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One





France, July 1789




Julien  woke  suddenly,  his  eyes  wide  and  focused on  the  ceiling  above  his  bed.  It  danced  with  color, alternating red then orange then yellow. He stared at the colors for three heartbeats: why should his ceiling flicker so?


His  gaze  darted  about  his  bedroom,  looking  for anything else out of place. A low fire smoldered in the hearth across from the large kingwood bed he occupied. But it had been banked by the servants the night before and was almost extinguished. It couldn't be the reason for the flickering light. The light was so bright he could make out the lion's head carved into his headboard.


His  eyes  tracked  over  the  rest  of  the  room:  the armchair  in  the  corner  upholstered  in  dark  green velvet,  the kingwood armoire,  the  wash  stand  in the corner, the bureau Mazarin he used for a desk.


Nothing  was  out  of  place,  nothing  out  of  the ordinary. He allowed his eyes to drift closed again—


And then he heard the shouting.


He bolted upright, tossing the bedclothes aside and rushing to the window beside the bed. He threw aside the heavy velvet draperies and stared into the night. As the  eldest of  three  sons,  he had  his choice  of  rooms, and his overlooked the chateau's courtyard. Normally, it was a pretty picture, lined with benches and planted with dozens of flowers. In July, those flowers burst into swaths  of  red  and  yellow  and  pink.  As  none  but  the gardeners typically ventured into the courtyard, Julien was certain he was one of the few to enjoy the view.


Until tonight.


Tonight the deserted courtyard swelled with people. Peasants  shouting  and  brandishing  torches  streamed into the square. Julien couldn't understand what they shouted, but he understood what was coming.


He turned, ran for his armoire, and pulled out a pair of breeches. Quickly, he shoved his legs into them and rammed his nightshirt in at the waist. Where were his shoes? He should have listened to his nanny and put them away. Julien fell to his knees, searching.


He heard windows breaking now, heard the shouts growing louder, and knew some of the peasants had overpowered the servants and were inside the chateau. In Paris, his parents had tried to shield him from the rumors  of  unrest  among  the  lower  classes,  but  he'd heard anyway.


Unspeakable     things—things     he     didn't     want     to think about.


There was another crash and a shout.


Mort  à  l'aristocratie!  That  was  what  the  peasants had shouted in Paris before they had torn the nobles apart—massacring  them.  So  many  had  been  killed,  even  babies  were  butchered.  He  had  not  seen  it happen, but he  had heard. He eavesdropped on his parents and their friends talking and knew about the fall  of  the  Bastille  and  the  uprisings  in  the  streets. His  father  told  his  little  brothers  this  trip  to  the country was for rest and relaxation, but Julien knew the truth.


And now the truth was inside his home.


Finally! His hand brushed the leather of one shoe, and  he  snatched  it  then  slipped  it  on.  Where  was the other?


Oh,  forget  it!  He  had  no  time.  He  must  reach Armand  and  Bastien  before  the  peasants  did.  The twins  were only  eleven  and wouldn't know what  to do. He was thirteen. He could defend himself.


He  yanked  open  his  bedroom  door  and  immediately threw an arm up. The hallway was already thick with  gray  smoke,  the  way  to  his  brothers'  rooms obscured. He would have to breathe through the linen of  his  nightshirt.  Coughing  and  stumbling  blindly forward, he grasped at the sword that hung on the wall opposite his door. It had been his grandfather's sword, and he was not allowed to touch it. Julien did not like to break the rules, but he needed that sword.


It  was  heavy,  so  heavy  that  he  could  not  hold  it upright for long. He dropped it to the floor and had to drag it behind him as he moved toward his brothers. Julien had  been  glad  when, upon  turning twelve,  he had  been  allowed  to  move  into  this  far  wing  of  the chateau. He'd felt older, mature.


Now he wished he were closer to the rest of his family.


