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			London, October 1795

			Lady Hermione Fanshawe drummed her long fingers on the gaming table in one of the private gambling rooms leading off the Rotunda at Ranelagh Gardens. Her vivid green eyes held exasperation as she watched Sir Anthony Cardew toss the dice onto the baize-topped table.

			“Perish it,” he grumbled as once more he lost his bet. His took a long swallow from his glass of burgundy, and his gaze, narrowed and bloodshot, flicked across to Lady Hermione. “Come, Hero, sweetheart, let me have that pretty bracelet . . . I swear I’ll win it back next throw.” He reached across to take her narrow wrist encircled with the dainty diamond-and-pearl bracelet.

			She snatched her hand away. “No, Tony. You’re too drunk to see straight, let alone make a decent wager. You may write your own IOUs.” Pushing back her chair, she stood up amidst a chorus of protests from the men around the table, all convinced her presence was bringing them luck. With a brief gesture of farewell, she picked up her silver eye mask, which she had discarded earlier, and turned from the table, her domino of lustrous emerald-green silk swirling around her as she walked away, ignoring the protests. She paused in the doorway to the central area of the Rotunda to tie the mask once more before venturing out of the private room. This masquerade was a public one, and the brilliantly illuminated gardens beyond the Rotunda were filled with rowdy crowds enjoying the license of anonymity in their masks and dominoes. Not without cause were the public masquerades at Ranelagh and Vauxhall known for their licentiousness.

			Hero glanced around the throng gathered for the concert in the Rotunda as she deftly tied the strings of the strip of silver silk behind her head. And her fingers abruptly stilled. She stared through the slits in her mask, her heart banging against her ribs.

			It wasn’t possible. Not here.

			She stood unmoving, her gaze riveted to the tall, slender figure in the black domino and black velvet mask. She knew every line of that lithe body, and when he moved across the Rotunda, she recognized with a jolt to the pit of her stomach the almost leonine stride, powerful yet soundless, seemingly indolent yet pulsing with energy. His dark chestnut hair was cropped short in the fashionable style, but the single unruly lock she remembered so well still fell across his broad forehead.

			She felt suddenly suffocated, grateful for her mask and domino, as she edged through the concertgoers to the fresh night air of the gardens. Why was he here? Frivolous enjoyment was not something one associated with William Ducasse, Viscount St. Aubery. He could be congenial company, with his ready sense of humor and dry wit, but no one in his company ever failed to realize that he was driven by some much stronger motivation than simple pleasure.

			Her heart was still beating uncomfortably fast, and the last words he had spoken to her rang in her ears. In the last twelve months, she had forced herself to forget or at least not to think about him or how they had parted, but all resolution fled the moment she laid eyes on him again.

			He hadn’t seen her, and he wouldn’t have recognized her if he had, not dressed as she was. Her step quickened on the gravel path as if she were fleeing some pursuer, but there was no way he would be following her.

			However, someone was. The old sixth sense prickled, lifting the fine hairs on her nape. She had been so wrapped up in her thoughts she hadn’t realized how far she had drifted from the illuminated walks and lawns, and somehow she had wandered down one of the many dark, shrub-lined walks that were favorite spots for illicit assignations and any kind of knavery.

			A voice called from behind her. “Hey, sweetheart, you could do with some company, I’ll warrant.” The voice was slurred with drink, and a second voice, equally slurred, chimed in, “Stop, sweetheart. ’Tis a chill night. Stay for a kiss to warm you.”

			Her heart stopped its frantic beating, and a cool stillness entered her. She had faced worse than two drunken sots on a darkened path at Ranelagh. She called over her shoulder as she took a quick step sideways onto a narrower walk, “I thank you, sirs, but I have no need of company.”

			She heard them laugh, close behind her now. And it was not pleasant laughter. Hero stopped on the path and turned to face them. Of course, she presented an inviting target. No lady of breeding would be caught wandering alone in the shadows of Ranelagh. They probably took her for a harlot trolling for custom off the beaten track.

			They lurched up to her, laughing, one of them holding an open bottle of champagne. They had discarded their masks and wore their dominoes open to show the fine silk of their knee britches and embroidered coats. A pair of overprivileged sots, Hero decided contemptuously, who thought they could do exactly as they pleased with anyone they deemed fair game, any member of the underclasses.

			She had only herself to blame for such a misinterpretation, however. Hero stood facing them on the narrow path. The shrubs on either side were tall and thick enough to prevent either of them from outflanking her.

			“Oh, I believe we have a fighter on our hands, Carlton,” the one with the bottle said, hiccuping. He swung the bottle in a sudden vicious swipe towards Hero’s face. She ducked and swiftly brought up her knee as he advanced unsteadily. He doubled over, gasping, but his streaming eyes were filled with malicious intent as he looked up at her. “Get her, Carlton. She needs a lesson from her betters.”

			The other hesitated for a moment, and in that moment, the butt of a pistol came down on the back of his head, knocking him senseless to the path. His fellow assailant, slowly straightening from his crouch of pain, was dropped similarly.

			“Good evening, Hero. Up to your usual tricks, I see.” William Ducasse slid his silver-mounted pistol into his coat pocket beneath his domino. His tawny gold eyes regarded Hero with a gleam of amusement not unmixed with exasperation. “Why would you invite such discourtesy?”

			“I didn’t,” she said shortly, wondering why she hadn’t heard him come up, but then one never heard the Viscount when he didn’t wish it. “I hadn’t realized how far from the Rotunda I’d walked, and those two . . .” Her lip curled as she regarded the senseless bodies on the path at her feet. “They were too drunk to reason with.”

			“I’ll grant you that.” He held out his hand across the bodies. “Step over them.”

