted feet following. He heard nothing but Honoria’s gasps for breath. “And...I...wanted to...be more...than...a pretty face.”

“You are that, my sweet,” he said, kissing her quickly on the lips. “Come on.” He took her hand and pulled her after him again. He hated leaving little Louis Charles, but he had no choice. He would see Honoria safely away, see Marie-Thérèse settled in Vienna, and then come back for the dauphin. “Down these stairs,” he said, motioning at the landing before them.

“I’m hopelessly lost,” she said.

“We’re almost there,” he reassured her, though after descending the stairs they would have to cut across the main floor of the Temple and then back to where the dungeons lay. He hadn’t taken this route before because the chance of encountering guards was greater, but there was no point in worrying her. He wouldn’t allow her to fall, whether from a building or into enemy hands. He would get her out because he’d said he would. 

And he always made good on his promises.

They started down the steps, Laurent first and Honoria right behind him. The steps curved around, making their path down a blind one. Unfortunately, that meant as soon as they rounded a corner, they spotted the guards waiting for them on the other side.

“Back up!” Laurent yelled. “Back!”

Honoria lifted her skirts and ran back the way they’d come. This time the echo of boots and shouts of halt were almost deafening.

But Laurent wasn’t out of tricks yet. There was more than one secret passageway.

When Honoria made to leave the stairs at the landing, Laurent took her waist and pushed her up higher. “To the gallery,” he said, indicating the open air walkway the royal family had been allowed to use at one time. She ran higher, but she was flagging, and he passed her, grabbing her hand and pulling her. When they reached the gallery, Laurent closed the door, but there was no way to bolt it from the outside. “Run across!” he directed.

She followed him, and Laurent tried to ignore the shouts of pedestrians on the streets below. They were seen now, but they would disappear soon enough if he could only reach the far side of the gallery and the turret.

The door behind them slammed open, spewing forth guards, just as he reached the other side. He yanked the door open, pulled Honoria inside, then slammed it shut. This time he bolted it. He pulled her down the narrow steps until he reached the landing. There he pulled on a wall sconce, and a panel in the wall opened up.

“Another secret passage?” she gasped.

“Yes. This one leads to the main building. From there I can find my way to the dungeon and back out.” The passage was very narrow, and only one person could fit at a time. “I’ll go first and you follow.”

She jumped as the guards who had been chasing them reached the opposite side of the gallery and attempted to break the door down.

“What about the door? The guards will discover it.”

“Artois and I were never able to discover the mechanism to close it from inside. It only opens and closes from the sconce. There’s nothing to be done for that.”

She shook her head and took a step back. Panic rose in Laurent’s chest. Was the pounding of the guards growing louder? “Honoria, hurry!”

“Go, Laurent,” she said, looking far too calm. “This is the only way. Get out and take Marie-Thérèse to Vienna. We’ll never make it if the guards discover the secret passage.”

“No!” He held his hand out. “I don’t care about that. Come with me.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, stepping out of his reach. And then she pushed the sconce back and the door slammed shut.
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LAURENT STOOD COMPLETELY still for three hard heartbeats, staring at the wall now separating him and Honoria. Why the devil had she done it? Why had she doomed herself to capture?

Even as he thought the words he heard the crack of broken wood and the thump of the guards’ boots as they started down the steps. Honoria had no way out now. He wanted to yell, to rail, to force her to open the door again, but then he would only doom himself along with her.

He hated her for this sacrifice. It wasn’t to end this way. He should be the one to be captured, not her. He should be the one guillotined, not her. He’d led a useless life and deserved to die, but Honoria—sweet, compassionate, selfless Honoria—should live a long full life.

He heard the guards’ muffled voices and Honoria’s reply. She screamed, and then he didn’t hear anything.

Clutching his head in his hands, he screamed silently. Had they killed her? Hit her? Taken her to their commander? Without her by his side he felt suddenly bereft. He needed her. More than he’d realized. 

A part of him wanted to believe this was for the best. She’d ensured he would be able to see Marie-Thérèse safely under her cousin the emperor’s protection. Once he would have believed saving Madame Royale the most important thing he’d ever done. Honoria was just a commoner. What did her life matter? But something strange had happened to him, because he no longer valued a royal life above that of a commoner’s. Had he become a patriot? Had Robespierre’s twisted rhetoric finally won him over? Or was it something else?