The sound of the thirsty fire licking at the chateau 


walls peaked and merged with the cries of the peasants. They were coming closer, and they would surely kill him when they found him.


Mon Dieu, s'il vous plaît. Aidez-moi.


Julien was sweating, his nightshirt wet and clingy. It  was  hot,  so  hot,  and  his  heart  was  beating  like  a trapped woodpecker against his ribs.


Behind him, he heard someone running. Mon Dieu! They  had  found  him.  He  whirled,  squinting  through the  gray  smoke.  But  he  could  see  nothing.  Inside  his chest,  his  woodpecker  heart  stuttered  and  flapped  its wings while the rapid footsteps grew closer. Julien raised his drooping sword, attempting to strike. But before he could swing, his mother's face was before him.


"Julien! Oh, thank God. Thank God!"


"Ma mère?"


She was dressed in a long white robe, streaked with blood and soot. Her hair, always perfectly coiffed, now streamed about her white face in black waves, making her look slightly deranged.


Julien  focused  on  the  blood.  "Ma  mère,  are  you alright?"


"We have no time. Your brothers." She  took  his hand  and  pulled  him  behind her. Julien noticed that beneath the skirts of her robe she wore no shoes. Even more troublesome: her robe was torn in the back.


The  heat  around  them  expanded,  the  air  so  thick and pulsing Julien could feel the heat singe his lungs. He fought for each gasping breath.


"Hurry!"


They heard footsteps, and she pulled him aside, flattening them both against a tapestry on the wall.


But  it  was  not  the  peasants.  It  was  a  groom  and Albertine,  his  mother's  maid.  "Duchesse,"  the  maid cried. "You must not go that way. The flames. They are too much."


"Come with us, Duchesse," the groom offered.


"No, thank you. I must reach my sons first."


To  Julien's  surprise,  she  spoke  calmly  and  with composure. Despite the chaos and the choking smoke and  the  approaching  cries,  his  mother  managed  to appear unruffled.


She put a hand out, touched Albertine's arm. "You go on without me. Get out, and quickly."


Without another word, she pulled Julien past the servants  and  along  the  corridor.  They  were  both coughing now, the smoke so thick it was a wall they had to fight through. Julien hardly knew where they were  anymore.  He  was  confused  and  disoriented. His  head  hurt,  his  eyes  smarted,  and  he  could  not stop coughing.


"We're  almost  there,"  his  mother  reassured  him. "Don't—"


He heard the shout of angry voices ahead, and his mother slid to a stop, pushing Julien behind her. She retreated  until  their  backs  were  pressed  against  the corridor  wall.  Julien  peered  behind  him  and  recognized the painting hung there. They were close to his brothers' rooms now. So close.


Through  the  smoke  the  enraged  voices  rose  and fell. "Move out of the way."


"Join us or die."


"You  think  you  can  protect  the  aristos?  Mort  à l'aristocratie!"


The last was repeated by all. Julien knew these were peasant  voices.  They  were  inside  the  chateau,  right outside his brothers' rooms. He thought he recognized several of the peasant voices as well—Matthieu, who baked  bread  in  the  village,  and  Marie,  who  washed and sewed for her meager wages.


"S'il  vous  plait."  That  was  the  voice  of  the  boys' nanny.  Julien  knew  it  well.  His  mother  stiffened,  as tense as the band of his slingshot before release.


"They  are  just  children,"  the  nanny  cried.  "Have mercy.  Have  mer—"  Her  words  were  cut  off  with a  scream followed by  a  thump  and  a  gurgling  sound Julien would remember until his last breath.


"Break  the  door  down!"  one  of  the  peasants— Matthieu?—cried. "You! Search the rest of the house."


His  mother  started,  seeming  to  come  alive  again. She looked at him, and he knew she wanted to go to his brothers.


She would die with them.


Julien closed his eyes, prayed fervently, "Mon Dieu, sauvez-nous." A peace came over him, and he opened his eyes, knew what he had to do.