			She put her silk-gloved hand into his and stepped across to stand beside him. “What are you doing here, William?”

			“I was minding my own business,” he stated with emphasis. “Until you, my dear girl, made yourself my business.” He looked around the shadowed shrubbery. “Where is your escort . . . you do have an escort, I take it, despite evidence to the contrary?” That golden cat’s gaze was turned once more upon her in an uncomfortable scrutiny.

			“I did,” she said crossly. “Right now, he’s losing the family fortune at dice with a brain too addled with drink to comprehend anything.”

			“I see.” He bowed gravely, but his mouth curved in the oh-so-familiar smile that made her pulses race again. “Then allow me to escort you to your carriage, Lady Hero.” He offered his arm, but she hesitated, unwilling to show meek obedience to the man who had always commanded it. There had been a time when no one in their right mind would have questioned his right to command it and to receive it, but that was then, and this was now, in London, on her own home ground, where she was quite capable of managing her own affairs.

			“How did you recognize me?” she asked, not moving.

			He gave a soft chuckle. “Oh, my dear, I could never fail to know if you were in the same room. I saw you standing in the Rotunda as you were tying your mask. I followed you because, well . . .” He shrugged. “Because I had the not unfamiliar feeling you were going to walk into trouble. Come, now.” He took her hand and drew her up beside him as he turned to walk back towards the lights and the music and the raucous merriment of the crowd.

			She made no attempt to disengage her hand now. It would be a futile and undignified effort. “I came with Tony Cardew, and I can’t just take his carriage; he’ll need it.”

			“Nonsense. I think Cardew, in all chivalry, should expect to see you home one way or another, and I intend to inform him of that fact.” He added, “I have no idea why you, of all people, would trouble yourself with such a brainless fop.”

			“I daresay you don’t,” Hero muttered as they approached the long line of private carriages awaiting their owners’ pleasure. “But Tony can be pleasant company when he’s sober.”

			“Can he, indeed?” was the sardonic rejoinder. “I never seem to see him sober.”

			So how did William know Tony Cardew? she wondered. How long had he been in London? She had always understood that his visits to London were infrequent and didn’t involve much in the way of social mingling. Yet here he was in the thick of Society. What was his business this time?

			It was an interesting, if unsettling, question but not one she could dwell on at present. It was always necessary to be on one’s toes around William, and she couldn’t allow herself to be distracted from giving as good she was getting in this exchange. Later she would have the chance to think clearly enough to look at what might be implied by his presence.

			William raised a hand and waved at the carriage bearing the Cardew arms, and the coachman moved out of the line, turning his horses on the wide drive to bring the vehicle up beside them. The footman jumped down to open the door.

			“Grosvenor Square,” William instructed the driver as he handed Hero into the carriage. “Sir Anthony will not be leaving for a while yet.”

			She sat on the richly cushioned bench and regarded William as he stood in the doorway, one foot resting negligently on the footstep. “You’re not going to make sure I go straight home, then?” she inquired with a provocative smile.

			For a moment, he returned her gaze steadily. Then he laughed, shaking his head. “Don’t tempt me, my dear. You may be careless of your reputation, but as you know full well, I am not. Go home, and be good.” He stepped back and closed the door, watching as the coach moved away down the drive.

			William had known he would probably run across Hero while he was in town—his present business meant that he would be moving in the Society circles she would naturally frequent—but he had thought he would be able to treat their inevitable meeting as a casual renewal of a chance acquaintanceship.

			And what a foolish hope that was.

			She was as lovely as ever, her hair that same rich mélange of burnt caramel shot through with streaks of gold. Her eyes were as brilliantly vivid as they had ever been. He had glimpsed her about town in the last weeks, and he was now used to seeing her in the delicate gowns and the glitter of gems that were her birthright, but she herself, that indomitable, reckless, spirited girl whose courage never failed her, seemed unchanged. She was still taking risks, still walking the edge of scandal. And dear God, he could not pretend to forget what they had been to each other. He had managed once to let her go, to force her away from him, for her sake as much as his own, but the sight of her, the sound of her voice, the touch of her hand, brought back the whole flood of sensation he could not afford to indulge . . . not if he was to stay focused on the only reality that mattered.

			He turned back to the Rotunda. Sir Anthony Cardew at least would get the rough edge of his tongue. The man needed to understand he couldn’t bring a lady of Hermione’s standing to a public masquerade and then abandon her. But then, he reminded himself caustically, knowing Hero, Tony Cardew probably hadn’t had much say in the matter. He gave a fleeting thought to the two young lordlings unconscious in the shrubbery and dismissed them. They’d received their just deserts. For a moment, he wondered how Hero would have dealt with them if he hadn’t appeared when he had.

			He didn’t give much for their chances. The reflection brought a reluctant, reminiscent smile to his lips.
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			The carriage drew up outside the Marquis of Bruton’s imposing double-fronted mansion on Grosvenor Square, and the footman jumped down from the box to let down the step and open the door for Lady Hermione.

			“My lady.” He offered a hand to help her alight.

			“My thanks, Derek.” She gave him a friendly smile as she stepped down into the quiet square. It was long past two o’clock in the morning, but her brother’s house was still brilliantly lit in every window. She would have expected some illumination—even if the majordomo had already retired, the doorman would be waiting to let her in—but the house looked as if a ball were in full swing, which, considering that the Marquis and his lady had been intending to dine quietly, seemed somewhat unlikely.

			The front doors opened as she set her foot on the first of the shallow steps leading up from the street, and the Marquis’s majordomo stood bowing in the doorway, the lamplit hall behind him. “Lady Hermione . . . I trust you passed a pleasant evening, my lady.”

