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To my Aunt Elisabeth, who’s always supported and encouraged me.
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THE FRENCH REVOLUTION:
 SOME MORE BRIEF NOTES



Revolutions are not tidy things. This may seem obvious, but fiction – and indeed, a lot of history books – tends to lead us to suppose that once the villains have been deposed and the ‘good guys’ have seized power, everything will be all right. Minor details like heads dropping into baskets or inconvenient members of the royal family being disposed of in prisons or cellars can be glossed over.


The later years of the French Revolution were absolutely not tidy.


The introduction to the previous volume (Scarlet) mentioned such great events as the march on Versailles, the storming of the Bastille, the overthrow of the monarchy, the installation of the National Convention (and the Committee of Public Safety), and the execution of the King. At this point (1793–1794), France was at war with Austria, Prussia, England, Spain, the Dutch Republic, Naples, and various other powers. But more than that, France was dealing with continued internal strife. In 1793 there were armed uprisings against the new government in Vendée, Maine and Brittany. In May, the leaders of Lyon rebelled against the National Convention. Soldiers were sent to put down these rebellions, and national conscription required all able-bodied single men aged between eighteen and twenty-five to serve in the army.


In the halls of power, the political parties were pursuing their own struggles over the future of France. The fall of one of the main parties (the Girondins) was followed closely by their most important members going to the guillotine, on accusations of treason and counter-revolutionary activities. Others were executed after being accused of sympathizing with these now-defunct Girondins. Marat was stabbed in his bath by Charlotte Corday. Marie Antoinette was tried and sent to the guillotine. Prisoners were executed by mass drownings at Nantes. The Hébertists (another political party) followed the Girondins to imprisonment and execution. Robespierre declared: ‘The foundations of a popular government in a revolution are virtue and terror; terror without virtue is disastrous; and virtue without terror is powerless . . . The Government of the Revolution is the despotism of liberty over tyranny.’


Yet France was growing and changing in other ways. The National Convention instituted the newly created Republican Calendar (no longer in use) and the metric system (which is still in use), developed the optical telegraph, rededicated Notre-Dame as a temple of reason, and voted to abolish slavery in French colonies. Some politicians urged ‘indulgence’ towards opponents, and ‘national reconciliation’. The National Museum of Natural History and the Louvre Museum were opened in Paris. Many people supported the Revolution because it had made – and was making – changes for the better.


The summary of events above is a gross over-simplification, an attempt to demonstrate just how much was happening. France was in a state of change – and so was the rest of the world. Talk of concepts such as ‘enlightenment’ was spreading, bringing unease to the leaders of other European countries who’d seen what had happened in France and could feel the cold wind of the guillotine blade on the backs of their own necks. Repression frequently followed. After all, in 1792 the National Convention had claimed the right to intervene in any country ‘where people desire to recover their freedom’ . . .


Perhaps the best word for the situation would be unstable, both in France and outside it. And while people who benefit from the status quo may dislike instability, others may see profit in it . . .
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It wasn’t yet dawn, but Portsmouth was already busy. The night trade – vampires, criminals, whores, aristocrats out late partying, and poor fellows who had no choice but to work those hours – was drawing to a close, and the business of morning had begun. The sky was pale and a thin light etched the horizon, glinting off the sea and gleaming on the brass fittings of the boats which filled Portsmouth Harbour. Carts of food creaked through the streets, on their way to supply inns and shops for the day. Beggars, many injured and deformed – or at least apparently so – crawled out from their nocturnal hiding-places, ready to call on the sympathies of workers heading to their jobs. A troop of freshly recruited (or possibly pressed) soldiers marched down the road to the harbour to take ship, the cadence of their boots stumbling in their newness. And in the Admiral Inn, Joseph took a jug of hot water up to his master’s room so that he might shave.


Monsieur Talleyrand had his head in one of his books, but he smiled politely enough as Joseph brought the water in. None of that throwing boots at his head the way some of Joseph’s previous masters had done, or damning him for a fool, or swearing that if the water was cool then he’d have his wages docked. If all the French lords and ladies were like Monsieur Talleyrand, he couldn’t understand why they’d been run out of France or executed. But that was politics for you, and as Monsieur had said, no doubt Joseph was a better and happier man for staying out of such things.


‘Thank you, Joseph,’ Monsieur said. He took the jug of hot water and went about the process of shaving in front of the room’s small, faded mirror. The inn was cheap, and its furnishings even cheaper. They’d had better lodgings in the previous few months Joseph had been in service as Monsieur’s valet, but that was before the money ran out, and Monsieur’s friendships with it. A lot of the noble Frenchies held grudges against Monsieur for things which had happened in France, and like so many of the upper classes, they chose the most painful moment to put the boot in. They’d pulled strings and Monsieur had been told to leave England. He was off to America this very day on the William Penn.


Monsieur finished shaving, and stood back to allow Joseph to remove the jug and basin. While he looked as calm as a bishop – Joseph had heard he’d actually been a bishop before the Revolution in France – there was a cold light in his eye, sharper than the March air outside and enough to freeze any Christian charity right down to the bone. Monsieur might be going quietly, but he certainly wasn’t going to forget this forced exile.


As Joseph opened the door, he was startled to see two men standing in the corridor on the other side. No, two vampires, in the hats and topcoats of gentlemen with plenty of money, their skin white as bone where it showed. They were both wrapped up against the morning light, because while vampires could walk in the daylight, none of them ever liked it. And while they’d both added a splash of perfume, like any gentlemen, Joseph could smell an edge of fresh blood beneath it.


‘Monsieur Talleyrand!’ the larger of them declared, striding into the room. ‘Please forgive this intrusion, but we couldn’t bear to let you leave without a few last words.’


‘Ah,’ Monsieur said, ‘de Courcis. I’d thought from the last time we spoke that the only words you’d want to say to me would be adieu, not au revoir. And . . .’ He frowned, looking at the second vampire. ‘Castleton. I hadn’t realized . . .’


‘I daresay you won’t be used to hearing me speak without a cough,’ the second, thinner man replied, following his friend in. Joseph had thought his hair was powdered, but it was actually white, in stark contrast to the youthfulness of his face. ‘De Courcis here was kind enough to pull some strings with ladies and gentlemen of his acquaintance. As a result, I’ll be around for a great deal longer than anticipated.’


Monsieur shrugged. ‘There was a time when I might have argued the theology of it with you, but that was a while ago. So, how may I be of service to you gentlemen?’


‘You don’t believe we’re here out of the goodness of our hearts?’ the first vampire asked.


‘It would certainly be a novelty if you were, de Courcis,’ Monsieur answered. ‘My bedroom is neither a gaming hell nor a fashionable salon, and as such, you are distinctly out of place. I would gladly offer you refreshments, but . . . well, neither of you take tea any longer, and my ship departs with the tide.’


De Courcis cocked his head, as though listening to someone, then flashed a gleaming smile. He had charm, Joseph would give him that, but it was the sort of charm which coaxed a man’s pockets open or a woman’s skirt up. ‘Indeed it does, monsieur – but I fear you won’t be going with it.’


‘And what do you mean by that?’ Monsieur demanded, one hand slipping inside his coat to the pistol Joseph knew he kept there.


