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CHAPTER ONE

The Price of Bread

Paris, July 1789

The bread line stretched like a serpent through the narrow streets of the Faubourg Saint, Antoine, its body composed of women whose faces had long ago forgotten the shape of contentment. Marguerite Baudin stood somewhere in the middle of this creature, her wooden clogs planted in mud that smelled of offal and desperation, and counted the coins in her pocket for the third time that hour.

Twelve sous. Yesterday, twelve sous would have bought two four, pound loaves enough to feed her household for two days if she was careful, if she stretched it with the thin soup her mother made from bones begged off the butcher. Today, the baker's wife was asking fourteen sous for a single loaf, and the flour was so adulterated with chalk and ground beans that it sat in the stomach like a stone.

"They say the Queen told us to eat cake," muttered the woman behind her, a laundress whose hands were raw and cracked from lye. "Cake! As if we could afford even the flour to make it."

Marguerite said nothing. She had learned that silence was its own currency in these times, when a careless word could mark you as a troublemaker, or worse, an aristocrat ‘sympathizer. Not that anyone would mistake her for such. Her skirt is patched in three places, her fichu is yellowed from too many washings, and her hands bear the telltale stains of the dye works where she spends twelve hours a day standing in vats of indigo and madder root, turning white cloth into the colors that adorned the backs of women who would never stand in a bread line.

"Move along!" The baker's wife appeared in the doorway, her own considerable girth a testament to the fact that some still ate well in Paris. "I've only got twenty loaves left, and half of them are spoken for!"

The sun climbed higher, turning the July morning into a furnace. The smell of unwashed bodies pressed close together mingled with the yeasty promise emanating from the bakery, a scent that was both torture and hope. Marguerite's stomach cramped. She had given her portion of yesterday's bread to her younger brother, Étienne, who at fourteen was growing faster than their meager rations could sustain. He worked as an apprentice to a carpenter in the Marais, and he needed his strength.

A murmur of anger rippled through the line. Twenty loaves for perhaps sixty women. Marguerite felt her jaw tighten. She had been standing here since before dawn, had left her pallet in the single room her family shared in a crumbling tenement on the Rue de la Roquette while the stars were still visible through the perpetual haze of coal smoke that hung over the city.

"Spoken for by whom?" demanded a woman near the front, a fish seller whose voice could carry across the Seine. "We've been waiting since cockcrow!"

"By those who can pay," the baker's wife snapped back. "This is a business, not a charity house."

The line surged forward, and Marguerite found herself pressed against the woman in front of her, a seamstress she recognized from the building next to her own. The crowd's mood was shifting, the patient desperation curdling into something sharper, more dangerous. She had seen it before—had seen bread riots that left shop windows smashed and blood on the cobblestones.

"Citizens!" The voice cut through the rising tumult like a blade through silk. "Citizens, please! There is no need for disorder!"

Marguerite turned, along with every other woman in the line, to see who dared use that word citizens. with such casual authority. In the doorway of the bakery stood a man who clearly did not belong in the Faubourg Saint, Antoine. His coat was dark blue superfine wool, well, tailored though notably plain, without the elaborate embroidery that marked the true aristocracy. His breeches were buff, colored leather, his boots polished to a gleam that seemed almost obscene in this street of mud and poverty. But it was his face that held Marguerite's attention angular and intelligent, with dark eyes that swept across the crowd with what appeared to be genuine concern rather than the disdain she had learned to expect from his class.

"Madame Giroux," he addresses the baker's wife, pulling a leather purse from his coat. "I wish to purchase your remaining loaves."

The baker's wife's eyes lit with avarice. "Monsieur le Comte"

"Not comte," he interrupted sharply. "Those titles mean nothing now. Simply Monsieur Valmont." He counted out coins of gold louis d'or that flashed in the morning sun like promises. "I will pay your asking price for all twenty loaves. And you will distribute them to these women, beginning with those who have been waiting longest."

The silence that fell over the bread line was profound. Marguerite stared at this man  this Valmont she was trying to understand his game. Men of his station did not simply appear in the Faubourg Saint Antoine and buy bread for the poor. There had to be an angle, a purpose beyond simple charity.

"That's... that's sixty livres, monsieur," the baker's wife stammered, clearly torn between suspicion and greed.

