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      The tall Frenchman seemed familiar to me, though at the moment I could not place him. He halted when he caught me staring at him down the narrow street of the Presqu’île in Lyon, where I walked with my daughter on an early June morning.

      The gentleman, who dressed in a simple brown suit and boots for walking, peered at me as though he might recognize me in return, and then he abruptly swung around and began striding in the other direction. Not fleeing, but moving as a man who’d remembered he needed to be elsewhere.

      Curious. The gentleman rounded a corner and was lost to sight, and I tucked the incident into the back of my mind.

      It would come to me where I’d seen him before. Possibly in Paris, where I’d lived during the Peace of Amiens at the beginning of this century, or in London, into which French emigres had poured at the end of the last century. Many had returned home from their exile once the Bourbon king had been restored.

      Or, I might have encountered the man on a battlefield. England and France had been at war for such a long time, it would not be unusual for me to come across a Frenchman I’d fought on a teeming field in Spain.

      Spying him today meant that we’d both survived.

      I turned my attention to the more important venture—shopping with Gabriella, who was determined to find the perfect ribbons to adorn her bridal gown.

      She’d been ready to rush out on her own this morning from the house my wife, Donata, had leased for our sojourn, but I’d proclaimed I’d accompany her. Brewster, who’d been breakfasting in the kitchen, had popped upstairs, his mouth full of toasted bread, but I’d waved him off. Gabriella and I could navigate a street market without harm, or so I’d believed.

      Now my daughter and I strolled the back lanes on this island between Lyon’s two rivers. The early morning markets and shops were thronged with those who knew that if they wanted the choicest wares and foodstuffs they had to reach the vendors as soon as they opened.

      Gabriella moved with purpose through the maze to a stall I’d never have found without a precise map and a few days to reconnoiter. The round-faced woman behind it beamed when she saw Gabriella.

      “Bonjour, ma petite,” she gushed.

      Gabriella responded in her friendly manner, using the polite words a young woman would with a person her senior. Gabriella spoke flawless French, having grown up in this country. I spoke it fairly well myself, though at the moment, Gabriella and the woman segued into words I’d never heard before.

      Lyonnais, I told myself. A dialect of the city and its region. I didn’t understand a word of it.

      As the two chattered, I took in my surroundings. The air was warm, a change from London, where it had been cold and rainy when we’d departed two weeks ago, spring long in coming.

      The vendors in this lane sold everything from ribbons and laces to fat loaves of crusty bread, vegetables in bold greens, reds, and yellows, and sweet pastries glistening with honey. Voices rose as women bartered with sellers or greeted those they knew. The scents of the pastries, bread, fruit, and the heady aroma of brewing coffee drifted over me.

      Because Gabriella often came to the city with her mother or stepfather, many in the market recognized her. They certainly knew Emile Devere, Gabriella’s betrothed.

      Donata and I had been accorded much respect since we’d arrived and moved into the hired villa on the hill. Not because Donata was the daughter of an English earl and widow of a viscount, we’d quickly learned, but because of the Deveres.

      Their large family owned an ironworks on the south end of the town, just past where the Rhône and Saône rivers met. Donata and I had been given a tour of the factory when we’d arrived, and both of us had been astonished at the extent of it.

      The Deveres had been running the business for nearly a century, founded by an ancestor who’d been in the employ of the great Louis the Fourteenth. Apparently the Deveres’ generosity and fair practices had gained them much repute in Lyon and the surrounding countryside.

      Gabriella purchased ribbons that pleased her then moved slowly among the stalls, stopping to speak with almost every vendor, who were happy to visit with their favorite young lady this morning.

      Knowing from experience that Gabriella would be some time, I stepped into the tavern in which I’d been taking coffee and breakfast most days since our arrival.

      I’d made the mistake of ordering a full breakfast upon my first visit, which had consisted of much meat. I’d ended up eating for hours, to the amusement of and with encouragement from the locals. I’d then gone home and napped, unable to do much of anything else for the rest of the day.

      Today, I greeted the proprietor, a bulky man called Baptiste Beaumont, with a friendly bonjour, and asked for coffee and with a bit of ham and bread.

      I nodded to the other gentlemen in the shop’s dim interior. They were here every morning and had somewhat accepted me as a regular. But only, I’d soon realized, because my daughter was marrying a Devere.

      Emile had never once boasted to me how well-regarded his family was, which made me view him with a bit more respect.

      I exchanged a few pleasantries with the men while I sipped my coffee, but mostly we sat in agreeable silence.

      When the commotion began outside, I started up in alarm, but fortunately it came from nowhere near Gabriella. I saw from the open doorway that she still wandered the stalls, too deep among the vendors to notice the noise.

      I and a few of the others followed our curiosity out of Beaumont’s shop and through lanes to emerge on the main square, from which the tumult emanated.

      Napoleon Bonaparte had begun the restoration of this square twenty years ago, and it was now a vast, open plaza ringed with new buildings. Once called the Place Royale and adorned with a statue of the Sun King, it was now officially Place Bonaparte, though most I spoke to still referred to it as the Place Royale. With another Louis back on the throne, it seemed safe once more to use the old name.

      The din came from a throng of people chasing a woman and two sturdy male servants, all three of whom sprinted for a waiting carriage. The woman’s fine frock and cloak fluttered as she ran, the mob closing in fast.

      The coachman couldn’t pull nearer to the lady and her protectors because another knot of people caught at the horses. The coachman stood on his box and plied his whip without mercy to those reaching for the reins, but even so, his conveyance could not move.