Joseph tensed, aware that he should probably try to defend Monsieur, though heaven only knew what he could do against the two vampires, but de Courcis didn’t make any sudden moves. ‘I mean that your presence is earnestly required elsewhere, and we simply can’t let you leave our company,’ he said. ‘Fortunately, your place on the ship won’t go to waste . . .’


Footsteps came creaking up the stairs, and two further figures appeared in the corridor. Joseph gawped to see the men standing there. One was a close likeness of Monsieur, while the other might have been taken for Joseph himself. Well, in a dim light and if the person involved wasn’t looking too closely. He opened his mouth to say something, but Castleton, who had somehow moved closer to him while he was watching Monsieur and de Courcis, set his hand on Joseph’s shoulder. ‘Not one word,’ he instructed.


Monsieur inspected the two new arrivals with a flat, unimpressed calmness. ‘I take it these two gentlemen will be boarding the William Penn instead of us?’


‘You have it precisely right,’ de Courcis agreed. ‘And you will be leaving with Castleton and myself.’


‘And if I were to make a disturbance?’


‘I fear that nobody would arrive here in time, and the only result would be your leaving here wrapped up in a blanket, rather than on your own two feet,’ de Courcis said merrily. ‘Come now, Monsieur Talleyrand – surely an old fox like yourself knows how to wait for a later opportunity?’


Monsieur nodded, as though he’d expected that answer. ‘Your manners are no better than before, but your point is fair. So, where are we to go?’


‘Sadly, that is not a matter which we can discuss in front of witnesses.’ De Courcis glanced at Joseph. ‘How sensible a man are you?’


Joseph swallowed. This wasn’t something he’d bargained for, even knowing that Frenchies could be dangerous folk. But Monsieur had been a generous master, and he owed him something. It struck him that his best course of action might be to play along with these vampires, swear he’d say nothing, then go to Bow Street and inform the officers there the moment they turned their backs. ‘I’m a man as wants to get out of here alive and in one piece,’ he replied. ‘Milord.’


‘There, I knew it!’ De Courcis reached into a pocket and brought out a guinea. He flipped it between two fingers, the heavy gold catching the light, then tossed it to Joseph. ‘I think it’s time you took a vacation to the countryside. That should pay your bills for a while. Just remember, you know nothing, you saw nothing, you, ah – Castleton, can you think of anything else?’


‘Only that he’s going to say nothing,’ Castleton said, releasing Joseph’s shoulder and stepping away. ‘Easy enough to remember.’


Joseph clutched the guinea and nodded fervently. ‘I swear, milords, I won’t say nothing.’


‘You clearly inspire the same loyalty as always in your servants,’ de Courcis said to Monsieur.


Monsieur shrugged. ‘I’m not cruel enough to demand loyalty under these circumstances. Joseph served me for pay; I don’t blame him for wanting to stay well out of this.’ His frosty eyes met Joseph’s for a moment, and Joseph indeed saw no blame in them, no accusation. He was speaking the absolute truth.


‘That’s the sad thing,’ de Courcis said regretfully. ‘Castleton—’


‘No!’ Monsieur shouted, and at the same moment Joseph felt an impact as though he’d been punched in the chest. He looked down to see the blade of a long knife standing out from the front of his coat.


He’d been stabbed in the back, his reason informed him, and stabbed so hard that the knife had gone all the way through him, to come out between the ribs at the front. It must have been something to see, he thought dazedly. You’d need a vampire to do something like that, strong enough to put a knife right through a man’s body.


The floor came up to meet him. His own blood gurgled in his lungs.


‘A man who’d take money to keep his mouth shut would also take it to talk afterwards,’ de Courcis said, his words seeming to float down on Joseph as he lay there. ‘Pray don’t make a fuss, Monsieur Talleyrand, or I’m afraid it’ll be the blanket after all.’


There was a muffled interjection from Monsieur.


‘Oh, come now, he’d heard our names. Blame yourself for that, if you’re going to blame anyone. Beamish, deal with the body after we’ve left but before you board the ship – there must be dozens of places round here where one can dispose of a body.’


‘And given that we’re being so free with names,’ Monsieur said coldly, ‘who are you working for?’


‘Oh, I don’t think you’d know him. You’ve never met.’ De Courcis’s voice was growing more and more distant, like a thread on the breeze.


‘Nevertheless, I insist.’


‘The Prince of Paris . . .’


Joseph’s eyes closed, and he was gone.








CHAPTER ONE
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Eleanor’s tray was heavy with glasses. The party had eddied through the Blakeney mansion, from room to room, leaving behind a detritus of empty plates and drained glasses, abandoned decks of cards and pairs of dice from games of hazard. As soon as all the guests had departed, the servants had crept out from the kitchen and down from the attics to clear up the worst of the debris. At least the fires were still burning in the fireplaces, hot enough to keep all the visiting ladies warm in the March chill, despite the thinness of their elegant silk gowns. Everyone at the party tonight had been human rather than vampire, and the Blakeneys were never inhospitable. Eleanor was grateful for that. Her previous mistress had been more prone to entertaining vampire guests than human ones, and while Lady Sophie wouldn’t have allowed her servants to freeze, there was a difference between chill and comfort.

She put down her tray and stretched, knuckling the small of her back. She hadn’t been serving above stairs this evening. A party like this for the Quality had meant the Blakeney footmen – all six feet tall and matched as well as teams of carriage-horses – were the ones doing the public fetching and carrying, while the less spotless of the Blakeney servants were run off their feet in the kitchen. At least it was warm down there too. Winter this year had been bitterly cold.

Not that the weather, or the temperature, or anything else had stopped the guillotine in France from doing its bloody work.

Eleanor shivered, imagining for a moment the brush of cold steel against her own neck. Of course she was in England, not in France, and certainly no revolution like the one in France could ever touch England today. Murdering their King and Queen, and half the people of rank? Turning the entire country upside down, putting a new parliament in power and declaring themselves a republic, sending all vampires to the guillotine, even rewriting the calendar? England might have had her own civil war a hundred and fifty years ago – Eleanor was vaguely aware of the details, involving King Charles being executed by Parliament – but it was preposterous to think that anything as dramatic as France’s revolution could take place here, in her homeland.

The problem was, she’d been to France in the last year, and she’d seen just how much people were people, whether they were French or English. If you pushed anyone far enough, you could have a revolution on your hands, and once a revolution started, nobody could be sure where it would stop. You set off with noble principles and reasonable demands for the aristocrats to share some of the power and food and legal privilege, and somehow ended up breaking into the Bastille to save unjustly detained prisoners, or marching heroically to assert one’s rights, and even creating a new constitution and set of laws. Yet, inexplicably, things then slipped from executing a few guilty people to executing anyone who’d been an aristocrat, or had worked for an aristocrat, or had spoken in favour of aristocrats or against the Revolution, or . . .

That was if you were human, of course. If you were a vampire, then none of the above steps were necessary – the only steps in question were those up to the scaffold where the guillotine stood. Vampires were generally aristocrats, after all – old money, old families, old blood. You never found any who were poor. As a result, the only vampires currently in France were deep in hiding.

The Revolution had said other things about vampires too . . . but Eleanor had yet to decide whether or not she believed them.

You should, you know, a voice spoke in the depths of her mind. They’re quite correct. And if you have the time to stand around doing nothing in particular, might we have another look at those bookshelves?