"Then it is fortunate I have sixty livres." He placed the coins in her palm, then turned to face the line of women. "I apologize that I cannot do more. But perhaps this will help, for today at least."

He was younger than Marguerite had first thought perhaps thirty, though his eyes held the weariness of someone who had seen more than his years should account for. There was something else in those eyes too, something she could not quite name. Guilt? Anger? A desperate need to fix what he knew could not be fixed with gold coins and purchased bread?

The baker's wife, motivated by the weight of gold in her hand, began distributing loaves with uncharacteristic speed. When Marguerite finally reached the front of the line, the bread that was placed in her arms was still warm, and for a moment she simply held it, feeling the weight of it, the reality of it. Food. For today, at least, her family would eat.

"Thank you," she said, though she was not sure if she was addressing the baker's wife or the man who still stood in the doorway, watching the distribution with an expression she could not read.

His eyes met hers, and for a heartbeat the noise of the street seemed to fade. She saw him truly see her not as part of an anonymous mass of suffering poor, but as an individual. It was a strange sensation, being looked at rather than looked through.

"The thanks are unnecessary," he said quietly. "This is less than the least of what is owed."

Before she could respond, before she could even process what he meant by that cryptic statement, he turned and walked away, his boots clicking against the cobblestones as he headed toward the broader boulevards where his kind belonged.

"Well," said the laundress behind her, "that was peculiar."

Marguerite clutched her bread and said nothing. But as she made her way back through the winding streets toward home, she found herself thinking not of the bread in her arms but of the look in that man's dark eyes—a look that suggested he understood far more about hunger than any man in a fine wool coat should.

The room Marguerite shared with her mother and brother was on the fifth floor of a building that leaned so precariously it seemed to defy the laws of nature. The stairs were treacherous, the banister long since broken up for firewood during the brutal winter of '88, and the walls wept with damp even in the height of summer. But it was home, and more importantly, it was affordable at eight livres a month—nearly a third of what Marguerite earned at the dye works.

Her mother, Geneviève, was at the single window, mending a shirt by the thin light that managed to penetrate the narrow gap between their building and the one opposite. She looked up as Marguerite entered, and her face—still beautiful despite the lines that poverty and worry had carved there, despite the grayish pallor that consumption had painted over her skin—brightened at the sight of the bread.

"You got some! I was afraid..." She trailed off, but Marguerite knew what she had been afraid of. That there would be no bread. That Marguerite would come home empty-handed. That they would have to decide which of them would go hungry. The words dissolved into a cough, and Geneviève pressed a handkerchief to her mouth. When she pulled it away, Marguerite saw the telltale red spots.

"Mama," she said softly, setting the bread on their small table and moving to her mother's side. The table was one of their few possessions that, two pallets, a single chair, a cooking pot, and the clothes they wore. Everything else had been sold, piece by piece, as the price of bread climbed and Marguerite's wages stayed frozen, and as the apothecary’s bills for her mother's medicines mounted.

"It's nothing," Geneviève said, tucking the handkerchief away quickly. "Just the dust. This city is so filthy in summer."

It wasn't the dust, and they both knew it. Consumption had been eating away at her mother for two years now, ever since the winter of '87 when she'd caught a chill working as a laundress and it had settled deep in her lungs. The disease was a slow executioner, patient and thorough. Some days were better than other days when Geneviève could almost pretend she was well, when the cough was merely an annoyance rather than a harbinger. But those days were becoming rarer.

"A man?" Her mother's needle paused mid stitch. "What manner of man?"

"A man bought the baker's entire stock and had it distributed to those waiting," Marguerite said, setting the loaf on their small table. The table was one of their few possessions two pallets, a single chair, a cooking pot, and the clothes they wore. Everything else had been sold, piece by piece, as the price of bread climbed and Marguerite's wages stayed frozen.

"A wealthy one. He called himself Valmont." Marguerite drew water from the bucket by the door that she had filled it from the public fountain that morning before joining the bread line and began washing the dye stains from her hands. The indigo never came fully clean; her fingernails were permanently blue, a mark of her trade as distinctive as a brand.

"Valmont." Her mother's voice was strange, tight. "Did he give a Christian name?"

"No. Why? Do you know the family?"

