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Dedication


For Liza Drury Duble: Your courage under fire and your resiliency under pressure are awe-inspiring. You are one tough girl and Boston Strong. I love you—always and forever.
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Chapter One


Paris


May 1789


“Mon Dieu, I will kill you, you ruffians!”


A man’s voice booms from below, and my heart leaps to my throat. The homeowner has come back, and we are about to be discovered robbing him.


I hold a diamond brooch in my hand. Quickly, I look over at Algernon. He pauses, two pearl earbobs in his palm. What are we to do? There is only one set of stairs out of here, and already I can hear the homeowner’s feet pounding up our one means of escape.


Quickly, we stuff the jewelry into our pockets. In the next instant, Algernon is at the window, throwing open the sash and pushing back the shutters. He grabs my hand and hauls me toward the window. Without questioning him, I throw one leg over the sill. Then I pause. We are only one story up, but even from this height, the drop looks menacing. Fear makes itself a knot in my stomach. I don’t want to do this. Before I can change my mind, Algernon pushes me over.


I tumble out, and then halt abruptly in my descent as his hand grips mine. I look up into his green eyes, and he gives me a wicked grin. Then he lets go, and I fall onto the cobblestones below.


I stand and shake myself, feel in my pockets. The jeweled pin is safe.


A shot rings out, and my eyes fly frantically to the window above. With relief I see Algernon’s curly head appear, and in less than a moment, he, too, is over the edge, his strong hands grasping at the windowsill. He lowers himself down as far as possible. Then he lets go, and I catch him as best I can.


I help him to his feet and quickly push him up against the side of the house just as the homeowner’s face and his musket make an appearance in the window above us.


“I am going to get the sergents du guet,” the man shouts.


The homeowner cannot see us now, as we are pressed against his house, and so he is unable to shoot. It is a dark, rainy night, and there is no one about, or we would have to worry about strangers accosting us and holding us until the owner could come back down the stairs. But luckily the street is empty, so we can wait until he moves from the window, and then run.


It will be a race now, to see if we can escape. My blood pounds in my ears with anticipation.


Algernon and I stand pressed close together against the house, my body touching the length of his. In spite of the cold and the rain soaking us, warmth radiates from him like the sun.


At last, the owner pulls his head back inside so he can fetch the police, and Algernon and I are off. As fast as we can, we scramble down alley after alley, but it is not long before we hear the whistle of the sergents du guet. They are in pursuit, and I almost laugh with the thrill of the chase. I love these moments of danger, when Algernon and I stand on the edge of capture.


Down streets and alleys we dash, the footsteps of the law heavy behind us. Soon my lungs burn, and I don’t know how much longer I can go on. Then Algernon grabs me about the waist and whips me into a neighborhood tavern. The barkeep gives us a look, raises a tablecloth, and we slide under the table. The barkeep drops the cloth back into place.


With my knees pulled to my chest in the darkness under the table, I cannot still the beating of my heart. It gallops with furious pulses, and I fight to control my breathing, for fear it will give us away.


Algernon must be feeling the same rush, for he takes my hand and silently holds it to his chest. Beneath his linen shirt, I can feel his heart racing, and the solid roundness of the pearl bobs we have lifted.


Algernon grins. He is so close, I can see the fine hairs on his upper lip.


“Where are they?”


An authoritative voice rings out in the tavern.


I hold my breath.


“Pardon, monsieur?” the barkeep says in an unhurried voice. “What are you saying?”


I have to stifle a giggle. Algernon’s eyes meet mine, and I can see my merriment reflected there, for the barkeep is a friend, a patriot in our cause, and will never betray us.


“I asked you if anyone has come in here just now,” the sergent demands. “I am in pursuit of two young robbers.”


“Non, monsieur,” the barkeep says. “As you can see, there is no one. I am just about to close for the night. My patrons have all left.”


“And no one has come in here in the last few minutes?” the sergent demands.


“Non, monsieur. Did you not just ask me this?” the barkeep says.


“You lot are all alike,” the sergent mutters, and I can almost picture his annoyance, “protecting each other, lying for each other. But stealing is stealing, mon ami. And if I find you have been harboring these criminals, you will hang for it.”