      I and my inquisitive friends halted at the edge of the square while the horde of pursuers swept past. I saw, caught up in the mob and striving to leave it, another of the Deveres.

      This was Fernand, one of Emile’s uncles. Emile had three of those, all on his father’s side. I’d met two thus far—Fernand and Giraud—plus Emile’s father Auguste, a quiet man who spoke little English.

      Fernand spoke it fairly fluently, and also German, as he sometimes went to London or Stuttgart to meet with those who sold the goods the Deveres turned out in their factory.

      I stepped into the crowd, seized Fernand, and pulled him from the melee.

      Fernand struggled before he recognized me, then he slumped in relief and let me tow him to safety. We caught our breaths beside a sun-drenched wall on the edge of the square, me leaning heavily on my walking stick.

      “What on earth is happening?” I asked him. “Who are they chasing?”

      Fernand, who stood a foot shorter than me and sported a soft belly from eating many a fine supper, rested his hands on his knees as he wheezed.

      “Signora Ruggeri,” he said when he could. “The most hated woman in Lyon.”

      “Signora?” I repeated, my brows rising.

      “She is from Padua, or claims to be.” Fernand straightened as his breath became steadier. “She is the mistress of the Comte Lejeune.”

      I had heard Donata mention the name—she seemed to know every highborn family in Lyon—but I’d never met the man.

      Signora Ruggeri had by now managed to reach the carriage, but the crowd closed in as she wrenched open its door. The signora screamed as hands reached to drag her from the coach’s step.

      I started forward, unwilling to stand by and watch a woman be beaten to death. There was a sword inside the walking stick’s sheath, which I could use to warn people out of my way.

      Fernand caught my arm before I could take two steps.

      “No, mon ami. Her coachman was a prizefighter and ferocious enough to protect her. You see?”

      The coachman continued to apply his whip without remorse to the men and women surrounding him. He discouraged enough of her pursuers to allow the two muscular servants to shove the lady into the carriage and slam the door.

      The servants leapt onto the back of the coach as the coachman urged his team forward, scattering those who tried to stop him. The large vehicle hurtled out of the plaza and into one of the narrow streets beyond.

      Some pursued, but as the carriage gained speed, they drifted back to the square, disgruntled and muttering.

      “Never lift a finger to help that woman,” Fernand advised me. “Else you become the most hated man in Lyon.”

      “Good Lord, what has she done that is so horrible? All I saw was a lady trying to reach her carriage and a crowd ready to murder her.”

      “What hasn’t she done?” Fernand answered, shaking his head. “Come, we will sit, and I will tell you the tale.”
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      Fernand and I left the square and made for the lane from which I’d emerged. A glance at the market street showed Gabriella still browsing the stalls, oblivious to the angry violence in the plaza.

      We entered Beaumont’s shop, where my unfinished breakfast still waited. The older men I and the others had left behind still reposed at their usual tables, as they apparently had done all through the siege of Lyon, the reprisals afterward, and Bonaparte’s subsequent arrival.

      I asked for a coffee for my friend, which was promptly brought. Beaumont set it down carefully before Fernand, clearly in awe that a Devere had come into his tavern.

      “What has this signora done that is so heinous?” I asked once Beaumont had retreated. “Many aristocrats take mistresses, and have done since time immemorial.”

      Fernand enjoyed a sip of coffee, then he shook his head as he set down his cup.

      “She is not simply a mistress. She has taken over his life. Comte Lejeune was never a saintly man, and if he does not dote on his wife, he at least remained quietly within his circle of friends. Until, that is, he was dazzled by Isadora Ruggeri. She arrived in Lyon this spring, and caused a sensation when she appeared at the theatre—in the audience, not on the stage. Naturally, he strove to meet her. She is quite beautiful.” Fernand shrugged, as though this were the only excuse a gentleman needed for committing adultery.

      “She beguiled him?” I asked. “So might many a lady, without enraging an entire city.”

      “It was a harmless affair, at first.” Fernand relaxed into his story. “A flirtation that led to a rendezvous, which led to him putting her in a small house in the Presqu’île that he owns. All would have been well if Signora Ruggeri had simply been grateful for what the comte gave her, but she proved to be ambitious and greedy. She declared that the house in town was not good enough, and he must move her—immediately. So he evicted a tenant in one of his villas, a bishop, no less, and installed her there.”

      “Ah, I begin to see.”

      “That is not the end of it. The comte began to buy her ropes of jewels from around the world, the larger the stones, the better. He nearly bankrupted himself with this endeavor, or would have, had his wife not stepped in. From a powerful family herself, the comtesse was able to have the comte’s men of business answer to her for any expenditure.”

      “Wise,” I said. “Though heartbreaking for the comtesse, I’d think. My own wife would cast me out and bar the door.” I imagined Donata’s chill and cutting anger and took a warming sip of coffee.

      “The comtesse is a good woman,” Fernand said with admiration. “Valiant.” He gave this praise in French, and the graying heads around us bobbed in agreement. “Hers is a very old family, with origins going back to the twelfth century, long before this region became part of France. Her husband, in contrast, is from Paris.”

      Snorts sounded, the people of the south derisive of those in the north, very much like those in my own country.

      “Though I have compassion for the comtesse, this is not a new tale,” I pointed out.