He’d made a promise to Marie-Thérèse that he would rescue her. But he’d made a promise to Honoria too. He’d promised never to let her fall, and she was falling now, if only figuratively.

He had to go back for her.

He raced down the narrow stairway and out into the courtyard. He ducked back into the shadows, but the guards were too busy in the Grande Tower with their new prisoner. No one watched the courtyard, although two guards did stand at the entrance and exit. Laurent moved quietly, staying in the shadows, until he had wound his way back to the gardens. As he approached, he saw Dewhurst pacing outside the temple, watching the tablet that opened to the secret passage.

“Dewhurst,” he hissed. The man spun around, hand on the butt of his pistol. Laurent stepped into the light.

“What the hell happened?” Dehwurst asked. “I heard a commotion.”

“When we reached the floor housing the dauphin, the guards were waiting for us.” He held up a hand. “I know. I should have followed the plan, but it’s too late for that. The guards have Honoria.”

Dewhurst swore a particularly offensive oath, then he scrubbed his hands over his eyes. “Mackenzie is waiting with the princess. You take his place and escort her across the French border. Mackenzie and I will go back to the safe house and make a plan to rescue Miss Blake.”

“No,” Laurent said.

“What do you mean, no? All you have talked about was saving the princess. Go and save her. Mackenzie will leave without you if you don’t find the carriage in the next”—he squinted at his pocket watch—“ten minutes.”

“Let him go. Marie-Thérèse will be in good hands with him.”

“Don’t tell me you want to rescue Miss Blake. It’s probably a suicide mission.”

“I don’t care. I love her.”

Dewhurst stared at him, and it took Laurent a moment to realize what he’d said. He’d never said anything like it before, but he had no desire to take it back. He did love her. He’d die for her, and if he couldn’t save her, he’d die with her. There was no life without her beside him.

Why hadn’t he told her that when he’d held her in his arms? He’d save her if only to be able to tell her he loved her. He’d never loved anyone in the way a man loves a woman. Love was not something he gave freely. Now he wanted a chance to give it to her. He’d shower her with it—every day and every night.

“I see,” Dewhurst said slowly. “Then you’ll come back to the safe house with me and help make a plan.”

“I already have a plan,” he said.

Dewhurst’s expression turned pained. “You’ll go right back in.” And get yourself killed was the unspoken implication.

“No. I have to go to the Palais-Royal first.”

Dewhurst raised a brow, obviously intrigued. “The Palais-Royal? Why?”

“Because they sell everything there. They sell fireworks.”

Dewhurst’s face broke into a grin. “Do you want assistance?”

“I could definitely use it.”

He clapped Laurent on the back. “Then let’s go shopping.”

***
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HONORIA WAS WEARY. So weary. She didn’t know how long the leader of the Temple guards had questioned her or how long the representative from the Committee of Public Safety had been present, but she knew she would give anything to lay her head on the table and sleep. That was all she wanted. A few minutes’ rest. Her eyes stung when she blinked from fatigue and her head felt light from thirst. She’d been offered no food or water or any respite from the constant barrage of questions.

“Who are you working with?” the man from the Committee asked.

“I told you,” she said, her voice hoarse now. “My brother and I wanted to catch a glimpse of the royal family. That was all.” She’d given her false name and made up a false brother. Guards had left to search the false address she’d given them, and when they returned she knew she would be in more trouble.

The commander flattened his palms on the table where she sat. They’d brought her to the ground floor of the Temple, which housed offices for some members of the government as well as about forty of the National Guard. The room was unadorned, stone walls, scarred wooden table, uncomfortable wooden chairs. The windows were small and barred, and the light from the fireplace was weak and gave no heat.

“I don’t believe you, citoyenne. I believe this was a carefully orchestrated plot to attempt to rescue the dauphin. How did you manage to get in?”

She shrugged, too tired to speak.

The commander banged his hand on the table. “I’ll not ask again. How did you manage to get in?”

“We walked in,” she murmured.

His hand cracked across her face, setting her off balance and tumbling to the floor. The representative from the Committee made a tsking sound, but it wasn’t the first time they’d slapped her and she knew no one would come to her aid.