He would go with his mother. Yes, he still had the sword. He would fight until the end.


But  his  mother  was  watching  him,  and  a  look  of profound sadness marred her features. The expression wavered  for  a  second  and  was  finally  replaced  by determination. "Run!" she hissed, pushing him back the way they had come and following close behind.


Julien ran, feeling his mother's hand securely on his back. He could hear the voices of the peasants behind him, and at some point his hands, slick with sweat from  the building heat, dropped the sword. He would have gone back for it, but his mother pushed him relentlessly on.  He  stumbled  and  fell,  his  lungs  unable  to  steal enough oxygen to keep his legs moving. He tried to rise, but his mother opened a door and wrenched him inside, closing and bolting it behind him.


This was a guest room, one Julien could not remember ever having entered before. The furnishings were draped in white linen, giving the hulking bed and the towering clothespress a menacing, ghostly appearance.


Julien     shivered,     leaned     against     the     door,     and coughed.  The  smoke  had  not  penetrated  this  ghost room  as  heavily  yet,  and  he  gulped  for  air,  which only made him cough harder. His mother ran to the window, and Julien struggled to his feet and followed.


The  room  was  at the  back of  the  house. Looking out the window, Julien could see the moon and stars. No  peasants  were  below.  They  were  either  in  the courtyard or inside the house.


"Help me open this window." She unlatched it and pushed  up,  and  Julien  pushed  with  her.  They  both drank of the clean air and stared at each other. For a moment, she looked  so young,  too  young to be the mother of three.


Then she looked  down, and her youth  seemed  to drain away.


Following her gaze, Julien peered at the decorative ledge  below  the  window  that  encircled  the  chateau. He  knew  his  feet  could  reach  it  if  he  dangled  from the window. His mother was taller and would reach it easily, but she had the skirts of her robe and undergarments to contend with.


The drop was not insubstantial.

Something  pounded  on  the  door,  and  they  both turned and flinched.


"It's locked! Kick it open!"


Julien looked at his mother. "If we stay on the ledge until we reach the corner"—he pointed to  the  edge of the chateau—"we can use the cuts in the stone to climb down."


He'd done it before from his own room. Of course, his room was considerably closer to the corner, and he had the cushion of the trees and shrubs in the courtyard beneath him.


They would have no cushion here.


Thud! The door rattled. Thud!


The peasants were coming through.


His mother nodded. "You go first. Don't stop. No matter what happens to me."


He frowned at her, but with no time to argue, was forced  to  swing  one  leg  over  the  ledge.  He  looked down accidentally, and the world spun. Gripping the window tighter, he swung the other leg over. He was dangling  by  his  hands  now,  and  his  feet  felt  for  the ledge.  He'd  grown  since  the  last  time  he  had  done this, and it was higher than he remembered. Once he found  purchase,  he  released  the  window  ledge  and hugged the stone wall. Despite the fire, it was cold to the touch.


Slowly, carefully, he edged along the ledge. Pausing, he looked back at the window. "Mother, hurry!"


It  seemed  an  eternity  before  one  white-clad  leg appeared at the window. Soon the other followed. She hung in midair, her feet dangling as they searched for  the ledge. She wavered, her grip weakening. But just as Julien feared she would fall, one foot then the other found the ledge. Slowly, she released the window sill.


Julien stared at her in admiration. His mother was no coward.


"Go," she hissed. "They're almost through the door."


He inched along the wall of the chateau—step, slide; step,  slide.  He  moved  quickly,  watching  his  mother from the corner of his eye. And yet it still startled him when  several  heads  poked  out  the  window.  One  of them was, indeed, Matthieu.


"There they are! Get them."


The     heads     disappeared     again,     and     Julien     kept moving. Step, slide. Step, slide. Step—


Something arced out the window and thudded to the ground below them. Julien froze and watched as the vase shattered on the cobblestones. Then another object came at them, this one better aimed. The brass candleholder barely missed his mother's shoulder.