			“Pleasant enough, thank you, Jackson.” She moved past him with a smile, then paused in the marble-floored hall, conscious of a strange feeling in the house, a certain expectant tension in the air. “Is his lordship still up?”

			“In the upstairs parlor, my lady. I believe he’s waiting for you.” Nothing in the man’s expression gave a hint of anything unusual, but then, Jackson was renowned for his inscrutability.

			Hero drew off her gloves; she had untied her mask in the carriage. “I will go up to him, then. Good night, Jackson.” She ascended the curving horseshoe staircase, twirling her mask on one finger, the silken folds of her domino swishing around her sandaled feet.

			The upstairs parlor was a small, intimate family sitting room overlooking the garden at the rear, behind the grand formal salon, which ran the length of the front of the house, looking down into the square. The equally intimate morning room, where the family dined when they were alone, was opposite the parlor. The parlor door was slightly ajar, and Hero pushed it open.

			There was a chill in the October night air, and a fire burned in the grate, the candelabra all illuminated so that the room seemed a blaze of light. The Marquis of Bruton was sitting in a chair beside the fire, nursing a brandy goblet. He did not look in the least restful and jumped to his feet the instant his twin sister stepped through the doorway.

			“Oh, Hero, thank goodness you’re back. I’ve been waiting for you.”

			“Is something amiss, Alec?” She looked in some alarm at her brother. He was usually very careful of his appearance, but tonight his reddish fair hair was tousled and his collar unbuttoned.

			“Yes . . . no, no, I don’t think so, at least I hope not.” He pushed a hand through his tumbled hair. “Marie Claire’s pains have begun, and I don’t know what to do.”

			Hero unbuttoned her domino and tossed it over the back of a sofa. “Dearest, have you called Dr. Barrett yet?”

			“Oh, yes, of course. He’s with her now. And Nan’s there, of course. But she’s hurting, and I don’t know how to help.”

			Hero offered a reassuring smile. “I don’t know a great deal about these matters myself, Alec, but I think hurting is inevitable. And if she has Barrett and Nan in attendance, she could not be in better hands.” She moved to the sideboard to pour herself a glass of brandy and took it to the fire. Her apple-green gown was of the most diaphanous silk, as was de rigueur, the décolletage pronounced and the little puff sleeves offering no protection from drafts or the evening chill. “When did it start?”

			“Just after dinner. We dined quietly—you know how Marie Claire tires so easily these days—and we were sitting to a game of piquet when the first pain came.” He looked distraught. “Oh, Hero, I wish I could suffer it for her.”

			“I know you do, love.” She kissed his cheek. “But nature didn’t plan it that way. Where’s Aunt Emily?”

			“Fast asleep. You know the last trump wouldn’t wake her once she’s taken her nightcap. She decided to have dinner in her own quarters, a quinsy developing, apparently.” Despite his anxiety, Alec grinned. Great-aunt Emily was always developing something or other. “Anyway, she has no idea the house is in an uproar.”

			“Hardly an uproar,” Hero said with a responding grin. “Jackson would never permit it, baby or not. I’ll go up and see Marie Claire. Will you come?”

			He shook his head miserably. “Nan told me to stay away. She said I was agitating Marie Claire.”

			Hero couldn’t help a chuckle. Nan had been their nursemaid and the person most responsible for bringing them up. Their parents had had little or no interest in their offspring, once the heir was assured, much preferring the giddy whirl of London Society life, with frequent travels to Paris and Italy, over any form of domesticity. The twins had scrambled into adulthood under Nan’s direction and the rather ineffective schooling of a series of governesses, who did not last very long in the twins’ schoolroom, and rather more effective tutors, who remained for as long as they could hold their pupils’ interest in their subjects. Since both Hero and Alec had decidedly lively minds and much preferred to direct their own lines of educational inquiry, the tutors who did succeed in teaching them were those who were prepared to follow their lead. As a result, they were very accomplished in some subjects and woefully ignorant in others.

			“Well, I’ll run up and see what’s going on. I’ll report back.” She hastened from the parlor and up the narrower staircase to the bedroom floor. She heard voices and soft moaning from behind the double doors to Lady Bruton’s bedchamber and opened it quietly, slipping into the room, where a fire blazed in the hearth and candles illuminated the large canopied bed. It was insufferably hot in the room, the windows closed tight against drafts and blocked by the long damask curtains.

			An elderly woman turned from the foot of the bed at the sound of the door. “Ah, ’tis you, Lady Hero. Now, don’t you get in the way.”

			“I wasn’t going to, Nan.” Hero stepped quickly to the bed. “How are you, darling?” She smiled down at the white face on the white pillows.

			Marie Claire struggled to find a responding smile. “Well enough until the pain comes.” She put out a hand, and Hero took it in a firm clasp. “Is Alec all right?”

			“No, he’s tearing his hair out, poor love,” Hero said. “He looks half demented. You know how he can’t bear not to be able to control things.”

			Marie Claire smiled feebly. “Just like you, Hero.”

			“True enough,” she said, then stopped as the other woman’s grip on her hand intensified and her face contorted with pain. Hero didn’t wince, although her hand felt as if it was going to break, but then Marie Claire’s grip weakened and she fell back against the pillows with a little sigh.

			“Leave her be, now, Lady Hero,” Nan instructed. “There’s things we need to do.”

			“I’ll come back later,” Hero said, bending to kiss her sister-in-law’s damp brow. She moved away from the bed, and the doctor followed her to the door.

			“’Tis likely to be a long night, my lady,” he informed her with appropriate gravity, his somber black suit and the pince-nez swinging from a chain around his neck giving him a reassuringly professional air. “But everything is going as it should. Try to reassure his lordship.”