I need to get my work done, Eleanor answered quickly, picking up her tray again. The voice belonged – well, claimed to belong – to Anima, the ghost of an ancient mage who’d lived over five hundred years ago. She’d told Eleanor that she’d been the victim of a great war between vampires and mages which had concluded with the vampires victorious, and the mages comprehensively erased from recorded history. While Eleanor had conceded the existence of Anima’s magic (Anima had proven this quite definitively), she wasn’t entirely sure about the rest of it. But she’d promised Anima to keep silent about her presence for the moment.

To be fair, it was as much for her own safety as Anima’s. Saying that she was possessed by the ghost of a sorceress from centuries ago would have seen Eleanor sent to Bedlam, which would suit neither of them.

Anima wasn’t afraid of being dubbed a madwoman; she was afraid of being utterly destroyed. She’d told Eleanor, more than once, that if the vampires suspected a mage still survived, they’d do anything to dispose of her permanently. Which, by implication, would mean disposing of Eleanor as well. Anima also claimed that vampires could make humans obey them by feeding their blood to their victims, and that they were secretly pulling the strings behind all the kings and governments across Europe. (She admitted to not knowing anything about Africa or the Orient, still less America.)

Sadly, all these wild claims went entirely against everything Eleanor had ever known. Vampires might exercise power and influence in society, but that was because they were usually wealthy landowners and arbiters of fashion. There were laws – all the way back to Magna Carta, or so Eleanor had been told – which kept them out of Parliament in England, and prevented them from holding military rank. Eleanor herself had spent most of her life in service to a vampire, Lady Sophie, the Baroness of Basing, and it had been no worse than working for any other woman of rank. Perhaps Eleanor had needed to open a vein regularly, but Lady Sophie had always been a good mistress who paid a fair wage. Eleanor knew other women who’d endured far worse as maidservants. If it wasn’t for their dislike of garlic, their lack of reflections, a hatred of sunlight as they grew older and a few other details, vampires would be just like ordinary people. Except perhaps richer.

But then again . . . when she’d been in France, Eleanor had heard talk of how the vampires there had controlled people through what could only be described as mystical, supernatural means. These and many other accusations had led to vampires being among the first to lose their heads to the guillotine – after having a stake rammed through their heart. (She’d seen it, once, and still had occasional nightmares.) Such rumours hadn’t reached England – perhaps because the French already accused vampires of every crime in their legal code and every unnatural behaviour imaginable. But the National Committee which now ruled France claimed it was true . . .

It is, Anima commented, following Eleanor’s train of thought.

And Eleanor herself had met vampires in France who’d been less than perfectly amiable, ethical or even fashionable. One had tried to kill her. Others had attempted to kidnap the Dauphin just after the Scarlet Pimpernel (with Eleanor’s assistance) had rescued him. Perhaps it was unfair to expect vampires who were being hunted for execution to maintain proper standards of behaviour, but Eleanor was no longer quite as certain as she had been.

Certain of what? Anima asked. It was like having an elderly aunt watching while she sewed, commenting on every stitch.

Everything, Eleanor replied. Last year she’d expected nothing more from life than working as a maidservant, sewing and embroidering in what little spare time she had. And maybe, if she was very lucky, becoming one of Lady Sophie’s private maids, or even gaining employment at a modiste’s shop. But now? She was a member of the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel, and she’d helped rescue the Dauphin from the Temple prison in Paris. The Pimpernel himself had promised that he’d help her towards employment as a modiste. Once this was all over . . .

The far door swung open, and Sir Percy Blakeney wandered into the library. Despite the hour, his cravat was still perfectly tied, an ornament on his throat as crisp and elegant as any Alpine mountain. He was in dark green tonight, but the gold embroidery on his coat and waistcoat gleamed in the light from the new-fangled Argand lamps along the walls. For all his height and his muscle – though his coat did a good job of concealing it – he looked the perfect dandy, concerned with nothing but his appearance, his clothing and his audience.

One would never have thought that he was the secret mastermind who’d saved hundreds of innocent French citizens – both human and vampires – from the guillotine, tweaked the nose of the fuming Committee of Public Safety, and a personal nightmare for the Revolution. No, this was just Sir Percy Blakeney, a man of noble blood and absolute laziness, whose primary interests were his wardrobe and his horses.

And nobody would ever have thought that Eleanor – a common maidservant, whose only notable attributes were a gift for sewing and embroidering, and a physical likeness to the late Queen of France, Marie Antoinette – might herself be a member of the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel.

Eleanor automatically curtsied, lowering her eyes. She had no idea who might be accompanying him, and while certain people in the household were aware of his secret, not all of them were. To be fair, practically all of them would have kept their mouths shut, whatever he might have been up to. The Blakeney household was loyal and close knit – and well paid. She’d been here for months and was still only slowly gaining acceptance.

‘Still busy, Eleanor?’ Sir Percy asked, closing the door behind him and dropping into a chair. ‘Deuce take it, I’ve been eaten quite out of house and home by these ravenous vultures called Society.’

‘I’m sure the staff would die of mortification before seeing you go hungry, milord,’ Eleanor answered, reassured of their privacy. ‘And there are still the grapes from the forcing-houses, if you want to try the diet that Sir Andrew was recommending the other day.’

Sir Percy snorted. ‘He was recommending it to his mother-in-law, not to me! And what are you doing loitering in here?’

Eleanor lifted her tray in explanation. ‘Work, milord. Your friends may be Society, but it seems a fair number of them chose to bring their drinks in here, to your library.’

‘There’s only one of them who’d have come in to actually be near the books.’

Eleanor dared a joke. ‘Nobody would believe what you say about yourself if they actually looked at your bookshelves, milord.’ Anima, at the back of Eleanor’s mind, had frequently railed at the lack of time and access which prevented the ancient mage from studying Sir Percy’s books to discover how much the world had changed. The mere fact that Eleanor, a servant, could hardly abandon her duties to illicitly consult her employer’s books was quite beside the point.

‘Lud, I’d just tell them I buy my shelving by the yard in fashionable colours, m’dear.’ He beckoned to her. ‘Let me see that tray a moment, will you?’

He inspected the glasses on it. ‘The Armagnac, that’d be Ffoulkes, and he had Grimms and Arthur with him. And the lip paint on that one must be Madame de Chagny, I recognize the shade, and she was accompanying de Berthand. Not sure who these two last glasses belong to. That’s the problem with large parties.’

‘Was this party a . . . special one, Chief?’ Eleanor deliberately used the form of address which she and the rest of the League were allowed to use for their leader, the Scarlet Pimpernel.

Sir Percy shook his head and yawned. ‘Nothing but the usual social amenities, m’dear. If I was looking for information, it was to do with matters here in England rather than over in France.’

‘To do with the war?’ So far the war between France and England – not to mention Austria, Prussia and Spain – hadn’t noticeably affected Eleanor’s daily life. Nobody she knew had gone off to fight as a soldier, and the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel took care to stay well away from battle lines where possible. Though being disguised as a travelling group of soldiers did make it easier to cross France without too many questions asked . . .

‘In a way.’ He frowned, his mobile face assuming an unusual air of seriousness, quite unlike his habitual attitude of boredom and stupidity. ‘Does the term habeas corpus mean anything to you, Eleanor?’

