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Dear Reader
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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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Two
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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.”
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