Step,  slide.  Step,  slide.  Step,  sl—houp-là!  He'd reached  the  corner  of  the  house  and  would  now have  to  climb  down.  His  mother  was  still  sliding closer,  and  the  peasants  were  aiming  the  second candleholder at her. It grazed her arm, causing her to flinch and sway.


"Hold on!" Julien screamed. He felt a stab of terror, sharp as any sword blade, pierce his chest.


And then she was steady again.


The  peasants  booed,  and  Julien  wished  he  could go  back  and  personally  strangle  each  and  every  one of them.


But he hadn't the luxury of daydreams, even those  of vengeance. It would  take time  for the  peasants to reach the back of the house, but he knew they were coming.  He  began  to  climb  down,  using  the  ornate stonework as hand and footholds. He climbed quickly, reaching  the  bottom  long  before  his  mother.  She was less agile, and as he stood there, he worried that her  white  night  robe  would  act  as  a  beacon  to  any who came this way. Each step down seemed to take forever.  How  he  wished  she  would  hurry.  How  he wished he could run away.


And then he was ashamed of himself. What would his father think if he knew his son had even considered leaving his mother to fend for herself? Why, no Valère would ever act in such a cowardly fashion.


At  this  very  moment,  his  father  was  probably fighting  the  peasants.  He  would  win,  too.  The  duc de Valère was strong and good. He would beat these peasants and save them all.


His  mother  was  almost  to  the  bottom,  and  Julien reached  up,  putting  his  hand  on  her  back  to  let  her know  he  was  behind  her.  He  looked  up  just  in  time to  see  a  half-dozen  books  rain  down,  and  he  grabbed his  mother,  pulling  her  around  the  corner  and  out  of danger.  The two of  them, mother  and son, fell to  the ground, leaning against the house for a moment's respite.


On the other side of the wall, the books thudded to the ground, and he heard the peasants in the window yell, "Around the corner! They're getting away."


Julien  was  on  his  feet  again,  taking  his  mother's hand. They had not a moment to waste. If the peasants caught them—


No. He would not think of that.


"Mother, the stables!"

She nodded, and lifting her  skirts, ran beside him. As one, they arrowed for the stables. Julien felt invisible  hands  grasping  at  him,  but  he  was  too  afraid  to look over his shoulder and gauge how close the peasants truly were. He could not slow. He could not stop.


They  rounded  the  side  of  the  chateau,  and  the stables came into view.


Julien  gasped.  The  stables  were  on  fire,  and  he could  hear  the  horses  screaming.  Why  hadn't  the grooms  freed  them?  Without  thinking,  he  ran  for the  stable  doors,  slamming  into  them  and  pulling them  open.  He  would  have  to  go  inside,  freeing each horse individually.


"Julien, watch out!"


The attack came from the side. At first he could not comprehend why Claude, one of the Valère grooms, would attack him. Julien raised a hand to fend off the assault. Pain sliced through him as the shovel Claude held came down hard on his arm..


Behind him, the peasants chasing them had caught up. They stood back, cheering the groom on. "Mort à l'aristocratie!"


Julien swayed, and the groom smiled.


So even their servants had betrayed them.


Raising  the  shovel  again,  the  groom  brought  it down  swiftly.  This  time,  Julien  ducked,  kicked  the groom hard, and darted around him. He might not be strong, but he was quick.


"Ma mère, get away!"


She  was  holding  a pitchfork, the look  in  her eyes maniacal  as  she  waved  it  at  the  peasants.  Most  were  armed with only dull  knives or  fire pokers,  and they stayed back. Waiting for their opportunity.


She  glanced  at  Julien,  and  he  raised  his  arms, nodding  to  her.  She  tossed  him  the  pitchfork,  and he  caught  it  easily—just  in  time  to  fend  off  another blow  from  Claude.  The  handles  of  the  tools  clashed together,  and  Julien  pushed  back,  throwing  Claude off  balance.  Julien  struck  again,  and  the  groom  fell. Grasping  his  chance,  Julien  turned  the  tines  of  the pitchfork on the servant.