It means, let you have the body, Anima prompted silently. Apparently, being a mage centuries ago had involved learning Latin, as well as subjects such as astrology, herbalism and anatomy. Some of these were more useful in Eleanor’s daily life than others. Anima didn’t usually put herself forward when Eleanor was talking to Sir Percy, though. She didn’t want him – or anyone else – to suspect her existence through Eleanor behaving strangely, or knowing things she shouldn’t.

Eleanor let her brow furrow. ‘Something about you having a body, Chief?’ she suggested. She knew Sir Percy didn’t really expect her to understand Latin.

‘Not bad, m’dear,’ he praised her. ‘In this case it’s a legal term. Basically, it means that the courts – or the government – can’t just arrest a fellow and lock him up in prison without charges or witnesses. Even the King or the Privy Council can’t get away with it. There’ve been Acts of Parliament about it, but I’m told it goes back further than that.’

‘What, for everyone?’ Eleanor asked in astonishment. The concept didn’t precisely square with what she knew of how courts operated, and how prisoners were treated. Penniless prisoners, at least.

Sir Percy waved a vague, long-fingered white hand. ‘Well, sometimes it’s more in principle than in practice, but it’s a deuced important principle. Precisely the sort of thing they haven’t got in France at the moment, as you know.’

His eyes met hers, and she suppressed a shiver. She’d seen in person how easy it was in France for an accusation to turn into imprisonment, and from there direct to the guillotine, with only the barest hope of a fair trial.

‘Anyway,’ he went on, ‘there’s a great deal of talk at the moment about spies.’

‘Oh, like us,’ Eleanor said drily. She’d finished collecting the glasses now, and she put the tray down. ‘Are they still trying to find you, Chief?’

‘Without a doubt, but it’s the other direction that the English government’s more concerned about. Pitt – you know Pitt, or rather you no doubt know of him? Thin fellow, very persuasive, Prime Minister, sad tendency towards gout. Cambridge man, unlike our friend Charles, who was at Oxford. In any case, he’s worrying about spies from France, and about the current talk in favour of political change. Strange thing, but once a man gets into government he’s never that keen on change, whatever he may have said beforehand.’

Eleanor nodded, not quite sure where this was going. She suspected that he was talking more to put his own thoughts in order than out of any desire to inform her of current events. Still, she wasn’t going to open her mouth and stop this flow of information. Other members of the League – aristocrats, wealthy, and all male except for Lady Marguerite – could pick up this sort of information by reading the newspaper or from discussions at their clubs. Eleanor, being female and poor, was limited to whatever fragments of current affairs might be casually dropped by the upper classes around her.

For most of her life, this had simply been something she accepted. More recently, perhaps due to her visits to France as much as the ghost inside her head, she’d begun to question her place in the world – and her future.

‘It’s in all the papers,’ Sir Percy went on dreamily, ‘order versus anarchy, a proper society such as ours being infiltrated – note the word infiltrated, Eleanor. It has a subtle sneakiness about it which infuriates any proper Englishman when applied to his own nation, however much he thinks it appropriate to the rest of the world. Every radical meeting’s being held up as an example of French corruption and foreign spies. The word “denounce” has come into play, and when did we last hear that?’

‘France, I imagine.’ The far door swung open, revealing Lady Marguerite Blakeney. The light caught on her gleaming red-gold curls, a shade that made Eleanor privately sigh with envy over her own flaxen-pale hair as she curtsied. Lady Marguerite’s light green silk gown was of the very latest cut, unpanniered and practically indecent in its lack of volume and ornament, and she had chosen to flout fashion by wearing her hair unpowdered. A beryl necklace and bracelets circled her neck and wrists, the same dark green as her husband’s clothing. She could have stepped out of the pages of any ladies’ magazine, but her eyes were far brighter, and her smile much kinder.

‘Our guests are all safely gone, Percy,’ she said. ‘I’ve just been bidding farewell to Tony and Yvonne. I did offer to let them stay the night, but I fancy he’d rather enjoy a night drive with his new wife, even in this weather.’ She held her hands to the fire to warm them, then seated herself beside her husband.

‘Ah, newlyweds.’ Sir Percy smiled, his eyes softening. ‘Dear heart, you must allow them some time together. It’s only been a month since their marriage.’

‘That didn’t stop you running off to France with him just after the new year,’ Lady Marguerite teased him.

‘And I came back with a bevy of rescued aristocrats to show for it,’ Sir Percy returned. ‘A happy little trip there and back, as Eleanor can tell you.’

Eleanor had been swept along in Sir Percy’s wake – her third mission for the League and her third time in France. She hadn’t been required to do anything particularly dangerous that time; just enter Charenton-le-Pont as a woman looking for work and infiltrate the mayor’s household for information. An impoverished girl looking for work was below most people’s notice, and by now her French was good enough to not arouse any suspicions. ‘Happy is as happy does, Chief,’ she answered, a touch pertly, ‘and I for one don’t like sailing through January storms.’

Anima had liked it, though. She had watched the St Elmo’s fire, as the sailors called it, dancing on the masts and rigging, and breathed in the rising gale as though she was about to burst out singing. Through Anima’s vision, Eleanor had perceived the twisting pattern of the winds like an embroidery design, and had felt how much Anima yearned for the days of her life and power, when she could have plucked out a single wind and tamed it to her whims. Sometimes – very deeply, and when she was sure Anima couldn’t hear her thoughts – Eleanor wondered just how long Anima would be content to remain as a ghost in her head.

‘The storms drove off pursuit,’ Sir Percy countered, ‘and that’s the important thing.’ He shrugged; the matter was closed, and there was nothing more to be said.

He can’t keep doing this forever, Anima commented silently. The risks he takes – you all take – are increasingly large.

The Chief knows what he’s doing, Eleanor answered with stubborn loyalty, stifling any traitorous thoughts she might occasionally have considered. Besides, it’s not just our lives at stake, it’s the people in France who we’re rescuing from the guillotine.

It’s my life at stake as well, as long as I’m bound to you, Anima countered.

Then give me a good reason to stop, that I can give the Chief, or talk to him yourself!

I’m not speaking to him and I forbid you to tell him about me, Anima said coldly. The man’s far too close to some of the vampires here in England, and his wife’s worse.

It was infuriating. There was so much Anima could do to help the League’s operations – she was able to alter the weather, and she’d hinted that she could do more – but she still utterly refused to let Eleanor inform Sir Percy of her presence. And if there really was some sort of unexpected danger from the vampires, then Eleanor needed to talk to Sir Percy about it. Or to Lady Marguerite, or one of the other members of the League, like Sir Andrew Ffoulkes, Lord Tony Dewhurst, or Lord Charles Bathurst, the only one she would actually call a friend . . .

Eleanor suppressed a sigh and turned towards the door as Lady Marguerite sank down into a chair beside her husband. They’d be wanting to talk in private.

To her surprise, Sir Percy raised a hand to bid her wait. ‘Have you heard from Charles lately, Eleanor?’ he asked.

‘Not since the party at the new year, Chief,’ she said, unable to suppress a smile at the memory. Charles had actually given her a present for Christmas – a sketchbook full of drawings of embroidery designs from his family’s ancestral seat. She didn’t have the spare time or resources to work on any of them for the moment, but she’d happily put it on one side for later.