Geneviève set down her mending, her hands trembling slightly though whether from the disease or from memory, Marguerite could not tell. "I knew a Valmont once. Long ago, before you were born. Before I married your father." She was quiet for a moment, lost in memory. "But it cannot be the same. The Valmont’s are an old family, minor nobility from Burgundy. They would have no reason to be buying bread for the poor in the Faubourg Saint Antoine."

"Well, this one was." Marguerite dried her hands on her apron. "He seemed... troubled. As if he was trying to atone for something."

"Perhaps he was." Her mother picked up her mending again, but her stitches were uneven now, distracted. "These are strange times, Marguerite. The old order is crumbling. Even the nobility can feel it. Some of them are trying to position themselves for whatever comes next. Others are genuinely moved by conscience. It's difficult to tell which is which."

Marguerite thought of those dark eyes, that expression of weary guilt. "I think he might be the latter."

"Then he is either a fool or a saint, and neither tends to survive long in Paris." Her mother's voice was sharp with the pragmatism that came from a lifetime of disappointment. "Put him out of your mind. Men like that are not for women like us."

The door banged open, and Claude burst in with the energy of youth not yet fully beaten down by poverty. At fourteen, he was all angles and appetite, his body growing faster than they could feed it. His face was smudged with sawdust, his hands rough with splinters, but his eyes were bright with the news he carried.

"They're saying the King is going to dismiss Necker," he announced, throwing himself onto the pallet he shared with Marguerite. "Monsieur Beauvais heard it from a customer who has a cousin in Versailles. If they dismiss Necker, there'll be riots. He's the only one who's tried to help us."

"Claude, wash your hands before you touch anything," Marguerite said automatically, though she knew it was a losing battle. "And don't speak of riots. It's dangerous."

"Everything's dangerous," Claude shot back, but he got up and splashed water on his hands and face. "Starving is dangerous. Working twelve hours a day for wages that won't buy bread is dangerous. At least riots might change something."

"Or get you killed," Geneviève said quietly, and the fear in her voice made Claude's expression soften.

"I'm careful, Mama. I just listen, that's all. But people are angry. Really angry. Not just the workers but everyone. Even some of the bourgeoisie are talking about the need for change."

Marguerite cut the bread, her hands moving with practiced efficiency. She gave her mother the largest portion, though Geneviève would protest. The woman needed to keep her strength up, needed to eat even when her appetite had fled. Claude got the second largest piece because he was still growing, and still needed fuel for his long days at the carpenter's shop. Marguerite took the smallest portion for herself, and even that felt like a luxury after so many days of thin soup and hope.

"There's a meeting tonight," Claude said through a mouthful of bread. "At the Café

Procope. Desmoulins is supposed to speak. Can I come with you?"

"Absolutely not," Marguerite said firmly. "You're too young."

"I'm fourteen! I'm old enough to work, I'm old enough to hear what people are saying about our future."

"You're old enough to get yourself arrested if you're not careful," Marguerite countered. "The police are watching those meetings. They're looking for troublemakers."

"Then why do you go?" Claude's eyes flashed with the stubborn defiance that reminded Marguerite painfully of their father, dead these five years from a fall at the construction site where he'd worked.

"Because I'm careful. Because I listen and don't speak. Because I know when to leave." She softened her tone. "Claude, I know you want to be part of this. But Mama needs you here. If something happened to you..."

She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't need to. They all knew what hung unspoken in the air: their mother was dying, and when she was gone, Marguerite and Claude would have only each other. They couldn't afford to take unnecessary risks. Claude's shoulders slumped in defeat. "Fine. But you'll tell me everything?"

"Everything," Marguerite promised.

They ate in silence for a while, the bread disappearing quickly despite their attempts to savor it. Geneviève managed half of her portion before the coughing started again, worse this time, her whole body shaking with the force of it. Marguerite held her mother's shoulders, feeling how thin she had become, how the bones pressed sharp against her skin. When the fit finally passed, Geneviève was exhausted, her face gray, her lips flecked with blood.

"Rest, Mama," Marguerite said gently, helping her mother to the pallet. "I'll finish the mending."

"The Dubois shirt needs to be done by tomorrow," Geneviève whispered. "She's paying six sous for it."