With that, we hear his footsteps and the sound of the door closing behind him. Still, Algernon and I do not move. We will have to stay here a bit longer to ensure the sergent leaving is not a ploy, for we know all the tricks of their trade.


In the silence that follows, I hear the sound of glasses clinking together as the barkeep does the dishes. Now that the danger is almost past, I am exhausted and relieved that we have escaped. I lean my head on Algernon’s shoulder, and he rests his head gently on mine. He smells like fresh air, and I breathe him in, trying to ignore the smell of stale ale that surrounds us.


Then, I hear the door creak open again.


“Did you forget something, monsieur?” the barkeep asks, his voice bland, as innocent as a babe.


The door slams shut in anger, and once more, Algernon and I have to stifle a laugh. It will be a long night as we wait for the sergent to give up.


• • •


I feel a slight tickle on my nose. I sigh and turn over, lost in a dream of brie cheese, bread, and thick slabs of pâté. The tickle comes again, bringing me fully awake to the coughs and snorts of the other criminals in our alley—and to two big brown eyes and a slobbering tongue.


A small mongrel puppy stares at me. I start with surprise, and Algernon laughs.


He is holding the puppy’s tail, which he has been brushing against my cheek. Algernon has let his soft heart get the best of him again, and has rescued yet another starving thing.


“Isn’t he adorable?” he asks me, smiling.


He lifts the puppy onto his lap, and the animal licks his face. Lucky dog, I think.


Algernon’s hair is matted from sleep, but it cannot hide the boyish mischief of his eyes.


“Oui,” I agree, grumbling as I shift to avoid a rock that is digging into my side. “He is adorable. But now, we will go hungry feeding this beast, as we did the last one.”


Algernon frowns when I mention the other puppy he rescued. That animal was run over by a carriage not two days after we found him. The people inside the carriage hadn’t even bothered to stop. The dog had been a bump in the road, nothing more. They had driven off, laughing. The coachman hadn’t even looked back.


The thought of the poor animal’s demise and the callousness of the people who ran him over tires me even more than the lateness of last night.


I pull my threadbare blanket up over my head. “Let me sleep just a little more, Algernon.”


“There’s no rest for criminals,” Algernon reminds me. “The day’s a-wasting, and since the jewels we took last night will be too hard to fence for awhile, we have to work today or go hungry. So we’d best get moving.”


He reaches out and pulls back my cover, and then draws back abruptly when he sees that I only have on a chemise. I quickly gather the blanket back up around my neck.


“It was warm last night,” I say, in explanation of why I wear so little.


He nods, and his eyes slide away.


I sigh. I want so badly for us to be together, and I think Algernon wishes it too. But I know there is little hope of it, and this knowledge frustrates me unmercifully.


I am homeless and in this alley struggling to survive because I have lost my entire family. The Comte d’Artois’s men shot my papa when he accidentally chased a rabbit onto the Comte’s private grounds. Six months later when Maman and my little brother, Jacques, died from starvation, I had to take to the roads, unable to stay in our cottage, as I could not work the Comte’s fields and pay his taxes alone.


But Algernon is here because of Julia—the girl he had known from childhood, the girl he had loved. She was killed by the guards of His Majesty, Louis XVI. They beat her to death one day when they discovered them both stealing firewood for their families. They forced Algernon to stand and watch as they pummeled the very life out of her. The guards had held him tightly so that he could not save her. When they were done, they had simply walked away, leaving Algernon to carry her body home.


After, he came to Paris, determined to take revenge against the rulers of France and their guards. He speaks little of Julia, but I can tell, he thinks of her often. He is wed to her memory as surely as if they were truly wed in life. Julia is the ghost who floats forever between us, creating a barrier I cannot cross.


“That was some fun last night, wasn’t it?” he says. I know he is trying to lighten the mood between us. “Too bad we missed some things. Do you remember the house well enough to draw it, so we can try again?”


I scowl. How can he even ask me that? I have been with him for over a year now. He knows me better.


Algernon grins at my look of displeasure. “Of course you can.”


He hands me a stick, and immediately familiar desire prickles my fingers. I have never been able to resist the temptation to sketch what I have seen.


“So draw,” he commands me.