She closed her eyes and tried to imagine where Laurent was right now. Had he escaped Paris and started on the road leading toward the border with Austria? How long until he and the princess were safely away? She would never reveal the switch they’d made—that Mademoiselle de Lambriquet now sat in Marie-Thérèse’s cell—but she feared she might say something unintentional as the hours of torment grew longer and the slaps more frequent. Would it hurt anyone if she revealed the room that overlooked the Tower garden? Perhaps she could give that as her residence when the guard returned.

“Get up,” the commander ordered, then pointed a finger at one of the guards watching the interrogation. The young man hauled her to her feet, none too gently, and shoved her back into her chair. She laid her head on the table, and the commander yanked her up by the hair. “You had better start telling us what you know, citoyenne, or we might grow...unpleasant.”

“I don’t know anything,” she lied. “I told you. I only wanted to catch a glimpse of the princess—”

Another slap.

The world faded for a moment and from somewhere far away, Honoria heard a voice. “She is Citoyenne Capet. All titles were abolished.”

“Right,” she said, her voice slurred. “We’re all equal now.”

“Tell me the truth now,” one of the men ordered her. She could no longer stop the room from spinning. “If you don’t speak, I’ll see you guillotined.”

Oh, the lies. She would be guillotined regardless. But they’d make her suffer first. Perhaps if she went to sleep for a little while, she could escape the pain in her cheek where she’d cut the inside with her teeth or the lump on her head where the commander had slammed it into the table. The room looked so gray now, and her eyes were so heavy...

Suddenly, the world exploded in a shower of light and sound. Honoria’s eyes popped open, and she wondered if she imagined the pops of sound and the smell of gunpowder. Were they under attack?

She jumped as more shots rang out and more explosions sounded. Her jump sent her tumbling to the ground, but this time no one lifted her back into her chair. She lay under the table, the sounds of chaos and the smell of burning wood and gunpowder searing her nostrils.

She was vaguely aware of the guards running out of the room to fight against the attack and defend the prison. She hoped it took hours to subdue the threat. It was so lovely to lie on the floor, under the table. She would close her eyes...

Pain lanced through her as she was dragged upward. “No,” she said pushing the guard away. “Let me lie here.”

“I can’t do that,” a familiar voice answered. “That would defeat the purpose of this rescue.”

Honoria opened her eyes. “I’m dreaming,” she said.

Laurent shook his head. “No, you’re awake, and we have to move now. It won’t take the guards long to realize Dewhurst is setting off fireworks and there’s no real threat.”

She touched his cheek, then pinched it.

“Ow! What the hell?”

She really was not dreaming. “Why are you not with the princess on the way to the border?”

“Because I won’t leave you behind. Mackenzie will escort the princess.”

“And you came back for me?”

“I did, though I’m fairly certain at this rate we will both find our necks under the guillotine before week’s end.”

“Oh, Laurent!” She tried to wrap her arms around him, but they wouldn’t reach quite that high.

“What did they do to you, mon ange?”

“I’m fine,” she assured him, making an effort to gain her feet as he pulled her up. “I’m thirsty and tired.”

“You will drink the best champagne if only you run with me.”

He clasped her hand and pulled her out of the room. They had to step over the bodies of two guards who had been left behind to keep watch over her. Honoria stumbled after him. A bright light lit the sky, and she looked up to see green streak the darkness. Could the dauphin see the fireworks? Madame Élisabeth and Mademoiselle de Lambriquet? Did they know someone still cared?

Honoria’s legs crumpled, and she fell to her knees. She pushed up with her hands, trying to rise, but the world spun again and she had to lower her head and close her eyes to stop the wave of dizziness. “Go without me,” she told Laurent. “Please.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he said, lifting her into his arms and making her head swim so violently she felt nauseous. He started to run, carrying her, the dark stubble on his chin and the bold green of his eyes lit by the explosions in the sky. She laid her head on his chest, felt his heart beating hard. If they didn’t make it, she would go to her death remembering the feel of being held in his arms.

And then the night sky was obliterated by the shadows of trees and she was shoved into a carriage, rough hands taking hold of her and pulling her across the seat.