			“I’ll try.” Hero moved aside as a maid came in with a pile of linen, followed by another carrying two jugs of steaming water. The landing was cold after the heat of the bedchamber, and she turned aside to her own room to fetch a wrap before returning to her brother.

			Alec was standing in front of the fire when she entered the parlor. “How is she? Is it over?”

			She shook her head. “No, love, it’s likely to be quite a few hours, according to Barrett, but she’s managing wonderfully. Better than I would, anyway.” Would or will? She dismissed the unbidden reflection instantly. It was irrelevant. She had no intention at this stage in her life of bearing children.

			“I saw William at Ranelagh,” she said abruptly, almost as if her reflection had given birth to the statement.

			“Ah.” Alec refreshed his glass from the decanter, his back to her.

			Hero looked at him, her eyes narrowed. “You don’t sound surprised.”

			He shrugged, still with his face averted. “I’m not, particularly. It was inevitable at some point.”

			Hero perched on the arm of the sofa. “You knew he was in London.” It wasn’t a question.

			“He’s been here for several weeks.” Finally, he turned back to the room, lifting the decanter in invitation.

			She shook her head. “No, thank you, I’ve had my fill for tonight. Why didn’t you say anything?”

			Her brother sat down with a sigh. “I was . . . am . . . sworn to secrecy, Hero.”

			She frowned. “He’s on business, then?”

			Alec merely looked at her, and she took his silence for an affirmative.

			“And I’m not to know of it, is that right?”

			“I’m sorry, love. I cannot break a confidence.”

			“No, of course you can’t. But why? Does he think I can’t be trusted . . . after everything?” She couldn’t disguise her hurt and anger.

			“I can no more speak for William than you can,” Alec responded. “He didn’t tell me as such that I shouldn’t confide in you, but, as I say, he swore me to secrecy with no specific exemptions.”

			“He can’t be on the same business as before,” Hero mused, pressing her brother no further. “The Terror is over; Paris is quiet again . . . or at least, no longer rioting. The Directory is in charge after that Brigadier Napoleon finally defeated the mob with his ‘whiff of grapeshot,’ and now he’s commanding the army with a host of victories behind him. So I wonder who William is working for.” Alec said nothing, and after a moment, his sister asked, “Are you joined with him in this work, whatever it is?”

			Alec sighed. It was impossible to keep secrets from Hero; he knew her technique all too well. She would duck and dodge around a subject until she somehow trapped him into giving something away. “Only very peripherally. Can we not talk of it anymore, please?”

			“Well, it would take your mind off what’s going on upstairs,” she stated. “I won’t ask questions, but I’ll speculate and watch your face.”

			“Hero, don’t do this . . . please,” he begged, half laughing despite himself.

			She merely smiled. In truth, she was more interested in keeping his mind from his wife’s labor than anything else. It was going to be a long night, and Alec already looked worn to a frazzle. “So, is he spying for the French government or against them? He is spying, isn’t he?”

			Alec stared into the fire, struggling to keep his expression neutral.

			“Of course he is,” Hero continued briskly. “It’s the obvious answer, after what he was doing before. So, is it his French or his English half that commands his loyalty at this point, I wonder?” She regarded her brother quizzically, her head tilted to one side, her eyes bright. “Or is he still an independent, managing his own operation? That would be most likely. He’ll be following his own true north, as usual, throwing himself behind whatever issue on either side catches his sense of fairness . . . ah!” She gave a little crow of triumph. “I saw your eyebrows move. I’m right, aren’t I?”

			Alec shook his head in resignation. “So what if you are? Hero, you know him better than I do.”

			“In some ways,” she agreed tartly. “But obviously not in others.” She stood up restlessly. “I won’t pester you any further. Would you like to play piquet?”

			“I don’t think I could concentrate.”

			“All the better for me, then.” She picked up the deck of cards that Alec and Marie Claire had discarded earlier and shuffled them. “Come, it’ll distract you a little, love.”

			He nodded and took the seat opposite her at the table as she dealt swiftly. “Are you not fatigued? You must have had quite a night at Ranelagh.”

			“Oh, I did. Tony was so besotted with drink he lost everything at dice and then tried to get me to stake my bracelet, and then two ruffians pursued me down one of the pathways. Oh, and of course, I met up with William,” she recited blithely, picking up her cards.

			“I do wish you wouldn’t go to these public masques and ridottos, Hero.” He frowned at his hand as he sorted the cards. “You know it’s indecorous. Tom wouldn’t have permitted it.”

			Her expression darkened, shadows dimming the luster of her eyes for a moment. “Tom would never dictate to me, Alec, you know that.”

			“Maybe not, but he still had some influence on you. You were never so wild and reckless when he was alive.”

			Hero called carte blanche on her hand. She had no answer to her brother’s statement. It was undeniable, but before Tom was killed, she had a sense of purpose, a sense of the future. Once he had gone, all that went, too. She only felt properly alive these days when she was walking some kind of tightrope. And at twenty-three, it was high time she stopped. But that dangerous, exhilarating time with William and his dedicated group had given her everything she needed, a purpose, a challenge . . . and, of course, the passion.

			A sudden unearthly scream shattered the moment of silence in the parlor. Alec jumped up, his face ashen. “Dear God, it’s Marie Claire.” He started for the door, but his sister came after him, laying a hand on his arm.

			“No, Alec, don’t go upstairs. You’ll get in the way, my dear.” Her own face was as pale as her brother’s, but her voice was resolute. “Let those who know how to help get on with their business. You can’t do anything for Marie Claire, and if she sees how distressed you are, it will only make things worse for her. You know how she frets over you.”