I begin scratching in the dirt, the stick rough under my fingers. I draw a map of the rooms and hallways of the mansion we were in last night.


When I have finished, I look up to find a look of satisfaction on Algernon’s face. “You’re a wonder, Celie.”


I have a sudden memory of Maman looking at a drawing of mine and calling it a wonder, too. I remember her telling me my drawing abilities were a gift from God. I don’t know if what she said is true. In this world of have and have-nots, I sometimes wonder if there even is a God.


Either way, what I do know to be true is that drawing has always come naturally to me. I remember everything around me with just one glance. I can tell you how many wrinkles there are around the eyes of the flower seller down the street, or the exact color of the tail on the horse the marquis rode this morning, or how many baguettes of bread the baker had in his shop window five days ago at two o’clock in the afternoon.


Some people find my abilities spooky and witch-like. But Algernon loves me for them, and his praise always makes my bad moods evaporate, as it does today.


“We’ll hit them another time,” he says, leaning back against the stone wall of the seedy tavern in our alley. “You’ll pick their lock easily again. You always do.” He smiles. “Those fingers of yours can draw the details of any house or pick the most complicated lock better than any thief I’ve ever worked with.”


His praise swells my heart.


“But today, we will hit the Palais, no picking of locks, ça va?” he asks.


The Palais is the latest of our schemes, and a very successful one at that. At the gaming tables in the Palais-Royal, we find unsuspecting card players, and we relieve them of their cash.


Here is our ploy: Algernon goes to the square dressed as a gentleman in laces and jacket and shoes with fake silver buckles—clothes I stole for him on my first successful heist. He takes a seat at the gaming tables, waiting until a willing partner sits down to play him. Behind his opponent, I sit dressed as a blind beggar girl, tapping my cane and calling for alms. But in reality, I am not tapping for money at all. Instead, I am tapping out a code Algernon and I have devised, letting Algernon know the cards his victim has in his hand.


The idea was conceived by Algernon and is très intelligent. Already we have fed ourselves for days, without anyone suspecting.


“We should get going, then,” he says.


“I have to dress,” I remind him.


He reddens with my words. “Of course.”


When he turns, I hurry to throw on a dirty skirt and shirt.


In the alley around us, other ruffians are waking with the rising of the sun, some stirring up the ashes of fires gone out, some foraging through goods stolen last night. The smell of stale urine and unwashed bodies is overpowering.


There is a scuffle down the street, where two men are arguing over the livres they pickpocketed last evening. The men drunkenly stab at each other with their knives. I cringe at the scene.


I will never get used to the violence that often erupts here. After Papa’s death, any kind of physical altercation makes my knees weak. I still remember the bullet hole in my father’s forehead and the white coldness of his skin when I reached out my hand to touch him. My poor Papa was a man who never hurt anyone, who was gentle and kind and soft-spoken, and who taught my brother, Jacques, and me to always use our minds and not our fists—but he was killed by a gun. The irony of this makes my blood churn.


I turn my head. I cannot watch this fight in the alley. If there is blood, I will vomit.


“I’ll not let anyone touch you,” Algernon says to me over his shoulder. As usual, he has read my mind. “I’ll expose you to the pox first.”


I give a small laugh. I appreciate his gallant defense of me, but I certainly do not want to contract smallpox, with its heavy fevers and ability to mar the face and body with thick, round scars. Sometimes, when robbing houses, I catch a glimpse of myself in a mirror, and I know that my skin is smooth and fair. I may be poor. There is nothing I can do about that. But I refuse to be ugly just to ward off the men in the streets of Paris.


Algernon turns back around, a look of surprise on his face at my merriment, for usually I am voiceless when violence is involved.


He puts his hand under my chin, lifting my face until I am looking straight into his grass-green eyes. His fingers are warm on my skin.


“Best day of my life when I found you, Celie Rousseau,” he whispers. “I promise to always keep you safe.”


Our faces are so close that our breath mingles in the warm spring air. His eyes are soft. My heart thuds hard at his words of fidelity. Could today be the day he forgets Julia?


“I would have died if it weren’t for you,” I tell him.


I think of the first time I saw his handsome face, as I lay dying in a ditch beside the road to Paris. I remember how gently he lifted me up and gave me something to eat, and nursed me back to health.