“Ready, monsieur?” a voice she recognized as Dewhurst’s asked.

“Take us away, my lord.”

A moment later the carriage lurched away, the sounds of the prison growing fainter as they distanced themselves. Laurent gathered her in his arms again and stroked her hair.

“We’ll be back at the safe house soon. We have to take the long route, but I promise when we arrive you’ll have food and water.”

She looked up at him and stroked his cheek. He was so handsome.

“I’ll probably scandalize Mademoiselle Martin because there is no way I’ll leave your side tonight.” He pulled her close in an embrace that took her breath away and made her grunt with pain. He looked down at her. “I will never leave you again.” He touched her jaw, and she knew it must be bruising because his light touch hurt. “I thought I’d lost you.”

“Scared you, did it?” she said with a smile.

“Terrified me. I love you, Honoria.”

She sucked in a breath. The dizziness, the fog the world had sat in seemed to dissipate and she could see him clearly in that moment. She had better not be dreaming. “Say it again,” she ordered.

“I love you, mon ange.” And he kissed her.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Twenty-Three


[image: image]


“If I am to understand correctly,” Ffoulkes said, pacing back and forth in the dining room of the safe house in the Rue du Jour. “You ignored a direct order from—” He gestured vaguely as he rarely risked speaking the name of the Scarlet Pimpernel aloud.

“FR?” Laurent supplied helpfully.

Ffoulkes scowled at him. “You ignored a direct order and went back for the dauphin, endangering all taking part in the mission. As a result of your...arrogance, Miss Blake was captured and the princess’s escape was put in jeopardy.”

“Now wait just a moment,” Mackenzie said, hands on hips. He’d returned only hours before after rendezvousing with another member of the League and transferring the princess to his custody for the last leg of the journey out of France. “The princess was never in jeopardy. I kept her safe enough.”

“My apologies,” Ffoulkes said to the large Scot. “There is no question as to your abilities, Sir Edward.”

“But there’s some question as to Montagne’s intelligence,” Dewhurst added. “He risked all our lives by going back for the dauphin.”

Honoria, seated at his side, held up a hand. “And how was Laurent to live with himself if he did not at least try to rescue the boy? Louis Charles is like a brother to him.” Her face had turned quite red, and as Laurent knew she still was not entirely recovered from her ordeal, he put a hand on her arm.

“Mademoiselle, please do not tax yourself on my account.” He looked at the room of the Pimpernel’s agents. “And they are correct. It was foolish of me to go back. I am determined to free His Majesty, Louis XVII.” Laurent would do anything to save the little boy, but he could also see the wisdom in taking the time to plan the king’s rescue. There could be no room for error. “We will save him, but I am not willing to risk losing you.” He took Honoria’s hand and kissed it.

Dewhurst rolled his eyes. “Not more of this. If I have to witness one more lovesick look from either of you, I’ll cast up my accounts.”

Alexandra Martin elbowed him in the stomach. “You’re just jealous because you have no lady to exchange looks with.”

Dewhurst snorted. “If I had a lady, I wouldn’t waste my time exchanging looks with her.”

Ffoulkes cleared his throat. “As fascinating as this conversation is, might we return to the point? Our leader, FR if you will, has directed us to move locations. We can’t stay too long in any one spot without arousing suspicion. Miss Blake and Montagne have requested to stay in France and work with the League until the dauphin can be liberated. FR has left the decision up to me, and I have decided to put it in your hands. Do we allow Montagne to join our ranks and Miss Blake to stay in Paris? Or do we send her back to England and Montagne to...” He looked at Laurent, brow raised.

“I go where she goes.” He kissed Honoria’s hand again.

Dewhurst made retching sounds.

“Show of hands then for all who vote for the couple to stay.”

Laurent looked around the room. No one moved, no one’s eyes met his. Finally, Alex raised her hand. “We can use Honoria’s forgery skills.”

Mackenzie raised his hand as well. “Her documents held up against scrutiny at every checkpoint. Marie-Thérèse might be in revolutionary hands and ma neck under the blade of the National Razor if not for the lass.”

“That’s two,” Ffoulkes said.