			Alec resisted his sister’s restraining hand for a moment and then let his own hand fall from the doorknob. “I suppose you’re right. But I can’t bear it, Hero, to hear her in such agony.”

			“I know.” She looked at him with compassion. It was always harder to bear someone else’s pain than one’s own. “I’ll go up and see if the doctor has any further news.” She left her brother and hurried back upstairs. Another scream assailed her ears as she reached the landing, and she shivered, telling herself that it was all perfectly natural, that women had suffered like this since the world began and would continue to do so until it ended. But the pragmatic acceptance of reality didn’t help much as she softly opened the door to the Marquess’s bedchamber and slipped inside.

			Nan turned from the bed at the sound of the door. She came over to Hero. “I daresay Lord Alec is in a right state,” she commented. “Everything is normal. She’s a strong lady, for all that she’s such a delicate mite. It’ll all be over afore dawn. You go down and tell his lordship that.”

			Hero glanced anxiously over to the bed. “What does Dr. Barrett say?”

			Nan sniffed. “What does he know? Birthing is women’s business. And I tell you, Lady Hero, the baby’ll be born before the night is out. You can trust me for that.”

			Hero smiled. She would trust Nan for anything. She certainly knew who she’d want at her bedside. She nodded and let herself out of the chamber, going back downstairs to report to her brother.

			It was a long night, but just as the sky began to lighten and the first sounds of the dawn chorus came from the square, the door to the parlor opened to admit Dr. Barrett, looking as impeccable and unruffled as if he had not been up at his patient’s bedside throughout the night. “My lord, I am happy to announce that you are the proud father of a baby girl,” he pronounced with appropriate solemnity. “If you would care to go up, her ladyship and the child are ready to receive you.”

			Alec sprang from his chair like a jack-in-a-box and sprinted from the room, leaving the doctor standing expectantly in the doorway.

			“You must be in need of refreshment, Dr. Barrett.” Hero stepped into the breach, controlling her own impatience to worship at her new niece’s crib. “Her ladyship is really doing well?” She poured him a large glass of cognac.

			“A little tired but very well otherwise. My thanks, Lady Hero.” He took the glass with an appreciative nod.

			Hero poured a small measure for herself to join him in a toast to the new arrival and then escorted the doctor to the front door and saw him out into the cool early morning. Jackson appeared in the hall as she stepped back inside.

			“I understand his lordship is to be congratulated, my lady.”

			“Yes, and her ladyship,” Hero reminded him, wondering why it was always the man who was congratulated on the birth of a child, as if the poor woman who had labored to provide his offspring had had nothing to do with it. “A baby girl,” she added. “I am going up to see them now.”

			She hurried upstairs to the bedchamber, where Nan still reigned supreme at the bedside. Marie Claire lay propped on pillows, her baby daughter wrapped tightly in a lacy shawl, lying on her breast. Alec sat on the bed beside them, gazing in misty-eyed wonder at his wife and child.

			“Just a few minutes, now, Lady Hero,” Nan instructed, straightening the coverlet. “Mother and baby need to rest. And so do you, Lord Alec. Worn to a frazzle, you are.”

			“What are you going to call her?” Hero asked, lightly touching her niece’s tiny dimpled fist. “She’s so delicate and new, like a rosebud.”

			“Actually, she’s to be called Fleur,” Alec said proudly. “Fleur Elizabeth Louise . . . after Marie Claire’s mother.”

			“How perfect.” Hero leaned over to kiss her sister-in-law and then hugged her brother fiercely. “May I hold the Lady Fleur Fanshawe for a moment?”

			Marie Claire lifted the bundle from her breast, and Hero took the baby, gazing with wonder at the infant’s perfection. She had no experience of babies or children; her own parents had had no siblings, so there were no cousins in the family. In fact, when she thought about it, she and Alec had basically grown up with only each other for company. It was a wonder they weren’t more eccentric than they were, she reflected with a slightly cynical smile. And no wonder they were both drawn to people and worlds that were far beyond the run-of-the-mill company and experiences of their peers.

			Dangerous men like William Ducasse, Viscount St. Aubery, and the equally dangerous world they occupied.
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			La Force Prison, Paris, 1794, thirteen months earlier

			Merde.” The expletive emerged from a grimy bundle of clothes tossed onto the filthy, straw-covered floor of the prison cell. A large gray rat scuttled in alarm out of the straw as the barred gate clanged shut. The figure lay stunned for a few seconds before uncurling itself and jumping to its feet, turning to hurl a stream of vigorous street insults into the shadowy corridor beyond the bars.

			The cell’s other occupant stood, arms folded, leaning against the corner of the far wall, his casual stance belied by the alert set of his shoulders as he regarded the new arrival from a pair of shrewdly inquiring tawny eyes, eyebrows quirked as he listened to the fluent stream of invective. When the new arrival paused for breath, he observed into the moment’s quiet, “I shouldn’t draw too much attention to yourself, if I were you. You’re lucky they didn’t realize what you are; otherwise, you’d be on your back in the yard with a stream of guards half a mile long waiting their turn.”

			Slowly, the figure turned from the bars to regard the speaker warily. “How can you tell?”

			“You should bind your breasts,” he said, looking at her more closely. As far as he could tell, beneath the grime streaking her face and the obligatory red cap pulled low over her forehead, she seemed quite young, athough unmistakably feminine. The swell of her breasts beneath her filthy shirt was obvious to his eye; he couldn’t imagine how it had escaped the guards. But they’d probably been too drunk to notice, at least for the moment.

			“I did bind them,” the girl declared, vivid green eyes glaring at him in the gloom. She plucked at her coarse linen shirt with a grimace of disgust. “But the mob’s on a rampage, and I needed something to bind the wounds of a man they’d left bleeding in an alley.”