      “Perhaps, but then Signora Ruggeri began appearing at the theatre and the opera in the comte’s box,” Fernand continued. “Arriving early enough so the comtesse would have to retreat rather than confront her in public. The signora insisted on the comte giving her precedence at all gatherings—fetes in the Place Royale, and so forth. Finally, she tried to persuade Lejeune to divorce his wife, though as a good Catholic, he never will. When she did not succeed with that, she began trying to have his two sons disinherited, I suppose with a goal to have the comte leave her as much money as possible in his will. He is, unfortunately, believing her, in spite of the comtesse’s pristine reputation.”

      I listened to all this in growing amazement. “She certainly is audacious. I take it that sympathy lies with the comtesse?”

      “Of course,” Fernand said adamantly. “The signora has paid a few ruffians to protect her, but the comtesse is ours, isn’t she? Though, I believe Signora Ruggeri will have others to turn to when the comte finally comes to his senses. She has made other conquests.” Fernand winced. “Some too close to home.”

      I wasn’t certain what Fernand meant by that but decided I’d ask him when there weren’t so many ears turned our way.

      “Perhaps the fact that she cannot appear in the street without being attacked will convince her to go elsewhere,” I said.

      “That is my hope.” Fernand took a fortifying sip of coffee. “Then our city can return to its peace.”

      I agreed that this would be for the best. I continued my small breakfast, while the men around us went back to their own conversations, and Fernand turned to more neutral topics, such as his last trip to London and what he’d enjoyed there.

      “Your food is terrible,” he said good-naturedly. “But your ale is fine.”

      “Very true,” I answered. “We can turn grains into any number of liquids, excellent for keeping warm in the winter.”

      Fernand chuckled along with me.

      Presently, I glimpsed Gabriella through the doorway and excused myself to meet her. Fernand accompanied me, after sliding Beaumont coins for my meal and coffee before I could stop him.

      Gabriella’s face lit when she saw Fernand. She and Emile’s uncle kissed each other’s cheeks, Gabriella speaking comfortably with him in French and Lyonnais.

      This was her home, I realized anew as the three of us started for the Pont Tilsit would take us across the Saône. No matter how often Gabriella visited England, enjoying Donata’s parents’ home in Oxfordshire or our house in South Audley Street, she was part of this place. She’d known Emile and his family for years, and the Deveres were happy to embrace her as their own.

      Envy stung me, though I told myself I was ridiculous. Gabriella had spent most of her life near Lyon, and of course, she’d be connected to the city and its people far more than she ever would be to me. She’d grown up as an Auberge, who were prosperous farmers south of the city, linked to and absorbed by the Deveres when she’d become betrothed to Emile.

      We passed from the narrow streets to the bridge, an arched structure that would take us over the Saône. The river was running high, as was the Rhône on the other side of the Presqu’île, spring rains and snowmelt rushing from the faraway Alps to fill it. The cathedral of Saint-Jean-Baptiste rose on the other side of the Saône, the stained glass windows of its nave facing east, toward us.

      As we emerged into an open space near the bridge, I spied the Frenchman I’d seen earlier.

      The tall man strolled along not far from us, heading in the opposite direction on the quay on this side of the river. He did not see me this time, intent on whatever was his destination.

      “Devere,” I said, interrupting his conversation with Gabriella. “Do you know that gentleman?” I gestured covertly at the man in question, not wanting to rudely point.

      “Eh?” Fernand squinted across the distance. “Ah, yes, that is Colonel Moreau. Why do you ask?”

      “I’m certain I’ve met him before, but I can’t quite place him.” The niggling feeling unnerved me.

      “His forename is Nicolas, and he lives in Vieux Lyon,” Fernand said helpfully. “Began as a lieutenant in Bonaparte’s army, and rose to the rank of colonel. Well thought of, even if he favored the new regime.”

      I tried to recall the name, but I could not. Again, I might well have seen him during the turmoil of the war or during my time in Paris.

      The man faded into the crowd along the quay, and I decided that he was a mystery for another time.

      We crossed the bridge, and Fernand took his leave from us to travel south along the river, back to the factory. Gabriella and I walked to our rented home, she happy with her purchases from the market.

      Rubble from Lyon’s Roman past littered the slopes of the hill we climbed, nestled among the monasteries and churches there. The wealthy lived in large villas on the hill’s summit, including the one Donata had procured for us.

      She’d decided it would be more practical if we did not stay with or even near the Auberges, my first wife’s family, though they had a rather large house on a fine patch of land south of the city. Donata had pointed out that the first wife and the second living too close was not a good idea, and I’d readily agreed.

      Gabriella had asked leave to spend some nights with us, which her mother hadn’t liked, but I’d of course encouraged. I didn’t mind at all rising early with Gabriella when she stayed with us, walking out with her to the market streets. Her two half-sisters had come to visit from time to time, filling the echoing villa with girlish laughter.

      Brewster, somehow, had heard of the altercation in the Place Royale. He confronted me as soon as we entered the villa’s inner courtyard.

      “This is why I dog your steps, guv.” Brewster scowled at me after Gabriella had greeted him sunnily and scurried inside. “Safe as houses, ye said. Well, houses can fall on a bloke, can’t they?”

      “All was well, Brewster,” I assured him. “The mob wasn’t after me. I was simply observing. Fernand Devere was the one almost caught in it.”

      “Not sure about that family,” Brewster muttered darkly, with a quick glance at the door Gabriella had darted through. “Something wrong there.”

      “They are far more respectable than I feared they’d be,” I said. “Highly regarded and well off, not scratching for a living.”

      “Brought themselves up from nothing.” Brewster’s tone held working-class suspicion of those who got above themselves. “Labored for the kings and queens until they opened their business to anyone who could pay.”