"I'll finish it. Don't worry."

Marguerite settled her mother on the pallet, covering her with their single thin blanket despite the summer heat. Geneviève's body was always cold now, the consumption burning through her from the inside while her skin stayed clammy and chill. Within minutes, she was asleep, her breathing shallow and labored.

Claude sat at the table, staring at the remaining bread with an expression that was far too old for his years. "She's getting worse, isn't she?"

Marguerite picked up the mending, threading the needle by the fading light. "Yes."

"How long?"

"I don't know. Months, maybe. If we can keep her comfortable, if we can afford the medicines..." She trailed off. They both knew they couldn't afford the medicines. The apothecary had already extended them more credit than was wise, and Marguerite was behind on the rent. Every soup went to bread and coal and the desperate attempt to keep their mother alive a little longer.

"I could ask Monsieur Beauvais for more hours," Claude offered. "Or find evening work."

"No. You need your sleep. You're still growing." Marguerite's needle moved steadily through the fabric, her stitches small and even despite the poor light. "I'll figure something out."

But she didn't know what. She was already working twelve-hour days at the dye works, and the mending she took in at night barely covered the shortfall. There was nothing left to sell, no more corners to cut. They were living on the knife's edge, and one strong wind would send them tumbling into the abyss.

"Tell me about the man," Claude said suddenly. "The one who bought the bread."

Marguerite described Valmont it is his fine clothes, his careful speech, the way he looked at the women in the bread line as if he truly saw them. As she spoke, she found herself remembering details she hadn't consciously registered: the way his hands had moved when he counted out the coins, quick and decisive. The slight accent that marked him as educated, probably tutored in Latin and Greek and all the useless knowledge that the wealthy accumulated. The fact that he had come alone, without servants, as if he didn't want witnesses to his charity.

"Sounds like he's trying to buy his way into heaven," Claude said cynically.

"Maybe. Or maybe he genuinely cares."

"Rich people don't care about us. They can't afford to. If they really looked at how we live, they'd have to admit that their wealth is built on our suffering."

Marguerite thought about this as she worked. Claude was probably right. But there had been something in Valmont's eyes, something that suggested he had already admitted that truth to himself and was trying to figure out what to do about it.

"Finish your bread," she said instead of arguing. "And then get some sleep. You have to be at the shop before dawn."

Claude obeyed, wolfing down the last of his portion and then stretching out on the pallet beside their mother. Within minutes, he too was asleep, his young face peaceful in a way it never was when he was awake.

Marguerite continued mending by the dying light, her needle flashing in and out of the fabric. The Dubois shirt, then a pair of breeches for the baker's son, then a waistcoat that needed new buttons. The work was endless, and it paid almost nothing, but it was something. Every soul mattered.

As the light faded completely, she set aside the mending and prepared for her walk to the Café Procope. She changed her apron for a slightly cleaner one, tucked her hair more neatly under her cap, and counted out the two sous she would need for a cup of coffee and her admission price to the world of ideas and revolution.

Before she left, she checked on her mother one more time. Geneviève's breathing was rough but steady, her face peaceful in sleep. Marguerite pressed a kiss to her forehead, feeling the fever heat that never quite left her skin.

"I'll be back soon," she whispered, though her mother couldn't hear her.

Then she slipped out into the night, leaving behind the cramped room and the smell of sickness and poverty, heading toward the Latin Quarter where people spoke of liberty and equality as if such things were possible. As if the world could be remade into something better than this endless struggle for bread and survival.

But as Marguerite cut the bread and giving her mother the largest portion, saving a generous piece for Étienne when he returned from his apprenticeship and she found that putting the man called Valmont out of her mind was easier said than done.
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That evening, after a supper of bread and the thin onion soup her mother had been stretching for three days, Marguerite walked to the Café Procope in the Latin Quarter. It was a long walk from the Faubourg Saint Antoine, but she made it twice a week, on the evenings when she did not have to work late at the dye works.

The Café Procope was not like the rough taverns of her neighborhood, where men drank themselves into oblivion on cheap wine and cheaper brandy. It was a place of ideas, where writers and philosophers and students gathered to argue about Rousseau and Voltaire, about the rights of man and the nature of government. Marguerite had first stumbled upon it six months ago, drawn by the sound of passionate debate spilling out into the street. She had stood outside, listening, until a young law student had noticed her and invited her in.