			He nodded his comprehension. “It’s madness out there, I grant you. However, I doubt you’ll find it more peaceful in here.”

			She gave an involuntary shudder as a scream pierced the rustling silence. “Who are you?”

			He stepped slightly away from the wall. “Guillaume at your service, mademoiselle.” He swept her an elaborate bow. “But I do also answer to William,” he added in English.

			A little frown creased her brow. “Is it that obvious?” she asked in the same language.

			“Only to a trained ear. My compliments, mademoiselle, on your mastery of the language.” He bowed again. A lock of dark chestnut hair flopped onto his forehead, and he brushed it aside with the back of his hand.

			Despite the dire circumstances of her present predicament, the girl laughed. The bow was such a ludicrous gesture from a man in the rough garments of a French laborer. His red cap and his homespun ankle-length britches, like her own, identified him as a sansculottes, a peasant who couldn’t afford the silk knee britches of the gentry. He could be any one of the revolutionary peasants rampaging through the streets beyond the prison, mad for blood, someone’s blood, anyone’s blood. But clearly, all was not as it seemed with Monsieur Guillaume, who answered to William.

			She returned his greeting with a mock bow of her own. “My thanks, sir. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

			“Now, mademoiselle, you have the advantage of me,” he stated, his dark eyebrows lifting higher. “With whom do I have the honor of sharing my humble accommodations?”

			“Hermione,” she said flatly.

			He laughed outright. “Hermione? I have to say, that’s not a name that fits a ragged street urchin with a tongue to shame a sailor.”

			She grimaced. “No, it isn’t, is it? I’m usually just called Hero.”

			“Less of a mouthful,” he agreed, thinking to himself that it was probably an appropriate enough name for a girl who ran around the streets of terror-ridden Paris bandaging up mob victims. “So, Hero,” he continued, “let us turn our attention to leaving our present accommodations.”

			“How are we to do that?” She looked doubtfully over her shoulder at the barred gate behind her. She knew that the corridor beyond opened out into the prison’s main courtyard, but little enough light reached through the bars of the cell.

			He glanced up at the tiny window, little more than a skylight, at the top of the high wall. A glimmer of sunlight showed. “Judging by the sun’s position, I’m guessing it’s close to mid-afternoon. At four o’clock, they begin the cull for Madame Guillotine’s evening meal. There is always a fracas, a lot of noise and confusion as they herd people into the tumbrels. We will take advantage of the rampage to slip away. Just make damned sure you don’t get forced into a cart. There’ll be no saving you then.”

			“Forgive me for being obtuse, but how the hell do we get out of this cell?”

			“That’s where you come in. I can’t do it alone, which is why I’m still here,” he said with a sardonic smile. “You will stand at the bars and create mayhem, scream, rattle the bars, hurl every insult and provocation you can think of. The guardroom is just at the end of the corridor; they’ll hear you soon enough. And they will certainly react. If you provoke them sufficiently, they’ll open the gate to drag you out. At which point, I will step in.”

			“What if there’s more than one of them?” Hero asked somewhat skeptically. It seemed to her she would be taking all the risk in this scenario.

			“Oh, there will be,” he stated firmly. “But no more than two or three, and I can handle that number easily.”

			“What with?” she exclaimed.

			“I happened upon a lucky find in my explorations.” He reached into the corner behind him and produced a heavy wooden stave. “This was under the straw in the corner . . . quite amazing how neglectful those illiterate ruffians are. They’re drunk and senseless on wine and brandy when they’re not drunk on blood and power.” His voice was laced with acid loathing. “And if this is not enough, then . . .” He bent down to reach into his boot, withdrawing a wickedly sharp blade.

			Hero took in the small arsenal. “I have this.” She reached up her sleeve and pulled out a very small knife. “It’s quite sharp, although I’ve never used it as a weapon, more as a useful tool, good for cutting bandages and things like that.”

			He nodded. “Indeed. But I’m sure you could inflict some modicum of damage if necessary.”

			“I daresay I could,” she responded with a degree of enthusiasm that in other circumstances would have made her companion smile. “So what happens after they get here?”

			“You have to make them open the gate,” he repeated. “Leave the rest to me, and as soon as you see your way clear, run as if all the devils in hell are after you. The tumult around the tumbrels in the yard should be in full swing, and the gates will be standing open. Get through them and into the street, and then lose yourself in the crowd.”

			“Will you be behind me?” Hero felt a sudden twitch of alarm that this oddly reassuring stranger might disappear.

			“If I can. But don’t think about me, think only about yourself. Get clear, and if you don’t see me, make your way to Rue St. André des Arts. Number seven. Tell them Guillaume sent you.”

			She nodded slowly. She knew the street, on the left bank of the Seine quite close to the Conciergerie. It would be helpful to have a safe haven for her own mission. Since she’d arrived in Paris two days earlier, she’d been finding shelter in insalubrious hostelries, where the presence of a ruffian lad with a few sous for a bed would not draw attention. Of course, given that she knew nothing about her cell mate, this safe haven could well be a den of thieves, but in present circumstances, that seemed immaterial. It wouldn’t be a prison cell, and she had nothing on her worth stealing anyway.

			She approached the gate and took hold of the bars with both hands. “So when do I start?”

			Guillaume moved into the shadows behind her, holding the stave loosely in one hand, his knife in the other. “Now,” he instructed softly.

			Hero rattled the bars as she shouted, pouring forth a stream of abuse, interspersed with shrieks and yells that wouldn’t have been out of place in Bedlam. Results were almost instantaneous. Two guards came pounding down the corridor, yelling their own abuse, cudgels raised.