      “So did many a person who supplied things to the royals,” I told him. “The palaces of old were hives of industry. Anyway, how do you know all this? You’ve been insisting you don’t speak French.”

      Brewster shrugged his massive shoulders. “Words here and there, and some in this house speak a bit of English. It don’t take much to get the point across.” He skewered me with his annoyed glare. “Don’t go wandering about town without me again. Think about keeping your daughter safe, if nothing else. What if she’d been in the square when that lot decided to strike?”

      The first thing I’d done was to make certain Gabriella was nowhere near the commotion, but I didn’t argue. “I take your point, Brewster. You made guard my heels from now on.”

      Brewster did not look any happier as he stumped back into the house and in the direction of the kitchen.

      My wife was still abed, as it was not her habit to rise much before two in the afternoon. I watched Gabriella sort her purchases in the high-ceilinged sitting room—ribbons and lace and other frills, she explaining to me what she’d use each one for. I mostly had no idea what she was talking about, but I enjoyed that she wanted to share the preparations for her wedding with me.

      Once a maid helped Gabriella fold the things away, she declared she’d have a nap, to rest for the long evening ahead Donata had planned.

      I conceded that she had a good idea and adjourned to my own chamber. A peek into Donata’s as I passed it showed her room dark and shrouded, the hangings around her bed firmly closed. I smiled as I softly shut the door, my wife’s habits ever predictable.

      My bedchamber was vast, its bed with brocade curtains set squarely in the middle of the room. The ceiling was a soft blue, painted with cherubs in the cheerful Rococo style. I wasn’t used to such sumptuousness—our South Audley Street house was decorated with restraint—but happily, the bed was comfortable.

      I drifted quickly off to sleep once I lay down, but I’d used my bad leg too much this morning. A deep ache jabbed at me, even in my full slumber.

      The pain turned my dreams to the incident that had caused the injury in the first place. In the scrubby hills of northern Spain during the Peninsular War, I’d been captured and tortured for the pleasure of a group of French soldiers. One of them had crushed my knee with his boot heel, slamming into it again and again, while I couldn’t halt my cries of agony.

      A second face broke through the haze of dreams, and I sat straight up in the bed, gasping.

      I knew full well where I’d seen the Frenchman called Colonel Moreau before. It was clear, in turn, that he’d recognized me.
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      Sleep was now out of the question. I rose and slid on my boots and coat, too agitated to summon Bartholomew, my valet, to assist me. I paced the room in the late afternoon sunshine, which further hurt my leg, but I could not calm myself.

      I’d managed, I thought, to put the entire experience behind me. But then the memories would rise from nowhere, stealing my breath and drenching my body in cold sweat.

      In April of 1814, shortly after the Battle of Toulouse, my commander, Colonel Brandon, sent me on a mission to report on the movements of a French company.

      Unbeknownst to me, Brandon hadn’t meant me to return. He’d sent me into a hillside crawling with French soldiers, a sure chance to cause my death.

      I’d hidden, using all the skills I’d learned in a dozen years of campaigning, and waited for a chance to make my way back to camp. Unfortunately, I’d been discovered by a knot of French troops, who’d decided to desert and live off what booty they could capture from the nearby villages or any soldier who happened to stumble their way.

      After stealing all my gear, they’d beaten me for the fun of it, their large sergeant striking my knee repeatedly with his heavy boot. They’d then strung me up by the heels from the nearest tree to bat at me with bayonets and butts of rifles, pushing me from companion to the other.

      I’d been left hanging while they consumed the food and drink I’d brought with me, lighting a fire to keep themselves warm while I shivered in the cold, stripped to my small clothes.

      Moreau had been there. As I dimly remembered, he’d not participated in the actual beating, but he’d not stopped the men from doing so. He’d shared in my flask of brandy and watched while the soldiers had gone through my coat and thrown my boots into the stream below their makeshift camp.

      Once the men had fallen into satisfied slumber, Moreau had cut me down. He’d said not a word, hadn’t offered excuses, apologies, or assistance. He’d dragged me under a stand of scrub, then abandoned me in a heap and disappeared into the night, leaving the soldiers behind.

      Where he’d gone, and why, to this day I had no idea.

      Not many hours later, a handful of British soldiers had come through the clearing to find the Frenchmen in a drunken stupor. There had been a short, ugly fight that had left the Frenchmen either dead or carried off as prisoners.

      The British troops hadn’t seen me shrouded in the bushes, and I’d been too weak to call out. I wasn’t certain they’d have rescued me, in any case—they likely would have mistaken me for another French soldier and run me through to end my misery.

      In end, I’d crawled away on my own, retrieving my boots from the river, and somehow got myself to a farm, where I’d been found by the children of the house. There, after I’d disposed of the French deserter who’d more or less taken the family prisoner, I’d convalesced, with the help of the children’s mother, and eventually made my way back to my camp. I’d discovered Brandon’s duplicity, and both of us had been sent back to England, careers over.

      Moreau had obviously survived the encounter. He’d been gone when the British soldiers had found and taken his men, but he’d left me to die, regardless.

      Now Moreau was in Lyon, where he lived and thrived.

      What should I do? Avoid him? Confront him? Scheme to take my vengeance?

      I wasn’t certain I had the interest in vengeance anymore. I’d recovered, healed, continued.

      Since returning from the Peninsula, I’d married a beautiful if sharp-tongued lady of the aristocracy, cultivated deep friendships, and reconnected with Gabriella. Even Brandon and I had reconciled somewhat, though he still carried the guilt of what he’d done.

      Did I truly need to dredge it all up again?