Hastings, who had returned from his last mission while Laurent and Honoria were at the Rue de la Corderie, raised his hand. “I don’t know either of them well, but we can always use a good man.” He nodded at Honoria. “Or lady.”

“That leaves you, Tony.”

“I say send ’em home.” He crossed his arms over his chest.  “I don’t trust him.”

Laurent gave him a cold stare. He hadn’t counted on Dewhurst’s vote, but he didn’t appreciate the man’s implication that Laurent would turn traitor.

“What about you, Sir Andrew?” Honoria asked. “Would you prefer we go?”

Laurent held his breath. He had made his choice and would go with Honoria, but he would rather not be forced to leave Louis Charles behind.

Ffoulkes looked at her for a long moment, then glanced at Dewhurst. The two were obviously old friends, and Laurent could not read the silent exchange between them.

Finally, Ffoulkes said, “I think you should stay. Both of you.”

Laurent squeezed Honoria’s hand. He would see the little king free of the Temple after all.

Ffoulkes continued, “We may need you for what FR plans next.”

“And what is that?” Alex asked.

Ffoulkes smiled at her. “Funny you should ask that, Miss Martin, because it involves you.”

***
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LATER THAT EVENING Honoria opened the door to the room she and Alex had shared to find Laurent lying on her bed, fingers linked together and under his head. His chest was bare and the bedclothes stopped at his waist. She wondered if he wore anything under the covers. From previous experience, she doubted it.

She closed the door, and he rose on one elbow to watch her progress across the room. “Did Ffoulkes say anything else about the new mission or the Pimpernel’s orders?”

“Nothing.” She began to take the pins out of her hair. As she set the first few on the dressing table and her hair began to uncoil, she heard him take in a breath.

She loved that he had that reaction to her. Once she would have hated the effect her beauty had on him, but now she knew he saw her as more than an attractive face and body. He cared for her, Honoria Blake—the person she was inside. And thank God she’d finally seen the person he was behind the façade. He, too, was more than a pretty face. He had flaws aplenty, but he had good qualities too. The good qualities—loyalty, selflessness, courage, cunning—were stronger than his arrogance and entitlement...most of the time.

“What are you thinking?” he asked as she finished taking her hair down.

She smiled at him. “About your flaws.”

“What flaws?” he asked, his voice indignant. He sat up, the sheet falling down about his slim hips. He was definitely not wearing anything beneath.

“Oh, I don’t know.” She began to unpin her bodice. “Your arrogance?”

“How is that a flaw?”

She shook her head. “Only a member of the French nobility would think arrogance a virtue.” She opened one side of the bodice and began unpinning the other.

“It isn’t modesty that helped me into your bed.”

She looked up at him. “Is that all you want? A place in my bed?”

“Hardly.” He rose, crossing to her without any regard for his nudity. Not that she minded. He was a very fine specimen of masculinity. He had reason to be arrogant in some respects. “What I want,” he said, taking hold of her hands,  “is a place in your heart.”

“You earned it,” she said, the heat of his hands warming her fingers and her entire body. “I think I fell in love with you at first because you loved the princess and dauphin so much. No man who loves like that, so wholly and unselfishly, could be all bad. Or so I reasoned.”

He lifted her hands to his lips, kissed her knuckles. “And I first fell in love with you when you threw that wineglass at my head. No one had ever thrown anything at me before. No one had ever dared.”

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t believe you. You mistake love for lust. Don’t think I don’t know how much you enjoyed having me cuffed in your bed.”

“You are too clever by far.” He kissed her gently. “And I suppose you are correct that I cannot pinpoint the moment lust became love. I just know you have become as necessary to me as the air I breathe.” He leaned in to brush his lips over her cheek and nuzzle her ear. She shivered.

“You Frenchmen and your charming words.”

“Shall I cease speaking?” His hands began to loosen the ties of her corset.

“Maybe just for a little while,” she agreed. “You should busy your mouth with other duties.”

And she kissed him, wrapping her arms around him. When she’d left the British Museum, she had hoped for adventure and excitement. But in Laurent, she had found so much more. She’d discovered love and fulfillment and purpose. In the midst of the turmoil outside, his arms were an island of peace, and she relished the joy and sanctuary of his love.
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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 wash stand 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 the Pimpernel 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 any 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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