"Don't  get  up  or  I'll  kill  you."  He  looked  at  the men  and  women  closing  in  on  the  stable.  Men  and women with hate and bloodlust in their eyes. "I'll kill all of you."


"No,  little  boy,"  one  gray-haired  woman  missing several  teeth  hissed.  "We're  going  to  kill  all  of  you. Mort à l'aristocratie!"


The peasants charged, and Julien threw the pitchfork and ran.


Into the fire. Into the sound of screaming horses.


He ran blindly, hitting a solid wall of warm, trembling muscle.


"Julien, get on. Hurry!" His mother's voice, coming from the right. He could barely discern her white robe and curtain of black hair in the smoky dark. She was atop a dancing dappled mount.


Reaching high, Julien grasped the mane of a large bay gelding and pulled himself up. The horse reared, and Julien held until his muscles felt they would snap from strain. One of the peasants approached, and the gelding skittered. Julien  struggled with his nightshirt, tugging it over his head  and wrapping it around the  horse's eyes. His mother had done the same with her robe and, clad in her chemise and petticoats, she was now urging her blind horse forward, through the open back of the stable.


Julien  turned  his  mount  to  follow  just  as  the  old peasant woman ran for him. She was brandishing the pitchfork now, and he kicked at her with his bare foot. The  tine  sliced  through  the  tender  flesh  of  his  foot, and Julien cried out


With  his  good  foot,  he  kicked  desperately  at  his gelding.  The  beast  jumped  and  ran  forward.  Julien held on with all his strength, trying to steer the horse through the doors. He could see his mother waiting, and just beyond her, the woods beckoned.


If they could only reach the woods.


The gelding veered crazily to the right, and Julien pressed hard with his leg, urging the horse left. They cleared  the  stable  with  mere  inches  to  spare,  and then  he was out in the open, beside his mother. He pulled the nightshirt off the horse's eyes and hunkered down,  allowing  the  beast  to  gallop  for  the  woods. He  would  slow  the  animal  when  they  were  closer. Farther from danger.


Their way was lit from behind, the light of the fire making the dark night as rosy as a sunrise. But Julien did not dare look back. He looked only at his mother, who rode right beside him.


They ran through  a small brook and  into  a line of trees. By unspoken agreement, they slowed their mounts, and the duchesse de Valère turned to look at  the  chateau.  Reluctantly,  Julien  turned  to  look as well.


The house was engulfed in fire—the bright red and orange flames surging into the sky like angry, grasping hands. Around the fire, the peasants danced and sang a macabre song.


Julien felt ill. His head ached, and he couldn't catch his breath. His foot was bleeding and throbbed whitehot with pain. But it was nothing to the pain of losing his brothers.


No.


"I'm  sure  they  escaped,"  he  said  through  gritted teeth. "Father saved them."


His  mother  turned  and  looked  at  him.  "Your father—"  she  began,  and  then  glanced  down  at  her bloody nightgown.


"No," Julien whispered. "No!"


She looked away, but not before he saw the heartrending grief in her eyes. The anguish pulled her face down, etching deep grooves where only faint lines had been the day before.


"No." The word was a mere breath.


"We must go," she said. "Come first light, they'll be looking for us."


Julien  nodded.  He  looked  one  way  and  then  the other, unsure where to lead—even if he should lead.


"We'll  go  home.  To  England,"  his  mother  said. "My parents will take us in."


"England?" Julien had heard his mother talk about her  homeland,  but  he  had  never  been  there.  "How will we travel? We have no money."


"We won't let a small thing like that stop us." She looked away from the fire and met his gaze. "We're Valères. What would your father say?"


"Ne quittez pas," he said automatically. Never give up.