When compared to his fellow members of the League, Lord Charles Bathurst might not be the strongest, the fastest, or the quickest with a lie in an emergency, but he was devoted to its ideals, and his talent for art made him an expert forger. At the moment, France was awash with official papers – passports, permits, certificates of residence, copies of orders, and more – so having someone who could supply such papers for the League was an absolute necessity. Eleanor and Charles had . . . well, not quite an understanding, as it would have been unthinkable for an aristocrat to have an understanding with a common maid, but certainly an interest in closer acquaintance, and an appreciation for each other’s company. Even if nothing could possibly ever come of it, as Eleanor had to frequently remind herself, it was a joy while it lasted.

Eleanor saw Lord Percy and Lady Marguerite exchange a knowing glance at her smile, and she flushed with embarrassment, and more than a little anger. If they were going to make assumptions, she could play along with them. ‘It’s always nice to see him,’ she said, as innocently as she could, doing her best to look doe-eyed and adoring. ‘He’s such a pleasant young man, and so very helpful and sympathetic.’

The Blakeneys looked at each other, and then laughed. Lady Marguerite’s laugh was as sweet as her voice, while Sir Percy’s was a more annoying bray, perfectly fitting his image of a brainless dandy. ‘It’s not that we’re trying to push you together, Eleanor dear,’ Lady Marguerite said. ‘But you’re such a sweet pair, and you understand each other perfectly. Forgive us; we happy couples do want to see everyone else matched as well. Who knows what may happen? The world is in a constant ferment of change, and though matters may be complicated, perhaps a solution can be found. I’m sure that Charles will still be your friend, whatever the future holds.’

Sir Percy kissed the tips of his fingers to Marguerite. ‘Many more years, I trust.’

Eleanor refrained from rolling her eyes. Really, the two of them were sickeningly sweet sometimes. One wouldn’t have thought they’d been married for years; they were as devoted as a courting couple. ‘With all respect, sir, milady, I should be getting back to my duties. If I stay talking to you much longer, Mrs Bann will have a few words to say to me.’ The Blakeneys’ housekeeper was a reasonable and understanding woman, but had no tolerance for laziness. While Eleanor was known to be a favourite of Lady Marguerite on account of her sewing and embroidering skills, that didn’t buy her any favours from the rest of the household. She cleaned and scrubbed just like all the other maids.

‘Before you go,’ Sir Percy said, suddenly serious, ‘I’d like you to keep your ears particularly open, Eleanor, for any rumours you may hear about conspiracies, however frivolous you may consider them. Whether it’s among your fellow servants, or among guests in this house – and even the people we’ve brought back from France. Pitt may or may not be right, or there may be more going on than even he knows.’

‘You mean the word from France?’ Lady Marguerite asked. ‘Armand said it was only hearsay when he was here last month—’

‘My love, your brother is a good man, but remarkably poor at judging his safety or his gossip. Some of the circles he’s moving in are talking about a malicious conspiracy here in England, Eleanor.’

‘We’re already at war with France, sir,’ Eleanor said. She’d been briefly introduced to Lady Marguerite’s brother Armand, in case she’d ever need to know his face for the future. He’d made the usual comments about her likeness to Marie Antoinette and then ignored her. ‘What more could we be conspiring to do?’

‘Well, that’s the interesting thing, isn’t it?’ Sir Percy sat back with the air of one who’d made an unassailable point.

‘Is that why you didn’t want me to invite Thomas Walsingham tonight?’ Lady Marguerite asked shrewdly.

Lord Percy nodded. ‘The fellow’s always reported everything to his great-uncle. Since he turned vampire, he’s been all the more enthusiastic about picking up random bits of gossip, ones I’d rather not share yet. And with Talleyrand ordered to leave England . . .’

He shook his head. ‘No matter. I may need to take another trip to France soon, but we need more information before that. At least that fellow Chauvelin’s not here to bother us.’ He patted Marguerite’s hand as she pursed her lips in dislike. ‘If Mrs Bann takes issue with your work, Eleanor, feel free to tell the lady that I had you dancing attendance on me while I complained about my waistcoat. I’ll have more to say later, when Andrew and some of the others have reported. Take care, m’dear, and don’t stay up too late. You’re not working for a vampire any more, after all.’

Eleanor nodded, dipping a curtsey – the Blakeneys might tolerate private pertness from another member of the League, but it’d be a bad idea to lose the habit of respect – and left the room.

As she returned to her duties, she couldn’t help thinking about how casually the guests and the Blakeneys had spent the evening drinking, dancing and gambling, while in France English soldiers were fighting, and French aristocrats and commoners alike were dying on the guillotine. In a way it felt . . . obscene. Travelling to France and working with the League had changed her; she’d started to wonder if things would always be the way they had been. If things should always be the way they’d been.

Yet the people of France had felt the same way, hadn’t they? And one could hardly call the Revolution a satisfactory outcome. It had begun in courage and brotherhood and anger, and now it was awash with blood.

Sometimes there is no good answer, Anima murmured, her voice gentler than usual. Sometimes one has no choice but to take action, and then abide by the consequences. There were those among my brothers and sisters who advocated for giving up our craft and no longer teaching new apprentices, in the hopes that the vampires would let us be. I don’t believe it would have worked, though. Vampires are as thirsty for power as they are for blood. They’d never have allowed us to exist, however much we claimed we were harmless. Better to take what chances we had . . . whatever the cost.

Maybe vampires have changed, Eleanor answered. It’s been over five hundred years.

Anima snorted. Humanity hasn’t changed, and therefore neither have vampires.

Then what do you call the Revolution in France, if not a change in humanity? Eleanor remembered ruined chateaus, empty rooms, shattered furniture, and above it all the looming shadow of the guillotine. What if the entire world is changing?

Then we must change with it, Anima answered flatly. Ride the wave – or drown.








CHAPTER TWO
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When Alice slipped on the stairs and fell, the crash was, metaphorically, heard through the entire house. Usually it was a minor thing for one of the servants to sprain her ankle, and shouldn’t have disrupted the proper running of the Blakeney household. Alice was Lady Marguerite’s personal maid, however, with responsibility for all duties from bringing her morning chocolate to helping her dress and being at her beck and call for anything and everything that might be required. A lady’s life was a busy one, which was why God – or their husband – provided maids to do the running around for them.


To compound it all, Lady Marguerite had accepted an invitation to a salon that evening, for which, in the absence of her husband (away on business – at least, that was the public explanation for anyone who didn’t belong to the League), or any other suitable escort, she required a maid in attendance. Clearly Alice couldn’t provide the proper degree of attention, with her ankle bound up and gasping in pain whenever she put weight on her foot.


Eleanor wasn’t entirely sure why she had been chosen to fill Alice’s place, and she was aware that other maids were feeling slighted that they, who’d been serving the household for far longer, hadn’t been requested for the task. She’d have to pay for that later . . . but here and now, she was delighted at this chance to see a little more of London than she had done so far.


Alice had cornered Eleanor earlier while she’d been running an errand up to the attics where the servants slept. ‘There are some things you need to understand,’ she said ominously.