"Ideas are not the exclusive property of those who can afford books," he had said. "Come, listen. Argue if you wish. All are welcome here."

It had been a revelation. In the dye works, conversation was limited to gossip and complaints. At home, there was no energy left for anything but survival. But here, in this café with its marble topped tables and its walls lined with mirrors that multiplied the candlelight into a warm glow, she could listen to men debate the future of France. She could hear ideas that made her heart race and her mind expand beyond the narrow confines of her daily existence.

She could not afford to buy anything even a single cup of coffee cost more than she earned in half a day but the proprietor, Monsieur Zoppi, tolerated her presence as long as she stood quietly in the back and did not take up space that paying customers might want.

Tonight, the café was more crowded than usual, the air thick with tobacco smoke and revolutionary fervor. The news had spread through Paris like wildfire: the King had dismissed Jacques Necker, the popular finance minister who had been seen as the people's advocate in the government. It was a provocation, a sign that Louis XVI was preparing to crack down on the growing calls for reform.

"This is intolerable!" A young man in a green coat was standing on a chair, his voice rising above the general tumult. "Necker was our last hope for peaceful change! Without him, the King shows his true face that he is a tyrant, no different from any other despot!"

"Peaceful change was always an illusion," countered an older man with ink stained fingers who was a journalist, Marguerite thought. "The aristocracy will never willingly surrender their privileges. They must be forced."

"Forced how?" demanded another voice. "With what? We have no army, no weapons”.

"We have numbers," the young man in the green coat shot back. "We have the strength of the people. If we rise together."

"Then we will be cut down together," said a new voice, calm and measured, cutting through the chaos like a knife. "The King has thirty thousand troops surrounding Paris. If the people rise in unorganized mobs, they will be slaughtered."

Marguerite turned toward the speaker and felt her breath catch. It was him. Valmont. He sat at a table near the window, a glass of wine untouched before him, his dark eyes serious as he surveyed the room.

"And what would you have us do?" the young man in the green coat demanded. "Bow and scrape and hope the King's mercy extends to letting us starve slowly rather than quickly?"

"I would have you be strategic." Valmont rose from his seat, and the room quieted. There was something about him, an authority that came not from his title or wealth but from the force of his conviction. "The dismissal of Necker is indeed a provocation. But it is also an opportunity. The King has overplayed his hand. He has shown that he will not listen to reason, that he values the counsel of reactionaries over the welfare of his people. This will drive more moderates to our cause."

"Our cause?" The journalist's eyebrows rose. "Forgive me, monsieur, but you do not look like a man who has suffered under the current regime."

A bitter smile crossed Valmont's face. "Suffering takes many forms. But you are right to question me. I am, I was the Comte de Valmont. My family has held estates in Burgundy for three hundred years. I was raised to believe in the divine right of kings and the natural superiority of the nobility." He paused, and in that pause Marguerite heard the weight of a life's worth of assumptions crumbling. "I no longer believe those things. I have seen too much. The peasants on my family's estates, starving while my father hosted banquets. The taxes that crush the poor while the nobility pays nothing. The lettres de cachet that send men to prison without trial, without hope. This system is not merely unjust it is just evil. And I will not be complicit in it any longer."

The silence that followed was profound. Then, slowly, someone began to clap. Others joined in, until the entire café was applauding this aristocrat who had renounced his own class.

Marguerite found herself clapping too, though her hands were shaking. She understood now what she had seen in his eyes that morning not just guilt, but a kind of desperate determination. He was a man trying to outrun his own past, to remake himself into something better.

"Pretty words," said a voice from the back of the room. "But words don't fill empty bellies. What are you actually doing, Monsieur le Comte, besides buying the occasional loaf of bread?"

Valmont's jaw tightened, but he did not rise to the bait. "I am using what resources I have to support the cause of reform. I have been working with the deputies of the Third Estate, providing information about the King's military preparations. I have been writing pamphlets anonymously, of course arguing for a constitutional monarchy and the rights of citizens. And yes, when I can, I buy bread. It is not enough. I know it is not enough. But it is what I can do."