He pauses, as if to say something more. Then his eyes glaze with memory.


“And I’d have lost a very good artist and a master lockpick to boot,” he finally says, his voice rough. He drops my chin and turns, gathering up what we will need for our work today.


Disappointment washes over me. And as quickly as it comes, I squelch it.


Why should I expect this morning to be different? And truthfully, what could we actually expect to share?


The reality is that a relationship in this alley would be less than romantic. I have seen couples here, quarrelling over a scrap of meat, no roof or bed to warm them. Do I really want my relationship with Algernon to become like that?


So while my heart might beat a tad too quickly when his handsome face is near mine, or my skin may ripple with pleasure when his fingers graze my arm, there is no room in a criminal’s life for love. There is only room for one thing here: survival.


I grab a cane and don a pair of dark green spectacles.“Let’s go. I’m ready to rob the wealthy of Paris.”


Algernon laughs as he stands, his white teeth gleaming against the dark tone of his skin. “You are always ready to rob the wealthy,” he reminds me, “as am I.”


I hear the bitterness in his voice and know he is thinking of her and of how much he wishes to change the plight of the poor in this country. And I am reminded of the way the Comte’s men turned me out of my home and sent me on my way, a young girl all alone. Bitterness binds my resolve with his.


I am ready. I am ready to steal from those who stole from me.


I follow him as he walks out of the alley, and into the light of the day, the puppy in his arms. A few streets later, as per our routine, he leaves my side to make his own way to the Palais, and I take the shorter route, hobbling and banging my cane about as if I truly am blind.


When I enter the Palais, I find my usual spot, sit down, and put my dirty cap in front of me for coins. Early spring sunshine has encouraged the people of Paris to meander out of doors on this fine day. The smell of coffee fills the air. I watch the people strolling about, the women’s wide skirts dusting the cobblestone courtyard, the men’s hats doffed to one another as they move from shop to shop, talking, laughing, seeing and being seen. Tonight, we will most likely have full bellies.


Several minutes later, I see Algernon making his way to the gaming tables in front of me. He wends his way past a harness maker and an engraver. Finally, he arrives and takes a seat, his boyish face lit by the morning sun, and pulls the puppy up into his lap. I feel a flutter in my belly as I gaze at him, sitting there.


“A game, monsieur?”


The deep voice startles me and reminds me that we are here to work. A tall man stands in front of Algernon’s table, his back to me. Algernon waves his hand to indicate that the stranger should take a seat.


The man sits, spreading out his coattails as Algernon has done. But as he does this, I catch sight of his clothes and gasp with surprise. The man wears a jacket with emerald buttons, and a waistcoat shot through with golden threads.


A servant appears at the stranger’s elbow, handing him a bag heavy with coins. I pause in my tapping and stare when I see both the size of the purse and the livery of the servant.


For the man sitting with Algernon is none other than the king’s brother and the man who killed my family—the Comte d’Artois!




Chapter Two


My hands begin to shake, and I can barely catch my breath. I see Algernon frown. His look of annoyance reminds me why we are here, and I swallow my shock, and start to tap and call for alms again.


My heart pounds hard in my chest with both fear and excitement as I realize that today, I might get some small revenge on the Comte—and far earlier than I had expected.


The Comte’s men had not been the least bit sorry they shot Papa. They had understood what they were condemning us to. It had been impossible to work their fields without my father, to do the work of a strong and healthy man with just a middle-aged woman, a fifteen-year-old girl, and an eight-year-old boy.


So when at last, my mother and brother died from starvation and the Comte’s men turned me out of the only home I had ever known, I had headed straight for Paris. I was determined to join the group of men and women who wanted to change the plight of the poor in this country, to stop those with less from being subjected to the whims of the wealthy. I had resolved to find that group and become one of them.


Algernon’s passion to see change come about is as fiercely rooted as mine. “We must stand up against tyranny, always,” he tells me daily.


Algernon’s penchant for rescuing things is what brought us together, but our mutual passion for change is what cemented our relationship. Both of us have been anxious to join the rebels who speak out against the king, but they are wary of new people, keeping themselves hidden in the sewers of Paris to avoid arrest. Slowly, Algernon and I have been working our way up their ranks, meeting others who share our beliefs, like the barkeep who hid us last night. We have been given small jobs for them, delivering a package, relaying a message. But earning their trust has taken time.


