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IN WHICH IS INTRODUCED THE COMMANDER OF THE REPUBLICAN FORCES, AND A MOST REMARKABLE YOUNG WOMAN

The year of Our Lord 1793 was, without question, the most terrible and the most glorious that France had ever known since the days of Charlemagne. The King had lost his head upon the guillotine in January, 

and the nation, drunk with liberty and blood, had declared itself a Republic. Abroad, the armies of Austria, Prussia, and England massed upon her borders like vultures circling a wounded lion. At home, the shadow of the Terror fell upon Paris, and the tumbrels rolled daily from the Conciergerie to the Place de la Révolution.

But it was in the west, in that wild and ancient land called the Vendée, that the most terrible struggle of all was brewing. There, the peasants who had tilled the soil since time immemorial, who had worshipped at the altars of their fathers and bowed to no master but God and their King, had risen in revolt against the godless revolutionaries of Paris. They were simple folk, these Vendeans—farmers and artisans,shepherds and fishermen—but they fought with the fury of men who believe that Heaven itself marches at their side.

Against them, the Republic had sent one of its most capable commanders: General Étienne Marceau, a man of thirty-five years, who had risen from the ranks through sheer merit and courage. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with the weathered face of a soldier and eyes that had seen too much of death. He wore the simple blue uniform of the Republican army, with the red cap of liberty upon his head, and at his belt hung the sabre that had served him through a dozen campaigns.

General Marceau had established his headquarters in the Château de Lumières, a modest but well-situated manor house overlooking the valley of the Loire. It was the third day of October, and the autumn rains had begun to fall, turning the roads to mud and making military operations almost impossible. The General sat in the great hall of the château, poring over maps by the light of a single candle, for wax was scarce and must be conserved.

"Three thousand men at Cholet," he muttered to himself, tracing lines upon the parchment with a stub of charcoal. "Two thousand more at Saumur. And reports say that the Royalist commander, this General de La Rochejaquelein, has gathered at least ten thousand peasants under his banner. Ten thousand! It is madness."

He threw down the charcoal and rose, pacing the room with the restless 

energy of a caged wolf. The situation was desperate. His own forces were 

outnumbered three to one, and the Vendeans fought with a fanatical zeal that no conscript from Paris could match. They had already defeated two Republican armies, and their Catholic and Royal Army—as they called themselves—grew stronger with every victory.

"If they take Angers," Marceau thought aloud, "the road to Paris lies open. The Revolution itself may perish."

It was at this moment that the door opened, and a young woman entered without knocking.She was, at first glance, entirely unremarkable. Small of stature, scarcely reaching the General's shoulder, with the pale complexion of one who has spent her life indoors. Her hair was dark and simply dressed, and she wore the plain gray gown of a servant, with a white apron tied about her waist. She could not have been more than nineteen or twenty years of age, and her face bore that expression of quiet docility that one sees in the faces of the poor, who have learned from birth to hide their thoughts behind a mask of submission.

But her eyes—ah, her eyes were something else entirely. Large and dark, 

with an almost Oriental slant to them, they held a depth of intelligence and a spark of something—mischief? daring?—that seemed entirely at odds with her humble appearance.

"You sent for me, Monsieur le Général?" she said, and her voice was soft and melodious, with the accent of the south.

Marceau turned, and his stern face softened slightly. "Ah, Rouge. Yes, come in, my child. I have need of your services."

The young woman—for that was her name, or at least the name by which she was known: Rouge, or sometimes La Fille Rouge, the Red Girl—advanced into the room and stood before him with her hands folded demurely. No one knew her true origins. She had appeared at the General's headquarters six months earlier, during the siege of Nantes, claiming to be an orphan whose parents had perished in the troubles. She had asked only for bread and a place to sleep, but Marceau—who possessed that instinct for character that marks the great commander—had seen something in her that belied her humble station.

He had taken her into his household as a servant, but in truth, she had become something far more valuable: his eyes and ears, his secret weapon in a war where information was worth more than cannon.

"Sit down, Rouge," the General said, indicating a chair. "I have a problem that requires your particular talents."

She seated herself, folding her hands in her lap, and waited with the patience of a cat at a mouse-hole.

"You have heard of General Henri de La Rochejaquelein?" Marceau asked.

"The young Royalist commander?" Rouge replied. "They say he is the greatest soldier the Vendeans have produced. That he is brave as a lion and cunning as a fox. That he never sleeps twice in the same bed, for fear of assassination."

"They say correctly," Marceau said grimly. "He is twenty-one years old, and he has already defeated armies twice his size. The peasants worship him as a saint. They say that bullets cannot harm him, that he bears a charmed life."

"And do you believe this, Monsieur le Général?"
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