"We need more than pamphlets," the young man in the green coat said, though his tone was less hostile now. "We need action."

"Action will come," Valmont replied. "But it must be coordinated. The National Assembly is meeting at Versailles, trying to draft a constitution. If they succeed, we may yet achieve change without bloodshed. But if the King moves against them, if he tries to dissolve the Assembly by force..." He trailed off, but the implication was clear.

Then there would be blood. Then there would be revolution.

The conversation fragmented after that, breaking into smaller debates and arguments. Marguerite remained where she was, pressed against the back wall, her mind racing. She thought of the bread line that morning, of the women's faces tight with hunger and anger. She thought of her brother, growing thin despite her best efforts. She thought of the King in his palace at Versailles, surrounded by luxury beyond imagining, dismissing the one minister who had tried to help the people.

Something was going to break. She could feel it, like the pressure before a thunderstorm.

"You're the girl from this morning."

She startled, turning to find Valmont standing beside her. Up close, she could see the fine lines around his eyes, the shadow of stubble on his jaw. He looked tired, she thought. Tired and determined and perhaps a little afraid.

"I am," she said, lifting her chin. She would not be cowed by him, no matter his birth or his education. "Marguerite Baudin."

"Lucien Valmont." He offered a slight bow, which seemed absurd in the crowded café. "I did not expect to see you here."

"Why? Because women of my class are not supposed to be interested in politics?" There was more edge in her voice than she had intended, but she was tired of being underestimated, of being seen as nothing more than a pair of hands to work in the dye vats.

"No," he said quietly. "Because most people, of any class, are too exhausted by the struggle to survive to have energy left for anything else. The fact that you are here suggests you are not most people."

It was not the response she had expected. She studied him, trying to understand what he wanted from her. Men of his class did not make conversation with women like her unless they wanted something that usually she had no intention of giving.

But there was no lust in his eyes, no predatory calculation. Only a kind of weary curiosity.

"I come here to listen," she said finally. "To learn. The men who speak here whom talk about ideas I never knew existed. Rights. Liberty. Equality. In the dye works, we don't talk about such things. We talk about how to make the money stretch, how to avoid the foreman's wandering hands, how to keep our feet from rotting in the vats. But here..." She gestured at the crowded café. "Here, I can imagine a different world."

"And do you believe that world is possible?"

"I don't know," she admitted. "But I know the current world is intolerable. So perhaps it's worth fighting for the possibility of something better."

He smiled then, a real smile that transformed his face from merely handsome to something approaching beautiful. "You sound like a revolutionary, Mademoiselle Baudin."

"I sound like someone who is tired of being hungry," she corrected. "If that makes me a revolutionary, then perhaps the King has only himself to blame."

"Perhaps he does." Valmont glanced around the café, then back at her. "May I ask you something?"

She nodded, wary.

"This morning, when I bought that bread did it help? Or did it simply make me feel better about my own privilege while doing nothing to address the actual problem?"

The question surprised her with its honesty. She considered it carefully before answering. "It helped," she said. "My family ate today because of what you did. But you're right that it doesn't address the actual problem. Tomorrow, the bread will be just as expensive, and there will be just as many women in line, and most of them will go home empty-handed. Your gold bought one day's reprieve. It did not buy justice."

"No," he agreed. "Justice will require something more than gold."

"What will it require?"

He was quiet for a long moment, his dark eyes distant. "I don't know yet. But I fear we are about to find out."

[image: ]

Marguerite left the Café Procope as the church bells tolled ten o'clock. The streets were dark, lit only by the occasional lantern, and she walked quickly, keeping to the center of the road where the mud was less deep. Paris at night was dangerous for a woman alone, but she had made this walk dozens of times and knew which streets to avoid, which shadows might conceal threats.

She was halfway across the Pont Neuf when she heard the footsteps behind her.

Her heart began to race. She walked faster, but the footsteps matched her pace. There were at least two of them, possibly more. She cursed herself for staying so late, for being so foolish as to think that ideas and conversation were worth the risk of walking home alone in the dark.

"Mademoiselle," a voice called out. "Mademoiselle, wait!"

She did not wait. She ran.

But her wooden clogs were not made for running, and the men behind her were faster. A hand grabbed her arm, spinning her around, and she opened her mouth to scream...