      I might not have to worry overmuch. My path and Colonel Moreau’s had crossed by chance this morning, and possibly, they would not cross again. After all, I’d been in Lyon two weeks, and this was the first I’d seen of the man. He lived in the old city, Fernand had told me, and I spent most of my time on the island between rivers or up on this hill.

      Eventually, I calmed myself enough to sit and focus on a book Grenville had lent me on the history of ancient Lyon. Then, when the shadows lengthened, I summoned Bartholomew to help me dress for my outing with Donata.

      The interesting book, as well as Bartholomew’s good-naturedness, never dimmed, restored me to my usual stoic self. I tucked my memories and my fury away, reminding myself again of my current good fortune.

      “Have you heard of Signora Ruggeri, Bartholomew?” I asked while he brushed down my best coat.

      Bartholomew had the ability to pick up languages, no matter what country he journeyed with me to, and he got on well with the staff in any house. If there was gossip about a person in this city, he’d already know it.

      Bartholomew paused, a brush in each hand. “Oh, aye, there’s lively talk about her. There is even a joke below stairs, when someone gets above himself. You think you’re Signora Ruggeri, do you? they say. I had to ask what it meant.”

      “A lady of bold reputation, I take it.”

      Bartholomew resumed brushing. “Says she’s from Padua, though no one knows for certain where she sprang from. They admire Comtesse Lejeune, wife of the man this Italian lady is mistress of, but don’t think much of the comte. He’s not from these parts, you see, and most of the lands and money are hers. He owns a few properties around the town, but the old chateau on the hill comes from her family.”

      He finished with his usual verve, giving my sleeve a final swipe.

      “You are a mine of information, Bartholomew.”

      “Never hurts to understand the lay of the land, does it? The staff is already in awe of her ladyship and adore Miss Gabriella.”

      Which was usual for whatever house we lived in. “Are they in awe of me?” I asked in curiosity.

      A guffaw. “Not so much, sir.”

      “Know me for a soft touch, do they? Ah, well. I’d rather that than servants who fear me.”

      “That’s not likely, is it?” Bartholomew laid his brushes neatly into their box and closed the lid. “They catch on quickly, they do, as to who they need to obey.”

      “My wife,” I said without concern. “As it should be.”

      I did not have time to ask Bartholomew more about Signora Ruggeri, or even venture a question about Colonel Moreau, because Gabriella appeared in my doorway, dressed in finery, and announced it was time we were off.
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      Not until we were in the carriage, rolling through gates patrolled by large, hard-faced men to the grandest villa I’d yet seen did I learn the details of our evening outing.

      “Who lives here?” I asked Donata as we followed a long drive toward a many-windowed house with two massive towers on each end. The gardens around the villa bore hedges that were trained and tamed into stiff green topiaries.

      “The Comte Lejeune,” Donata said. Her gray silk sleeve brushed me as she wrapped her arm through mine, the feathers of her headdress tickling my cheek. “His wife is a dear friend of my mother’s.”

      I started at the name. Donata glanced at me quizzically, but I did not want to launch into the tale of the comte’s reviled mistress while Gabriella regarded us serenely.

      “It’s a very old house,” Donata went on, as our carriage followed the slow line of conveyances to the front door. “Built over the remains of a castle a few hundred years ago. Kept very fine though,” she finished in approval.

      The coach finally halted and I stepped down, then handed out my wife and daughter, not bothering to stem my pride in them.

      A host of servants was on hand to welcome us into the chateau, all under the direction of a haughty majordomo. Two liveried footmen flanked the grand front door, and three more footmen inside reached for our wraps. A maid ushered Donata and Gabriella toward withdrawing rooms, and a manservant guided me to a similar one for gentlemen.

      There, I found Lucius Grenville, who was staying in Lyon with Marianne, surrounded by a horde of gentlemen already enthralled by him.

      “Ah, Lacey.” Grenville nodded at me, while the others turned to see who merited his attention. He continued in French. “Messieurs, let me introduce you to my very good friend, Gabriel Lacey, of Norfolk, England.”

      The dozen gentlemen in the room looked me up and down, clearly wondering what Grenville saw in this tall man with unfashionably sunbaked skin and dark hair threaded with gray. Glances went to my walking stick, which I could not move far without, and then dismissed me as no threat. From their expressions, these gentlemen had no inkling where Norfolk lay, nor did they care.

      I noted that Grenville hadn’t labeled me as Captain, or mentioned my regiment. He was trying to be diplomatic, I gathered, not reminding those who might have been in Napoleon’s army that I’d done my best to shoot them at one time.

      He needn’t have bothered. None of these gentlemen appeared hardened enough to have been one of Bonaparte’s brilliant marshals or even his generals or colonels.

      The cream of those hand-picked commanders were now lying low or sadly gone forever. These younger gentlemen, dressed in the latest stare of fashion, their hair carefully waved or curled, had likely stayed home during the long wars, hiding from passing armies.

      I greeted them politely, but any interest in me quickly faded. After brisk nods and murmurs of bonsoir, they returned their attention to Grenville.

      He was holding forth with amusing anecdotes of his travels from London, including his seasickness on the Channel crossing, which his listeners found hilarious. Grenville, a natural raconteur, exaggerated his wretchedness, including the sounds he’d made, to the alarm of the ship’s captain.

      His audience roared. I listened for a few minutes, then bowed and backed out of the chamber.

      I had to admit admiration for the house I wandered through and agreed with Donata that it had retained its grandeur. Black-and-white marble tiles in the main hall complemented the marble columns and arches that framed the stone-balustraded staircase. I mounted the steps, ready to reach the ballroom and find a quiet corner in which to sit and watch Donata and Gabriella enjoy themselves.