‘Yes, Alice,’ Eleanor agreed, nodding enthusiastically. It was difficult to stop herself from bouncing up and down on her toes with enthusiasm. ‘Certainly. I’m listening. Ah, would you like to sit down first?’


‘Kind of you to notice.’ Alice lowered herself with a grunt. Her face was drawn with pain; she’d been given a dose of something earlier, but apparently it wasn’t doing much good. ‘I’ll say this for milady, she understands that I can’t be running around with my foot like this for at least another week or more . . . but in any case, it’s milady I want to talk about. You must understand that it’s your duty to take care of her tonight.’


Eleanor blinked. ‘Milady’s a grown woman,’ she hazarded. And as a full member of her husband’s League, Lady Marguerite was hardly the sort of woman who needed ‘taking care of’. Alice wasn’t stupid, though. Surely she wasn’t going to suggest that Sir Percy would disapprove of the salon?


‘You haven’t been to one of these affairs before,’ Alice said, in tones of deepest condemnation. ‘Full of people from all levels of society. While I’m not the sort of person who’d say that everyone should know their place and never try to step outside it, my own dear mother wouldn’t have approved. Now I’m also not saying milady’s wrong to attend, but no doubt it’s because she’s from France that she doesn’t always know how this sort of thing might be taken in England. People might say things.’


‘The sort of people who wouldn’t go to such a salon?’ Eleanor hazarded.


‘I knew you’d understand.’ Alice leaned in closer, confidentially. ‘There are some lords and ladies out there who are so high in the instep they’d cut anyone less than a baronet dead in the street. Even though, when they’re short on money, they’re the ones who’d marry a midden for its muck, as they say. Now milord’s family goes back about as far as it can do, and his father, well, his wife, milord’s mother, was noble enough blood, but she didn’t finish well, between the two of us. And then milord himself went and married a lady who’d been on the stage – not just pays for an apartment for her, if you know what I mean, but out and out weds her. And I know milady’s from a good family over there, but even so! There are people who’d be glad to hold her up as a shocking example, if only they could find some way to do it. And her being French means they might try to trap her into doing something which looks . . .’ She waved a hand vaguely. ‘Improper.’


This was the first time Eleanor had been admitted into so high a level of household gossip. She resolved to prove worthy of it. ‘You think that milord and milady have enemies?’


Alice pursed her lips. ‘Well, not so as you’d call them enemies in the way that all them young society hellions go round fighting duels with each other. It’s nice that milord and all his friends don’t behave so riotously, even if they have their heads in the clouds half the time and in their wardrobes the other half. A man can do worse than look after his appearance, if you know what I mean. But no, it’s more that there are lords and ladies and honourables and whatnot who’ve nothing better to do with their time than to stick pins where they’re not wanted and try to bring other people down. And they go to church on Sunday!’ she added indignantly. ‘Shame on them.’


‘I’ve known people like that,’ Eleanor agreed. ‘They don’t feel happy unless they’re putting someone else down.’


‘Right!’ Alice smacked her hand against the arm of her chair. ‘So it’s your duty, as I can’t manage it, to go with milady and be sure that she doesn’t say or do anything which could be held against her. Make sure she doesn’t spend too much time talking with them abolitionists and freethinkers. If there’s anyone over from France who’s too fond of revolutionary talk, then you need to divert her before she agrees too publicly with whatever they’re saying. If that Wollstonecraft woman’s there – no, wait, she’s in France now, you don’t need to worry about her. You can let milady talk about novels if you want,’ she added graciously. ‘Or maybe anything that’s on at the theatre. Her having been an actress, it’s not as bad her talking about it as it would be a young lady from a more discreet household.’


‘But . . .’ Eleanor could see one glaring problem with this course of action. ‘I’ll do my best, of course, but how precisely am I going to stop milady doing anything she wants to?’


There was an uncomfortable silence.


‘That’s the tricky part,’ Alice admitted. ‘But if you just stay right next to her, then there’s not much as can go wrong.’


‘And this is Eleanor Dalton, one of my employees,’ Lady Marguerite introduced Eleanor to their hostess. ‘She may soon be leaving us to join Madame Elise’s staff, but for the moment we take advantage of her services. I brought her because she takes a strong interest in the enlightened spirit of the age. As you always tell me, my dear, everyone is welcome here if they’re willing to converse and think.’


‘Indeed.’ Their hostess, the Honourable Mrs Cartersleigh, was a woman with formidably powdered hair, though with sadly noticeable inserts. She was wearing the new style of dress in a bright robin’s-egg blue, and had painted and powdered her face so as not to appear washed out against its colour. The looser style really didn’t suit her: she’d have looked better in a more rigid bodice and panniers. Eleanor would have liked to think the woman had a virtuous, friendly, charitable nature to counterweigh all these failures in style, but the manner in which she was looking down her nose at Eleanor argued against it.


Lady Marguerite herself was in a charming blue-grey silk which set her red-gold hair off perfectly. Eleanor had to admit that since going into service with the Blakeneys she had become far more observant of the details of current fashion. On the one hand, it could be vitally useful for her in her hoped-for career as a modiste, but on the other hand she had to face facts: her customers would likely be women who required a great deal of tailoring and even more tact to look half as good as Lady Marguerite. Too much honesty was not a shopkeeper’s best friend.


Eleanor herself was in her best dress – a decent brown wool, just made up a couple of months ago – and new shoes. She was as neatly turned out as she could hope to be, as a maid. She dropped a curtsey to the Honourable Mrs Cartersleigh and murmured, ‘I’m honoured to be here, ma’am. I’m very grateful this salon is open even to people like myself, who just want to learn.’ It was perhaps a little too much butter on the bread, but Eleanor needed to be tolerated here, even if she wasn’t loved, in order to follow Alice’s instructions and stay close to Lady Marguerite.


Mrs Cartersleigh thawed a little. ‘Of course, my dear. I can see at a glance that you’re not one of those dreadful Republican types who go round calling for all manner of impossible things. We’re more believers in the Enlightenment here – in Reason, understanding, and the advancement of Society as a whole.’


‘Indeed, ma’am,’ Eleanor said, keeping her eyes modestly low. She wondered just how Mrs Cartersleigh would react if the Revolution did come to England. Would she go to the guillotine claiming that they hadn’t done things properly and demand a retrial? The mere ability to spout high-minded nonsense wouldn’t save her.


Still, perhaps she was being too harsh. Lady Marguerite came to her salons, after all, so Mrs Cartersleigh must have something to recommend her.


As the hostess prepared to greet another couple of arrivals, Eleanor quickly followed Lady Marguerite inside, determined to ensure that nobody found an opportunity to take advantage of milady.


She lasted about five seconds.


The salon was spread across several rooms of Mrs Cartersleigh’s town house: elegantly adorned in jade green, ebony and ash wood, they’d very recently been redecorated by the look of them, and the furnishings were all definitely imported from France. (Eleanor had seen enough of those dainty chairs and tables by now to recognize the style.) Men and women stood round in clusters, talking noisily to each other until the ceilings echoed. Eleanor was interested to note that there were some men and women, like herself, who were clearly dressed on a moderate budget, rather than having patronized the best tailors and modistes in London. And they even seemed to be holding their own in conversations and being listened to as equals. Perhaps Mrs Cartersleigh wasn’t just talk.