So while I have not become a full-fledged member of those who work to make the king see reason, today I may still exact a small bit of vengeance on my own sworn enemy. My throat is thick with anticipation.


I have heard the rumors that the king’s brother is deep in debt, but I had never expected the Comte to come all the way to the Palais-Royal to look for a game. He must be desperate indeed, when there are so many of his own people he could gamble with. Are his friends refusing him credit now? The thought delights me.


Suddenly, the Comte turns. His eyes land on me, and it takes everything I have in me to continue my tapping and not fall over in fear. Does he realize that he is being set up? Will his man grab me and drag me off to finish the job that starvation at his hands could not accomplish?


“Stop that infernal noise, girl,” he barks out at last, “or move to a different spot. You are annoying me.”


I stop my tapping. What to do now? If the Comte forces me to stop or move, all will be lost. Anger rises in me. Here is a chance to cheat the man who has robbed me of my family, and once again, he will win. With his power, he can take away this small chance of mine to even the score.


Algernon comes to my rescue before I can stand up and run off with the Comte’s coins, as the blood singing in my veins is urging me to do. “Ah, monsieur. You would not deny a blind girl her chance to earn a few sous for her meal, would you?”


The Comte stares at me for a few more minutes. My armpits grow damp with sweat. Does he recognize me? I don’t think that is possible. He was too far above my family in station to have noticed us, but then, one never knows what the wealthy actually see or think.


“Fine,” he finally snaps. “You may tap for your alms, girl, but keep the noise down.”


I hide my smile and begin tapping again, softly, though, hoping that the sound will soon fade into the background and be of little notice to the king’s brother. Victory is now within my grasp—our grasp.


The Comte turns back around to face Algernon. He adjusts his powdered wig, which has fallen slightly askew. “What are you waiting for? Deal the cards.”


Algernon nods.


I watch as the cards hit the table with a thwapping sound. When five each have been dealt, Algernon reaches for his. The Comte does the same, slowly spreading his cards as he brings them up to look at them, unaware as he does so that I can see them, plain as day.


I tap out a sequence, our code, letting Algernon know what the Comte holds in his hand. I watch as Algernon easily wins the first round.


Reluctantly, the Comte places more coins on the table. The next hand, Algernon deliberately loses, tempting his prey to play again.


Algernon goes on to win the next three hands, and the coins begin to pile up in front of him. The Comte signals his servant to place more money on the table.


I watch the silver grow and begin to dream of the food we might eat tonight: a succulent chicken, perhaps, with roasted potatoes, thin haricots verts in butter, pastries filled with cream—maybe a bone for the pup. My mouth waters, and my heart is full. I will eat tonight at the Comte’s expense. Nothing can please me more.


Suddenly, shouting in the square shatters my daydream.


“Arrêter! Arrêter!”


A sergent du guet is yelling and giving chase to a young boy who is running in our direction. A woman in black is following close behind, trying desperately to keep up, though her corset is forcing her to stop frequently and take deep breaths.


I catch sight of the boy they are chasing. It is Nicholas, the scoundrel! A burlap bag swings from his hands as he sprints through the crowds, pushing people aside. What is he doing here? He knows the Palais-Royal is the area that Algernon and I work. We made an agreement about it not two weeks ago, when Algernon and I had first come upon this scheme. In return, I had drawn a few houses for him to rob. So why is he here, ruining my revenge?


Algernon must hear the commotion too, for he pauses at his cards, looking up just as Nicholas reaches us. Nicholas slams into the table at which Algernon and the Comte sit, sending the king’s brother to the ground and upending the table. Algernon and all our hard-won coins fly into the air. The puppy yips in fright.


Nicholas scrambles to regain his footing, stepping squarely on the Comte’s hand and causing the Comte to swear loudly and grab for Nicholas’s leg. Nicholas kicks out violently, wrenching away. He stands and is off once more, the burlap bag still in his hand.


The sergent du guet and the woman in black are upon us now. The Comte’s servant is helping him to his feet.


“What in heaven’s name is happening?” the Comte demands, his face mottled with anger.