      At the top of the staircase, a floor of polished terra-cotta led toward tall open doors to the ballroom, where people conversed and an orchestra played. The wall opposite me held a painting of bright yellow flowers and pale orange peaches reposing in a basket, the fruit, flowers, and canted basket rendered in exquisite and lifelike detail.

      I caught sight of Gabriella lingering near a carved chest at the opposite end of this hallway and quickly went to her.

      “I thought you’d have stayed with Donata,” I said in surprise.

      Gabriella shook her head and took my offered arm. “She was deep in conversation with other ladies, and I was curious about the villa.”

      “Shall we explore together?” I asked.

      Gabriella nodded. “It is a lovely house.”

      I detected a forced note and pulled her aside. “What is it? Has something happened?”

      “Oh, no, Father, nothing like that,” Gabriella answered, then she quieted. “Please do not think me ungracious or spoiled. I know Lady Donata persuaded her friends to include me tonight.”

      “You? Ungracious and spoiled?” I asked in amazement. “You do not know how to be either. Now tell me what has upset you.”

      Gabriella studied the intricate pattern of stones at our feet. “Nothing I can point to, exactly. But I overheard those in the withdrawing room speaking disparagingly of Emile and his family. Asking Lady Donata if she couldn’t have found a better match for me. I was in the corner and do not know if they realized I was in the room or not.”

      My ire flared. “What did Donata say to this?”

      “I do not know. I slipped out before anyone saw me.”

      I forced myself to tamp down my anger. “I assure you, Donata will be giving them the rough side of her tongue.” I touched my fingers to Gabriella’s chin, and she reluctantly raised her gaze to mine. “Emile is a fine young man, and everyone in town speaks highly of his family.”

      “The Deveres are in trade, and the people here tonight are aristocrats. Their families fled when Lyon was besieged by the Parisians.” Gabriella’s eyes sparkled dangerously. “Emile’s grandfather was executed after Lyon’s surrender, and his father and uncles nearly were as well. Emile would not even be here if the revolutionaries had succeeded. The Deveres sacrificed themselves for this city, while the fathers of these ladies and gentlemen hid themselves until it was safe to emerge.”

      I hadn’t heard the extent of the tale, though Fernand had hinted that things had been difficult for the Deveres when Lyon had resisted the extremes of the revolution. An army had been sent to suppress them, besieging the city for months.

      Executions after Lyon’s surrender had taken place in the large plaza first with the guillotine then with simply shooting into crowds. The executions seemed random, with counterrevolutionaries and royalists dying alongside common workers and moderate, middle-class gentlemen.

      “It is easy for those who do not suffer to judge,” I said. “I’m not certain what advice to give you, Gabriella, except to remember that the Deveres are good people, and to ignore those disparaging them. It does not matter what ignorant fools think.”

      “Do not resort to fisticuffs, you mean?” Gabriella sent me a brittle smile. “It is difficult, sometimes.”

      She was very much like me, I thought with a frisson of satisfaction. “It is indeed, but we should behave better than those who toss about insults, uncaring who will be hurt by them.”

      “That is why I am apologizing for being ungracious,” Gabriella said quickly. “I’d rather return home than stay at a ball where I am unwelcome, no matter how elegant the house.”

      I understood perfectly—thinking of the gentlemen who’d all but sneered at me in the withdrawing room—but I wanted to soothe her. “If the comtesse herself did not want you here, I wager even Donata would not have talked her into inviting you. The other ladies are guests, just as you are, aren’t they?”

      “I suppose that is true.” Gabriella took my arm again. “With you by my side, Father, we will face them down.”

      “That’s the spirit. Now, I know from experience that Donata might be some time. Will you give me the honor of entering the ballroom with me?”

      “Of course.” She sent me a brave smile. “I will recover my temper, I assure you.”

      “Do not bother. You have no need to bow your head and apologize when an aristocratic lady insults those you care for.”

      “I can be civil, however,” Gabriella said, her moroseness fleeing. “That is better, is it not?”

      I patted her hand, and we started courageously for the ballroom.

      Before we’d gone far, we were startled by a loud screeching from the lower hall.

      “What on earth—?” Gabriella asked in alarm and hastened to the staircase, me behind her. Together we peered over the balustrade.

      Below us, on the ground floor, several footmen were trying to prevent someone from storming into the house.

      “Unhand me,” a female voice in irate French came to us. “I demand you admit me, at once. Send for the comte. He will tell you.”

      I recognized, to my astonishment, the vibrant movements and sleek dark hair of Signora Ruggeri, the woman who’d run for her life in the town square that very morning.
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      The footmen at the base of the staircase tried desperately, and aggressively, to shove Signora Ruggeri back out the open front door.

      Other guests joined us at the railing, ladies and gentlemen gaping at the scene below. Some guffawed at the signora’s struggles, and one woman uttered a few unflattering words about her character.

      Watching Signora Ruggeri imperiously demand entrance into the house of her lover, where she clearly was not wanted, I could not help but feel some pity for her.

      I could see that she wanted very much to visit the comte on her own terms—to be treated as his equal—but she never could be. The same aristocrats who looked down their noses at the Deveres had no use for a commoner mistress trying to push into their world. Her place was in the shadows or the scandal sheets, they’d remind her, not in the comte’s home.

      Signora Ruggeri managed to break past the footmen and gain the foyer. The majordomo grabbed her by the arms and pivoted her around. Her screeching began once more, incoherent screams of rage tinged with fear.