‘My dear Luke!’ Lady Marguerite swooped on three men standing together, sipping from wine glasses and discussing an article in the newspaper. ‘It’s been far too long. Pray introduce me to your friends.’


‘Excuse me,’ someone said behind Eleanor, tapping her shoulder. She turned to see another woman, in stern bottle-green and grey, squinting slightly in the way that Charles did when forced to do without his eye-glasses. ‘Do you know if Mrs Wollstonecraft is here?’


‘I don’t think so,’ Eleanor apologized. ‘I heard she was in Paris.’


‘Oh, drat it all . . .’ The woman rubbed at the bridge of her nose. Now that Eleanor was closer, she could see faint lines where previously worn eye-glasses had cut into the powder on her face. Of course a woman couldn’t wear them to a polite event like this . . . ‘I had dared to hope she’d be here. I don’t suppose you’ve read any of her work?’


Eleanor shook her head. ‘What has she written?’


‘The first work of hers I read was Thoughts on the Education of Daughters,’ the woman confided, ‘but of course the one that everyone’s talking about now is A Vindication of the Rights of Women. Are you sure you haven’t read it? I must lend you one of Maud’s copies. She has two, you know, and never even touched the one I gave her last year. The most absolutely sincere and forward-thinking perspective, you know – a response to that speech Talleyrand gave to the National Assembly three years ago, when he said that women should only receive domestic education.’


‘Talleyrand?’ Eleanor asked, fixing on the one point in the cavalcade of words which she felt she’d heard before.


‘Oh, that was before he fled France, of course, which just goes to show. Forgive me, I haven’t even asked your name yet.’


‘Eleanor Dalton,’ Eleanor said. She cast an eye over her shoulder, but saw that Lady Marguerite had already vanished into the throng. Drat. ‘This is my first time at one of these salons.’


‘Justine Atkinson.’ She extended her hand to be clasped. It was soft in Eleanor’s grasp, without the callouses of work which marked her own fingers, but there were ink-stains under the fingernails, ground in despite what must have been heroic scrubbing to cleanse the hand. Apparently Justine Atkinson had her own area of work.


Eleanor realized that she was on a fool’s errand if she thought she had any chance of influencing Lady Marguerite’s behaviour. But she might as well try to learn something from this woman. Something about Talleyrand she could report back to the Chief. He’d told her to keep her ears open, after all. ‘Please tell me some more about the Vindication of the Rights of Women,’ she said. ‘It sounds fascinating.’


Justine was delighted to oblige.


Perhaps half an hour had passed before Eleanor realized she was actually enjoying herself. Oh, she had entirely lost track of Lady Marguerite, but really, how much trouble could milady get into at a polite salon? Even if there were a great many modern thinkers present? She had every faith that milady was as competent as her husband in evading trouble, and he was the Scarlet Pimpernel.


People drifted between the several rooms of the salon, changing conversational partners as they went, while servants flitted around the edges fetching glasses of wine, or negus, or ratafia, or other drinks on command. Quite a number of guests were willing to draw her into discussion. Her accent had developed a few steps above the servants’ quarters, due to efforts from the Blakeneys and the League – and even before then, Lady Sophie had always preferred her servants to speak ‘nicely’. Even if she couldn’t impersonate a lady of quality, she could at least sound vaguely like someone from the middle classes. She might only have trailed along like a rowboat in milady’s wake, but now that she was here, she appeared to have been accepted.


A nagging inner part of her still felt that she should be carrying the drinks, though, rather than behaving like an equal to the other guests.


Fragments of conversation swirled around her, some more comprehensible than others. ‘. . . the suspension of habeas corpus . . .’ ‘. . . Jefferson was working with them before he left Paris, and one can only assume he’s influencing the American policy even now . . .’ ‘. . . these rumours of Pitt and secret agents . . .’ ‘. . . the proclamation against seditious writings may have been two years ago, but nothing’s got any better, and now they’re talking of a Seditious Meetings Act as well . . .’ ‘. . . the revolt in Haiti, and Pitt’s expedition last year to restore slavery in Saint Domingue . . .’ ‘. . . Thomas Hardy and John Horne Tooke are to be tried for high treason, merely for being radicals . . .’


Eleanor edged backwards while trying to overhear more of the last conversation, and bumped into someone else. She quickly turned to apologize, and found the other person doing the same.


He was a young man – about her own age, if she was any judge – and of African heritage. He wasn’t the first man or woman she’d met with a skin darker than her own, in England or France, but it was still a surprise. ‘I do apologize, sir,’ she said.


‘No, no, the fault was entirely mine.’ He gave her a polite half-bow. ‘Hercules Sanson, at your service.’


‘Eleanor Dalton. I work for Lady Marguerite Blakeney . . .’


‘Ah, another person who works for a living.’ His quick smile made a joke of it. His clothing was slightly better quality than hers, but only slightly, with his neat cravat tied soberly rather than attempting the multiple folds of someone like Sir Percy, and the buttons on his coat and waistcoat brass rather than gilt. She couldn’t place his accent. ‘I’m secretary to Sir Luke Saunders, over there.’ He tilted his head towards the group by the nearest table. As if guessing what Eleanor wanted to ask, he went on, ‘He hired me in New Orleans when he was visiting there last year.’


Ah, so he was American. She hadn’t had the chance to speak to an American before. In fact—


Yes, I’ve wanted to know about this for a while, Anima commented. Ask him about vampires and magi in America.


‘I would like to visit New Orleans some day,’ Eleanor started. It wasn’t a lie. She’d love the chance to see American fashions, American needlework, American embroidery . . . ‘In fact, there’s a matter about which I’m curious, if I might trouble you for answers.’


‘But of course,’ Mr Sanson said cheerfully. Yet his eyes narrowed, and his face settled into lines of resignation, as though expecting a question which he’d heard so many times that he was weary of answering it.


‘Tell me . . . are there vampires in America? Or any stories about people who use magic?’


This took him by surprise, and his chuckle sounded genuine. ‘Well, I’m afraid we do have some vampires, but historically they would all seem to have travelled from Europe to reach us. As for magic, America is an extremely large place, Miss Dalton. I’ve been told there are different sorts of magic in different areas, not to mention what’s been brought there by visitors from other countries. Pure superstition, of course, but I think we can honestly say there are more types of superstition in America than anywhere else in the world by now.’


Suggestive, Anima said thoughtfully.


Eleanor was about to ask for further details, given that the man appeared to be in a talkative mood, when a gloved hand tapped her shoulder, and she turned to see Lady Marguerite.


‘Ah, Eleanor!’ Lady Marguerite said with a brilliant smile, as though she hadn’t been avoiding Eleanor for the last hour. She was trailed by several other men and women, and she had a large package in her arms. It was wrapped in brown paper, tied up neatly with string and sealed with wax. ‘I have a highly important item to entrust to you, which you must guard with your life. I assure you that many other people here are desperate to claim it for their own.’


‘Certainly, milady,’ Eleanor said automatically, reaching out to take the package. It was heavier than it looked and felt like paper or books, although she couldn’t be sure. ‘May I ask . . .’


The people standing around laughed, and one of the women rapped Lady Marguerite on the wrist with her fan. ‘Cruel woman! You’re going to gloat now, aren’t you?’