The sergent snaps to attention when he sees who stands in front of him. “Oh, Monsieur le Comte. I am so sorry. This lady has been robbed. We were giving chase to the thief. Here, monsieur. Let me help you.”


The sergent reaches down to right the table, and I am about to take off, as I should, when I see the Comte’s face blanch. I look to discover what could make him grow so pale.


And I see at once.


In all the confusion, Algernon has slipped away—and with him has gone both the pup and the Comte’s bags of coins.


“I’ve been robbed, too!” the Comte shouts.


I cannot help it. I laugh.


This is, of course, a horrible mistake.


The woman in black quickly grabs my arm, ripping the dark glasses from my face. And there I am, standing in the sunshine, held fast, revealing to everyone that I am not a blind beggar at all, but a girl with bright blue eyes: eyes that can see everything.


• • •


I am dragged from the square by my hair, the crowd jeering and laughing, my feet banging hard against the cobblestones. My mouth is dry with fear.


The Comte will see me hanged. And all because today, I have forgotten Algernon’s first rule of stealing: Always run.


Like an idiot, I lingered to enjoy my revenge.


When we reach the closest prison, the sergent throws me into a dank cell, pushing me so hard that I fall onto the straw that reeks and crawls with lice. I hear the heavy thud of the cell door closing me in, and the sound of moans and dripping water nearby. A rat scurries across the floor.


I lie there, not moving, but thinking, frantically thinking. I have seen men and women hang, know the ugliness of it, the look of eyes popping from their sockets, the blackness of the tongue that protrudes as the body gasps for air. The neck is rarely broken as it should be when the body drops. It is not a quick way to die.


My hands shake, and I dig deep for strength.


If I am to be hanged, then I will go to my death with dignity. I will not weep like a coward. And so I force myself to sit up and scrub away the dirt on my face. I straighten my skirts and prepare my face: ready, defiant, the same strong girl who watched dry-eyed as her mother and brother were buried just a year ago.


That day, I had stood there unflinchingly as the Comte’s fat and well-paid priest prayed over them. I did not cry as they were lowered into the hastily dug hole in the churchyard. And when that self-serving little toad of a holy man had held out his hand for payment, I had spit in his face.


Today, I will be strong again. I will stand here without fear and self-pity, but with obstinate courage. I will die in a fashion that would make Maman and Papa proud.


A few minutes later, I hear the key turn in the lock. I stand, and the cell door swings open. The sergent who arrested me is there with the lady whose bag Nicholas stole, and behind them both, my sworn enemy, the Comte d’Artois.


The Comte sniffs, putting a lace hanky to his nose. “Mon Dieu, it smells in here.”


“Is there not a bigger space in which we may question the girl?” the lady asks, looking nervously around. She lifts her skirts an inch or so, showing sturdy boots beneath.


“Perhaps the Comte’s brother, the king, will lend us one of his rooms, so you will be more comfortable, mademoiselle?” I say with what I hope is a sneer on my face.


But I pay for it.


The sergent reaches out and slaps me hard across the face. I wheel back into the wall.


“Enough sass, girl,” he says. “Who stole this man’s money and this woman’s bag? Tell us at once.”


He is on me, grabbing my arm, his fingers digging so deeply into my skin that I wince. My cheek aches from his blow.


But I stand my ground. “I’m no snitch!”


The Comte waves his hanky in front of his face again. “If she will not confess, then hang her.”


There they are. The two little words I knew would be coming. And yet, when he speaks them, my stomach lurches. My love for living has betrayed me, and I curse myself for it.


“You waste our time, child,” the lady suddenly snaps, her unease in the prison cell obvious. “There is nothing in my bag of value, anyway. The boy who stole from me will find only wax heads inside, and nothing more. Those heads will be worthless to him, but for me they represent countless hours of work. I want them back.”


If my situation were not so dire, I would laugh. Nicholas has stolen some wax heads? What a surprise he will have when he opens that bag! But who can laugh when the state of my own head is at stake?


“Speak for yourself, mademoiselle,” the Comte says, his face twisted and angry. “My bag was filled with coins—my coins, many, many of my coins.”


His anger gives me strength. I press my lips firmly together.