      That fear touched my protective instincts. Fernand had warned me against interfering, but no woman deserved to be so roughly manhandled.

      I started down the stairs toward the fray. Gabriella did not call me back, which meant she understood my need to help.

      I’d taken only three steps downward when crowd above me abruptly quieted. I turned to see what had caught their attention.

      Comtesse Lejeune herself swept along the upper hall and past her guests to the staircase. I’d not yet met the comtesse, but I knew it was she by the way everyone melted aside for her, regarding her with awe.

      She was a thin, rather small lady, but the stately way she carried herself made up for any lack of stature. She wore her gray-touched dark hair in a plain knot, without dangling curls or other embellishments. Her simple headdress of a diamond band with a silver feather was all the more elegant for that.

      She descended the staircase, her skirts brushing me as she wafted by.

      I could not help following her down, worried about what the spirited signora might do when confronted by her lover’s wife.

      The comtesse gestured quietly at the majordomo, who loosed his hold on Signora Ruggeri and stepped away, though he kept a wary eye on her.

      Signora Ruggeri became strangely subdued once released. Instead of turning her wrath on the comtesse, she waited quietly between the burly footmen as the comtesse approached.

      The guests in the downstairs hall fell silent, and I felt the weight of stares above me. All held their collective breaths, anticipating the comtesse’s condemnation of her husband’s beautiful mistress.

      Comtesse Lejeune reached the foyer. The footmen’s stances became respectful as she neared them, and the majordomo stood at attention, awaiting orders.

      The comtesse ignored them all and held out poised, gloved hands to the signora.

      “Signora Ruggeri, welcome,” she said in a clear, ringing voice. “I saw you dancing at a fete last month. So effortless and accomplished.”

      Signora Ruggeri gaped awkwardly at the older woman, who exuded confidence and ease. Belatedly, Signora Ruggeri attempted a curtsy.

      “Your ladyship,” she murmured in accented French. “You are very kind.”

      The contrast between the two women was acute. The comtesse wore a subdued silver gown and might have blended into the background if not for her controlled grace. The signora was dressed in a vivid shade of maroon, her bodice cut to show off a plump bosom. Diamonds glittered in her hair, no doubt a gift from the comtesse’s husband. The comtesse was regal, the signora, ostentatious.

      The comtesse grasped Signora Ruggeri’s hands and raised her from the curtsy. “No need for such formality, my dear. I cannot think what happened to your invitation. One hires out these things, and one can only trust that the task is accomplished correctly. Let us ascend to the ballroom, which much more comfortable than this drafty hall.”

      To the crowd’s and Signora Ruggeri’s absolute astonishment, the comtesse tucked the younger woman’s hand under her arm and proceeded to guide her up the staircase.

      I stood aside to let them pass, giving the comtesse as polite a bow as I could while balancing on the stairs.

      The guests swarmed up behind the two women, none wanting to miss the spectacle of the their beloved comtesse taking charge of her husband’s hated mistress.

      I climbed more slowly after them, and Gabriella met me at the top of the stairs.

      “How gallant of the comtesse,” she gushed, her despondency gone. “She would have been justified to have the lady arrested. The comtesse is proving that grace and manners are more to be admired than youth and fleeting beauty.”

      As Gabriella at the moment possessed both youth and beauty, I suppressed a smile. I agreed with her sentiment, however. The comtesse had just given us a lesson in dignity and sangfroid.

      Donata glided toward us through the throng. She took my arm as she thoughtfully regarded the pair who disappeared into the crowd.

      “The comtesse came to stay with us once, in Oxfordshire,” she said. “I’m certain she found us rustic and provincial. But she was kind and intelligent, engaging my father in learned conversation, and never complained of endless walks in our damp garden. She was even kind to me, an ungainly young lady of fourteen, who ought to have been beneath her notice.”

      I could not imagine Donata ever being ungainly, but I suppose we all were at some point in our lives. Donata was now elegant at my side, and her tone held as much admiration as Gabriella’s.

      Donata continued. “When the new republic inflicted retribution on this city for supporting the king, the comtesse was steadfast. They declared they’d destroy all the homes of the wealthy—or anyone they perceived as wealthy—and she worked to keep those orders from being carried out. Out of the hundreds of houses that were to be burned or pulled down, a large percentage of them escaped. The comtesse had much to do with that, quietly and behind the scenes. She is quite a lady.”

      “She appears to be.” I wanted to see more of this woman. “Shall we go in?”

      The upper hall had nearly emptied, leaving us, the less interesting foreigners, alone.

      Gabriella took my other arm, and we made for the ballroom. The majordomo, who’d taken his place inside its doorway announced us.

      “Capitaine Gabriel Lacey, Madame Lacey, and Mademoiselle Gabriella Auberge.”

      No one noticed. The guests had knotted behind the comtesse and Signora Ruggeri, trying to pretend they weren’t following.

      A passing footman offered champagne, which Donata and I took and Gabriella declined.

      The comtesse continued to flow across the ballroom, Signora Ruggeri firmly on her arm. I could not hear at this distance what the comtesse said to her, but whenever I caught a glimpse of Signora Ruggeri’s face, she looked dazed.

      “Monsieur Lucius Grenville,” the majordomo intoned.

      Grenville stepped into the room, his suit without a wrinkle, his fashionable shoes polished, his cravat painfully white, his hair artfully arranged. Heads turned whenever Grenville entered a chamber, but tonight, the guests utterly ignored him.