‘It is my pleasure to do so,’ Lady Marguerite said, her smile almost breaking into a full-blown smirk. ‘Eleanor, what you hold in your hands is – are – the four volumes of The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe.’


Eleanor gasped. ‘Not the lady who wrote The Romance of the Forest?’ A copy of that was current among the Blakeney servants, and she’d taken her turn at reading it with great pleasure. It was terribly dramatic – a truly splendid romance. She wished real life could be so easily dealt with by confessions, poisonings and convenient deaths.


‘The very same. I believe it will be in bookshops and circulating libraries soon enough, but for the moment . . .’ Lady Marguerite flicked out her own fan and posed with it flirtatiously. ‘I have an early copy, courtesy of the publisher. I entrust it to you, Eleanor, before any of these ravening wolves here can snatch it from my hands to read it themselves.’


‘Fie!’ exclaimed one of the men. ‘We have better manners than that, I trust!’


‘I will not lead you into temptation,’ Lady Marguerite retorted. ‘Now, returning to our conversation . . .’


She was interrupted by a thunderous knocking at the front door, audible even in this inner room. Heads pricked up at the unexpected diversion. Darkness had closed in outside, and shadowy fog lapped at the windows. The butler soon entered the room, his pace brisker than the usual smooth glide, and murmured to his mistress.


‘It’s who?’ Mrs Cartersleigh’s voice rose above the noise of the crowd, then fell again. Eleanor strained to overhear. ‘Well, have them come round to the kitchen entrance and I’ll speak to them once this is over . . .’


While a few people endeavoured to continue normal conversation, most of the room had now fallen silent, following the unenlightened but very human impulse to find out what would happen next. Thus everyone heard the heavy tread of booted feet entering the house and the loud statement: ‘I want to speak directly to your mistress, not you, and don’t push me or I’ll have you up on charges while I’m at it.’


‘What is the meaning of this intrusion!’ Mrs Cartersleigh sailed through the crowd in a billow of bright blue silk, head held high and voice honed to a cutting edge. ‘I demand to know what is going on here!’


‘Bow Street, ma’am.’ Eleanor had edged around enough that she could now see the confrontation going on in the doorway. The man standing there was a heavy-set fellow in plain buff jacket and breeches, and he hadn’t even removed his hat! He held an official-looking document out in Mrs Cartersleigh’s direction. ‘Under the Middlesex Justices Act, we’re here to search the premises and question all present on the grounds of possible seditious activity.’


‘This is outrageous!’ Mrs Cartersleigh visibly inflated. ‘Monstrous! I have friends among the judiciary, and I assure you they will hear of this!’


‘Yes, ma’am, quite so.’ The Bow Street Runner had a weary air to him. Clearly he’d heard it all before. ‘Now, if it wouldn’t be an inconvenience for you and your friends to stay here, I’d appreciate it if you could give me a list of everyone present.’


‘Eleanor.’ Lady Marguerite drew Eleanor aside quietly. ‘Do you remember that church we passed on the way here, about ten minutes before we arrived? St Paul’s, by Covent Garden? Can you find your way back there on your own?’


Eleanor blinked. ‘I think so, milady.’ This request boded poorly, but she trusted Lady Marguerite enough to obey first and ask questions later.


‘Good girl.’ Lady Marguerite flicked a glance at Mrs Cartersleigh, who was now claiming her guest list was the pick of London’s society and therefore instantly recognizable and not to be offended, while at the same time declaring she couldn’t possibly remember everyone present. ‘Go round to the back. Wait ten minutes for everyone who’s going to try to make an escape to do so, and let them draw off the Runners who’ll be waiting there. Then slip out yourself and make your way to the church. I’ll collect you from there in a couple of hours, once this is all dealt with and my carriage has arrived. And take that parcel with you.’ Her eyes glinted in the candlelight. ‘You can handle yourself in Paris: I’m sure you’ll manage on your own in London. But do be careful. You have some money on you for emergencies?’ Eleanor nodded. ‘Good.’


Eleanor looked at the package in her arms with wild surmise. She wanted to ask what was really inside it – seditious documents? Secret letters? Information for the Scarlet Pimpernel? But this wasn’t the place to say anything which might be overheard. ‘I’ll see it done, milady,’ she muttered, and sidled towards the room’s rear door, slipping through it into the next room along. This was largely empty, as everyone had thronged to overhear the disturbance.


She wasn’t the only one trying to slip out, though. A few other men and women were moving away from the Bow Street Runners, while adopting the air of merely wishing to powder their nose or adjust stained cuffs. Yet beyond this, there would be the back passages of the mansion to navigate, and the need to explain herself to the servants, and . . .


Of course. The package wasn’t that large, and her gown wasn’t that good. One of the servants who’d been providing glasses of wine had left their tray on a side table, probably due to the accelerating argument at the front, where Mrs Cartersleigh was now declaring shrilly that she’d order her servants to bar the doors to all invading Bow Street Runners if necessary. Eleanor removed the glasses and put the package on the tray, then began to walk out with calm rectitude, eyes modestly lowered, the picture of a maidservant on an errand. Another servant retreating with a trayful of glasses gave her a path to follow.


She heard the scuffling by the back door before she reached the kitchen. A couple of maids were leaning round the kitchen door to watch, wincing every time a cudgel hit home, and someone female was screeching about how dare they, how dare they . . .


Eleanor tapped the closest maid on the arm. She turned reluctantly, and her eyes narrowed as she looked Eleanor up and down. ‘You don’t work here,’ she said.


‘I don’t,’ Eleanor agreed. ‘What’s going on out there?’


‘Treason,’ the other maid contributed. ‘Least, that’s what them Runners said when they started cracking skulls. Wouldn’t have thought the mistress had such a thing under her roof. Right shocking,’ she added belatedly.


Eleanor wished there was some way to hide the parcel, but its bulk made it impossible for her to conceal it in her skirts, or slip it into her bodice. ‘I have a problem,’ she said, ‘and if you can help me solve it then there’s a shilling in it for you two to share.’


The first maid looked at Eleanor’s parcel suspiciously. ‘Are you trying to smuggle out treasonous documents?’


Eleanor rolled her eyes. ‘What sort of treasonous documents get handed over in a parcel this size at a public salon like this?’


‘She’s not wrong there,’ the second maid agreed.


‘It’s a present,’ Eleanor invented, ‘from a milord to milady, except that milady isn’t actually married to milord, and so she wants me to get it out of here before the Runners start taking down everyone’s name and what’s going on. Because milord’s wife reads the newspapers and journals every morning like they’re the Bible, and who knows what’s going to be published in them?’ She shrugged. ‘And now it’s my problem because milady’s made it my problem, after she dragged me all the way here to have a proper maid by her side, not that my company was actually wanted once she got here . . . if you know what I mean?’ She was rather proud of her innuendo: her reading of novels had proved itself useful.


The maids both nodded. ‘Half a crown each,’ the first one said, eyes avaricious.


‘A shilling each,’ Eleanor countered. It was extravagant, but she knew Lady Marguerite would recompense her – and she couldn’t afford to be caught. ‘You show me a safe way out and one of you takes a quick look first to make sure there aren’t any Runners watching.’


The maids exchanged glances. ‘It’s a bargain,’ the first one said.


A few minutes later, Eleanor was picking her way down a dark side alley, the package heavy in her arms.
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