"Mademoiselle Baudin! Please, we mean you no harm!"

She recognized the voice. It was the young man in the green coat from the café. Up close, she could see he was barely older than her brother, with a thin face and earnest eyes.

"Then why are you chasing me through the streets like a criminal?" she demanded, jerking her arm free.

"Because Monsieur Valmont asked us to make sure you got home safely," he said, looking abashed. "He said it was too dangerous for you to walk alone."

"I've been walking alone for months," she said, her heart still pounding. "I don't need."

"Please," interrupted the second man, older and broader. "We're not trying to insult you. But things are getting worse. There have been attacks, robberies. The King's troops are everywhere, and they're not particular about who they harass. Just let us walk with you to your door. Then we'll leave you in peace."

Marguerite wanted to refuse on principle. She did not need protection, did not want to be beholden to Valmont or anyone else. But she was also not a fool. The streets were dangerous, and getting more so every day.

"Fine," she said. "But keep your distance."

They walked in silence through the darkened streets, her two unlikely escorts maintaining a respectful gap of several paces. As they crossed into the Faubourg Saint Antoine, the young man in the green coat spoke again.

"My name is Philippe Desmoulins," he said. "I'm a law student. Or I was, before I ran out of money for tuition. Now I write for the newspapers, when they'll pay me."

"And I'm Jacques Hébert," added the older man. "I work at the theater, when there's work to be had."

"Why are you telling me this?" Marguerite asked.

"Because Monsieur Valmont said you were someone worth knowing," Philippe said simply. "He said you had the kind of clarity that comes from living close to the bone. He said people like you—people who understand what's really at stake—are going to be crucial in the days ahead."

"He said all that?"

"He did. He also said you were brave, coming to the Café Procope alone. Most women wouldn't dare."

"Most women are too busy trying to survive to worry about philosophy," Marguerite said. But she felt a strange warmth in her chest at the idea that Valmont had noticed her, had thought her worth remarking upon.

They reached her building, and she paused at the base of the stairs. "Thank you for the escort," she said, meaning it. "Tell Monsieur Valmont... tell him I appreciate his concern."

"Tell him yourself," Philippe said with a grin. "He'll be at the Café Procope tomorrow night. I suspect he'll be looking for you."

Before she could respond to that, before she could even process what it might mean, they were gone, disappearing into the shadows of the Faubourg Saint Antoine like ghosts.

Marguerite climbed the five flights of stairs to her room, her mind whirling. She should not go back to the café. She should not encourage whatever this was, this strange connection with a man so far above her station that they might as well be living in different worlds.

But even as she thought it, she knew she would go. Not because of Valmont himself, though she could not deny a certain curiosity about him. But because the café represented something she had never had before: a place where her thoughts mattered, where she could be more than just a pair of hands in a dye vat.

And if Valmont happened to be there, if his dark eyes happened to seek her out in the crowd well, that was simply a coincidence.

She told herself that as she lay down on her pallet, listening to her mother's soft snoring and the distant sounds of the city. She told herself that right up until the moment she fell asleep, and dreamed of bread and revolution and a man with guilt in his eyes.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Palais Royal

The dye works where Marguerite spent her days was located in a narrow courtyard off the Rue de Charonne, a place where the sun never quite penetrated and the air was thick with chemical fumes that burned the lungs and stained everything they touched. There were twelve women who worked there, standing in wooden vats filled with dye, treading cloth with their feet for hours at a time. It was brutal work all the chemicals ate away at the skin, the standing caused swollen legs and aching backs, and the pay was barely enough to survive on.

But it was work, and in Paris in the summer of 1789, work was not something to be taken for granted.

Marguerite arrived at dawn, as she did every day, and took her place in the indigo vat. The dye was cold at first, making her gasp as she stepped into it, but it would warm as the day progressed and the sun climbed higher. She began the rhythmic treading, lifting and pressing the cloth with her feet, working the dye into the fibers. It was mindless work, which left her thoughts free to wander.

They wandered, inevitably, to Valmont.

She had lain awake for hours the night before, thinking about their conversation. About the way he had looked at her, as if she were a person rather than a problem to be solved with charity. About the things he had said in the café, renouncing his own class with a passion that seemed genuine.
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