			“Cretins!” she yelled, shaking the bars again. “Cochons!” A cudgel came down, aiming for her fingers, and she whipped her hands off the bars just in time and spat at them. “Salopards!” They yelled and whacked the bars with the cudgels, but they didn’t unlock the gate.

			Why weren’t they unlocking the gate? There was one way to make sure they did. Hero tore at the buttons on her shirt, ripping it open to reveal her bare breasts. She stood there, challenging them, laughing at them. She heard Guillaume draw a quick breath behind her, and then they were unlocking the gate, salivating as they came into the cell, reaching for her. She grabbed the hand of one of them and bit hard. He screamed, aimed a fist at her, then fell to his knees as the stave smashed into his skull. The second guard was momentarily stunned, and the moment was sufficient for Guillaume to bring down the stave again. Even as the guard crumpled, Hero was out and running for the yard.

			The scene that met her eye as she emerged blinking into the sunshine of late afternoon was pure mayhem. Four tumbrels stood in front of the open gates, horses pawing the cobbles, restive in the midst of so much noise and movement. Men were shouting, herding groups of prisoners, hands bound behind them with rough rope, men and women alike with bared necks, hair tied back or in some cases shorn. They were prodded into the tumbrels with cudgels and pikes, some stumbling up the step into the cart. Helpless, they were hauled up by the guards, and beyond the gates the mob bayed for the blood of the aristos.

			Hero could not spare a thought for today’s victims of the Terror. She ducked and weaved through the throng, her head down but her eyes fixed upon the open gate. She plunged beneath a horse’s head and dived headlong into the triumphant mob beyond the gate. And no one seemed to notice her. In the midst of the crowd, she was safe. She looked like one of them; she knew how to behave like one of them. She paused and for the first time dared to look behind her, to see if her cell companion had reached safety.

			“This way. Don’t dawdle.” An arm came out and swept her almost off her feet, propelling her through the odiferous, exultant crowd and into the relative calm of a narrow alley. “You did well,” Guillaume commented as he finally released his hold, and they stood panting, listening to the rabble’s screams coming from the street byond.

			“It’s amazing what fear for one’s life can do,” Hero observed, wiping the sweat from her brow with her sleeve.

			“Amazing,” he agreed. “Stand still for a minute.” Deftly, he rebuttoned her shirt. “That was a risky move but courageous. However, you don’t need to advertise your sex to the entire city.” Hero felt herself blush as his fingers brushed, presumably accidentally, across the swell of her breast. “Here. Wrap this around you.” He pulled off his sleeveless woolen jerkin, holding it out to her. “It’ll drown you, but it’ll cover a multitude of sins.”

			She took the garment, thrusting her arms into the armholes. It came almost to her knees, but ill-fitting clothes on a ragged youth would draw no remark in this city. She pulled the sides together across her breasts and laced and tied the two strings that held it closed. The jerkin still held his body’s warmth and gave off a slightly musky masculine scent that made her feel strange but at the same time gave her a welcome feeling of anonymity.

			“So where to now?” Her voice sounded normal enough, she decided.

			“Rue St. André des Arts.” He took her hand in a gesture that felt perfectly natural in this most unnatural of worlds. “But first, I think, a drop of something to revive us both. Come.” He drew her along beside him, weaving his way through the narrow cobbled alleyways, where children played in the kennels and slatternly women lounged in doorways idly watching the passing scene, until they emerged into a small square with a broken fountain in the middle. Noise and laughter spilled from the open door of a tavern on one side of the square. A pair of mangy mongrels rolled and snapped in the gutter. Wine barrels formed rudimentary tables on the cobblestones in front of the hostelry, where men lounged, tankards in hand, throwing dice with raucous shouts of triumph or irritation.

			Guillaume shouldered his way through a knot of drinkers in the doorway. “Hey, Guillaume, where’ve you been these last two days?” one of them demanded. “You owe me three sous.”

			Guillaume reached into his pocket and withdrew a handful of small coins. “Here, François.” He tossed the coins onto the top of a wine barrel. “Next time you roll the dice, I’ll make sure they’re not loaded.”

			The other man grinned and pocketed the money. “You had a run of ill luck, that’s all. What can I get you and this lad? Looks like he could do with some hair on his chest.”

			Guillaume laughed. “Brandy . . . and not that ghastly gut rot you pass off on poor innocents.”

			“Oh, aye, only the best for you, citoyen.” François touched his forelock in mock humility and disappeared into the crush of people within the tavern.

			“Stay close,” Guillaume murmured to Hero, who had no intention of doing anything else. Despite the jerkin, she now felt conspicuous amidst the rough crowd, but she was also comfortingly aware of her companion’s height and the strength in his lithe, slim frame. In just his shirtsleeves, he seemed taller and somehow more powerful than most of the men around them, and he exuded a confidence that was immensely reassuring.

			François came back with two tankards. “Best cognac for my friend and his little companion,” he declared, slamming the tankards onto the top of the wine barrel. “That’ll be five sous.” He caught the coins as Guillaume tossed them to him. “So where’ve you been hiding?”

			“In La Force,” Guillaume said tersely.

			The men around them whistled softly. “What did they pick you up for?” the innkeeper inquired.

			Guillaume drained his tankard in one long swallow. “Wrong place, wrong time,” he said. “Same with my friend here.” He slapped Hero’s shoulder amiably. “We gave them the slip when they were taking the last lot of aristos to Madame Guillotine.”

			Someone spat in disgust, and there was a low rumble from the group of men that made the fine hairs on Hero’s neck prickle. There was something terrifyingly unpredictable about the mood of these Parisian streets, a volatility that could swing from raucous good humor to horrifying violence in the blink of an eye. She sipped cautiously at the brandy in her tankard. It burned as she swallowed but heartened nevertheless.