      “Bit of a blow to my pride,” Grenville said as he joined us. He lifted a flute of champagne from the attentive footman. “But I witnessed what happened and understand why I’ve been upstaged.”

      Donata had her sharp gaze on the interesting pair. “I’ve seen Signora Ruggeri before, I’m certain of it. Before arriving in Lyon, I mean, but I cannot recall where. What do you think, Grenville?”

      Grenville raised his quizzing glass, staring haughtily through it at the comtesse and the signora making their slow circuit of the ballroom.

      “She’s made no secret of the fact that she was once an actress,” Grenville remarked. “Padua is near Venice. You saw her at La Fenice, perhaps? Or mayhap a theatre in Paris?”

      “I was thinking more of Sadler’s Wells,” Donata countered.

      “Ah,” Grenville answered. “Not necessarily the member of a grand company.”

      “I am certain I’ve seen her in some sort of musical performance.” Donata’s eyes narrowed in thought. “A rather risqué one, as I recall, but quite popular at the time. People popping into and out of bedchambers, that sort of thing. A good daughter and a bad daughter, driving the squire father mad. Yes, that was it. She played the bad daughter and had the audience roaring with laughter. She danced rather well, I recall, quite athletic. Could kick her leg up over her head.”

      I had no idea what play she was talking about, so I concluded Donata had seen the humorous performance in the years before I’d met her.

      “I believe recall it,” Grenville said. “The Tender Foes or some such name. I viewed it with a gaggle of extremely ill-mannered fellows who distracted me greatly from the performance. But thinking it through, I believe you are right.”

      “Marianne might have encountered her,” Donata suggested.

      “Very true.” Grenville lowered his glass. “I’ll wager my dear Marianne will not only know the lady’s true name but have an entire dossier on what roles she played and where. She has amazing information in her head, does Marianne.” He finished with pride.

      The former Marianne Simmons, once my upstairs neighbor, had been an actress in the company at Drury Lane Theatre, though she’d never been a principal. She’d left the stage about a year before she’d become Mrs. Grenville, but she retained a keen interest in the theatre.

      Tonight, Marianne had chosen to attend a play’s performance in the lower town with former acting friends who’d taken up residence in Lyon. I envied her the more relaxed gathering, though I believed the entertainment here had already surpassed whatever Marianne was watching on the stage.

      “The lady is certainly is not from Padua, as she claims,” Donata said. “I’d say from Manchester. In the play, she spoke with a decided accent of that area, and such things are not easily mimicked.”

      “An Englishwoman then.” Grenville tucked his quizzing glass into his pocket as though satisfied with their conclusions. “One who has learned to pass for Italian, at least among the French.”

      “No wonder she looks confused at the moment,” Donata observed. “She is not certain what role to assume.”

      Gabriella and I listened to all this without comment, both of us intrigued by their assessment.

      “Forgive me, Miss Auberge,” Grenville said when he found us scrutinizing them. “Witnessing scandal in the making is vastly diverting.”

      “So long as you are not making the scandal yourself,” I said with some humor.

      “Very true.” Grenville nodded. “All jesting aside, I admire the comtesse. She could so easily have let her servants throw the upstart out. I’ll be curious to learn of Comte Lejeune’s reaction when he hears of it.”

      The comte himself was notably absent. I wondered if he’d anticipated such a scenario and chosen to spend the evening elsewhere.

      “That will be equally as diverting,” Donata said. “Unless the comte pretends to take no notice of what his ladies get up to.”

      “I’d be thoroughly embarrassed, if I were he,” I said mildly.

      “You would, yes, Gabriel.” Donata laid her fingers on the crook of my arm. “Although, I don’t believe you’d be in such a predicament in the first place.”

      “Of course not.” I touched her gloved hand. “I have no need.”

      Donata looked pleased at my declaration. “We are a highly unfashionable pair, I admit. Will there be any dancing at all, do you think, Grenville? I am growing restless.”

      She looked to the orchestra, who waited in a balcony above for the comtesse to indicate they should resume.

      The comtesse and Signor Ruggeri had reached the far end of the ballroom. The comtesse then began steering the signora back again, making certain that every person in the room greeted her.

      The crowd were content to follow the comtesse and her impromptu guest, avid to learn what would happen next. Would Signora Ruggeri retreat quietly, admitting defeat this night? Or turn her advantage in gaining the house to more insolent demands?

      Signora Ruggeri never had the chance to decide. A man’s voice in heavily accented French abruptly arrowed through the open windows from the courtyard below.

      “Isadora! You bitch. Come out of there, now.”

      After one startled moment, the guests rushed to the windows. I confess I was only steps behind them, Grenville and Donata flanking me.

      I glimpsed, over ladies’ feathered headdresses, a man in a black suit and half cloak planted on the stones of the courtyard before the front door. Hatless, his hair gleaming in the torchlight, he cast an enraged gaze upward, like a lover in an opera.

      “Isadora!” he roared, as footmen surged around him.

      Signora Ruggeri started for the window, but the comtesse held her back.

      “Best not to let him goad you, my dear,” she advised.

      “I did not bring him here, I promise you, madame,” Signora Ruggeri said in anguish. “He must have followed me. Oh, I am sorry. I am sorry.”

      Her accent slipped a little as she gushed in sincere regret, and I heard even in French that Donata was likely correct about the signora’s origins.

      The comtesse patted her hand. “Never mind. You should rest a while. My maid will take you to a quiet chamber and give you coffee while we wait for your gentleman to leave.”

      Signora Ruggeri’s dark eyes filled with tears. “You are too kind.”
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