Then the lady pulls out a piece of parchment paper and a charcoal pencil from her waistband. I stare at the drawing tools as she walks toward me. I have never seen paper so fine.


“Perhaps you could draw our criminals for us so that we may pass the likeness on to the guet, and they can find them,” she says to me. “Then, with a clear conscience, you will be able to tell your friends that you did not give them away by telling on them. And maybe you will be given prison time rather than the rope.”


I look at the paper. My fingers flutter at my side. How can this woman know the one thing in the entire world I cannot resist? How can she have guessed? Is she a seer or a witch, able to read people’s lives through their faces?


“That is an excellent idea, mademoiselle,” the Comte says.


“Merci, Monsieur le Comte,” the lady answers.


“You know me?” the Comte asks in surprise.


“I do, monsieur,” she answers. “I am often at Versailles, working with your sister, Madame Élisabeth. I am tutoring her in waxmaking.”


“Ah, I know you now,” the Comte exclaims. “You work for Monsieur Curtius. I have seen your art. It is good. You did the head of the writer Voltaire, I believe. It was quite extraordinary.”


The lady nods, acknowledging the Comte’s praises.


The Comte’s brow wrinkles in concentration as he snaps his fingers. “But your name? I can’t recall your name.”


“Marie Tussaud, Monsieur le Comte,” she answers.


“Ah, yes,” the Comte says, smiling. “They call you Manon, n’est-çe pas?”


The lady inclines her head. “Oui, monsieur.”


I listen to them prattling on, my mind racing. It isn’t fair that I will be hanged or imprisoned for Nicholas’s crime. But I can’t give him away, either. And I definitely will not betray Algernon. But there is that parchment, all shiny and clean, tempting me to draw. I have to escape.


I sidle toward the door while watching Mademoiselle Manon and the Comte in deep conversation. The sergent is distracted too, intent on the discussion. Now is my chance.


I run for the door, but I’m not fast enough.


The Comte steps in front of me, blocking my escape. “I think not, little urchin.”


Without thinking, I fly at the Comte, dragging my nails across his neck. Blood spills onto the Comte’s silk shirt and lace collar, and he howls with rage.


I stand frozen. What have I done? I meant to get revenge as Papa taught me—using my mind and my words, not my hands.


The sergent has recovered his senses, and he yanks me hard, back into the cell.


“Shoot her,” the Comte d’Artois snarls, his fingers dabbing at his bloodied neck.


The sergent raises his musket.


“Stop!” Mademoiselle Manon barks, and she shocks everyone by stepping between the musket and me. “I need my things back. Shooting her will accomplish nothing.”


“Mademoiselle,” the sergent protests, “she has attacked the king’s brother.”


“And killing her will not help,” Manon snaps. “I want those heads. Do you not want your coins, Monsieur le Comte?”


The Comte hesitates. Then, he sighs. “Oui. I do.”


He waves toward the paper. “Draw for us, you stupid girl.”


I cannot think. My hands are still shaking from my uncontrolled attack a moment earlier. How can I have committed that act of violence? How can I have lost control of myself like that?


When I make no move toward the paper, the Comte turns to the sergent. “Beat her until she does. And I don’t care what a mess you make of her, as long as her hands can hold a pencil.”


I stare at him in horror. My family did not raise me with whippings. Torture will most definitely break me. So what am I to do?


The lady moves closer. “What is your name, child?”


My mind is clouded with images of fists coming toward me, of having my fingernails ripped from me or fire burned into my skin—all things I have heard are done to prisoners of the king.


“I am trying to help you, ma petite,” the woman says, her voice rising, “but I will not protect you for long if you do not begin to cooperate.”


“Celie Rousseau,” I whisper, my mind still casting up pictures of my body broken and bruised, my eyes swollen and black.


Loathing fills me as soon as I speak. A real rebel would never have answered so easily.


Mademoiselle Manon nods slowly. “Well, Celie Rousseau, do you think you could draw a picture of the man who robbed me, and the one who robbed the Comte?”


I finally look at the parchment paper in the lady’s hands. I can feel it again, the itching to draw, the longing to pick up the instrument and create from it. And still, I hesitate.


“Take her below,” the Comte says. “We will wait in your office until she breaks.”
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