			“Did they take the Latours yet?” Guillaume inquired casually. “Or have they gone to ground already?”

			“Aye, bastard aristos gave us the slip,” one of the drinkers declared. “God knows how they knew we were coming for them, the maggots. We knew they were hiding in the attic, living like rats up there, but when we went for them, they were gone.” There was more spitting amidst a chorus of disgruntled disgust, and Hero kept her eyes fixed upon the dark liquid in her tankard. The one thing she had learned in her days on the streets was to avoid eye contact with anyone.

			Guillaume set down his tankard. “There’s plenty more where they came from, right, mes amis?”

			“Aye, and we’ll send them all to the guillotine soon enough,” the landlord declared.

			Guillaume nodded and adjusted his red cap. “À bientôt, citoyens.”

			He scooped Hero ahead of him, followed by a chorus of farewells. “Just what in the devil’s name is a young English girl doing roaming these streets?” he demanded abruptly as they entered a wider street.

			Hero looked up at him, surprised by the note of irritation in his voice. It seemed to have come from nowhere. “I might ask you what an English gentleman, and you are most clearly both of those things, is doing here,” she retorted.

			“You might ask,” he agreed, “but you would not necessarily get an answer.”

			“And I might say the same to you,” she retorted, half running to keep up with him as he lengthened his stride.

			He frowned down at her. “I’d venture to suggest that I am more able to look after myself in this murderous city than a young, untried girl.” As she opened her mouth to respond, he shrugged and said curtly, “Well, it’s no safe topic for the open street, so we’ll have it out when we get somewhere private.”

			They had reached Place de la Révolution, where the guillotine stood in the center. The vast square was packed with spectators as the tumbrels rolled across the cobbles. Across the river, on Île de la Cité, the great, grim bulk of the prison of the Conciergerie dominated the skyline. Hero forgot her annoyance with her companion’s high-handed tone and averted her gaze from the spectacle in the midst of the square, clinging closer to Guillaume’s shadow as they threaded their way to the first narrow bridge across the Seine. The thud of the guillotine’s bloody blade and the roar of the crowd were repeated endlessly and could still be heard even when they had crossed the second bridge from the island to reach the left bank of the river. Only when they had turned into one of the lanes leading away from the river did the sound fade.

			Rue St. André des Arts climbed steeply from a square just out of sight of the river. Number 7 was tall and narrow like its neighbors. Hero’s companion knocked in a swift rhythm against the wooden shutters beside the front door. He repeated the sequence after a moment, and the door opened just wide enough to admit a man. Guillaume propelled Hero ahead of him through the gap and stepped in smartly behind her. The door closed, and she heard the heavy bar drop into place.

			She found herself in a dark, narrow hallway. The only light flickered from a tallow candle held by the man who had opened the door for them. He was dressed like her companion in the rough clothes of a sansculottes and stared at her in unabashed curiosity.

			“Who’s this, then, William?” he asked in English.

			“A question I’m hoping to have answered myself, Marcus,” William replied in the same language. He hung his cap on a hook by the door and with a neat flick removed Hero’s and hung it beside his own. Her hair, drawn into a tight knot on top of her head, was the color of burnt caramel, rich, dark, and honey-streaked. He had a sudden urge to see it loose. An urge he instantly quelled.

			“We got the Latours out, then, I gather.”

			“Aye,” Marcus replied, still regarding Hero with interest. “They got ’em out before the city gates closed last night. Our folk should be back before curfew tonight . . . if the gods smile,” he added.

			“If the gods smile,” William agreed somberly. He nudged Hero forward towards an open door at the rear of the hallway. “In here, Hero.”

			She stepped into a small empty room, where a single lamp burned on a table and a small fire flickered in the grate.

			William filled two pewter cups from a flagon on the table and offered her one of them. He brushed aside the recalcitrant lock of dark chestnut hair falling across his broad forehead before taking a sip from his own cup. “A pleasant enough Canary,” he observed. “So, Mademoiselle Hero, who exactly are you, and what the devil are you doing roaming the streets of Paris in the midst of a revolution?”
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			Hero examined the contents of her pewter cup intently, as if it contained the answer to his question, before saying, “Hermione Fanshawe. My brother is the Marquis of Bruton.”

			William was rarely dumbfounded, but he found himself so now. “Lady Hermione Fanshawe,” he murmured. “Sweet heaven, what are you doing here?” The earlier note of irritation was in his voice.

			“Looking for my brother, if it’s any business of yours,” she said tartly. Hero was unaccustomed to being questioned about her activities or her motives. It had been several years since anyone had presumed to have the authority to do so, and while she was prepared to acknowledge that this gentleman had earned her gratitude and maybe the right to a few questions, he certainly hadn’t earned the right to pass judgment, and from his tone, it sounded very much as if he was.

			His mobile brows quirked, and his expression was quite unreadable. “I think, my lady, you’ll find that it is very much my business.” He reached for the flagon. “More Canary?”

			She shook her head. “No . . . thank you.” He was infuriating. How could he possibly say something like that? He didn’t know anything about her. When at a disadvantage, Hero had long ago decided, attack was the best way forward. “So, sir, you know who I am. Will you return the favor?” Her tone was curt almost to the point of rudeness, but it seemed merited.

			He responded promptly with a courtly bow. “William Ducasse, Vicomte de St. Aubery, at your service, my lady.”

			“I thought you were English,” she said, puzzled.

			“My father was French, my mother English. The title is my father’s. And if the mob had their way, I would have lost my head by now because of it,” he added with a short laugh that contained no humor.
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