"You're the duc de Valère now."

Julien swallowed. He was the duc, a heavy burden for a thirteen-year-old. But Julien would shoulder that burden. He would make his father proud.


He would avenge this day, and he would never give up, not until justice was done.








  


Two





London, 1801




"Ma'am, Sir Northrop has asked for you."


Sarah looked up from the geography book she and her two pupils were bent over and frowned. "Me?"


The butler did not respond. Wrisley merely raised one salt-and-pepper eyebrow and waited. He was the picture  of  forbearance,  though  Sarah  knew  he  must detest errands like this.


She removed her reading spectacles from her nose, leaving  them  to  dangle  from  the  chain  around  her neck,  and  dusted  her  hands  on  her  shapeless,  gray gown.  It  was  a  nervous  gesture,  and  her  teachers  at the  Ladies  Benevolent  Society  Academy  for  Young Girls—the  Academy,  as  the  girls  there  called  it—had told  her  countless  times  the  gesture  did  nothing  to improve  her  deportment.  And  yet  Sarah  could  not seem to resist the action when she was unnerved.


Why would Sir Northrop want to see her?  As  she interacted almost exclusively with the lady of the house, Sarah had not thought Sir Northrop knew she existed.


Wrisley cleared his throat, and Sarah stut tered, "Sir  Northrop?  Certainly.  Tell  him  I  will  be along momentarily."


Wrisley  sighed  and  closed  his  eyes  briefly,  his look pained.


Sarah  winced.  When  she  was  flustered,  she  could be  such  an  idiot.  Wrisley  would  want  to  escort  her, of  course.  She  turned  back  to  her  charges.  Both waited, hands in laps and eyes on her, for the lesson to continue. Anne, nine years old, and Edmund, age seven, were sweet, good-natured children. It had been a joy to tutor them these past two months, and Sarah sincerely hoped her employ would not end today.


Not  that  she  had  any  reason  to  suspect  it  would. She had done nothing wrong.


Had she?


"Children, I must speak with your father," she said, stating  the  obvious.  "It's  almost  tea  time.  Why  don't you wait for your tea and toast in the nursery? I shall meet you there."


"Yes, Miss Smith," Anne said obediently. She rose and straightened her white and blue gown.


Edmund followed, less concerned with the wrinkles in  his  clothing.  As  he  passed,  he  leaned  over  and whispered, "I'll save you the marmalade, Miss Smith."


She smiled. "Thank you, Edmund."


When the children were gone, she followed Wrisley into the corridor, leaving the clean, bright schoolroom behind.  With  its  solid  desks,  comforting  books,  and pretty yellow  and white checked curtains, the  schoolroom was her haven. She felt safe inside, sure of herself and her position. Outside, she felt uncertain.


The schoolroom was on the third floor of the town house,  along  with  her  own  tiny  room  and  various other servants' quarters. As the governess, Sarah did not associate with the lower servants. Custom dictated that she  might  socialize  with  Lady  Merton's  maid  as  well as the housemaid, but she had not been in the Merton household long enough to form much of an acquaintance  with  these  or  any  of  the  other  upper  servants. Consequently, when Sarah was not with the children, she was rather lonely—a strange sensation after years of sharing quarters with dozens of girls at the Academy.


Wrisley  had  not  so  much  as  turned  to  be  certain she  was following, and near  the stairs  that  led  to  the house's lower  levels,  Sarah felt safe to  steal a  peek  in the gilt-edged mirror that hung there. She blew out a breath at what she saw. The sleek bun she had coiled her hair into this morning was no more. She had taken the children on a nature walk in the garden earlier, and between the wind and the sudden spring shower, her neat coiffure was ruined. She tried to smooth it back into place, but it was hopeless.


And then there was the state of her dress. The serviceable gown was  wrinkled and stained  at the  knees. She should have changed after kneeling in the garden, but it was such a  chore  that  she  had  intended  to  save  it  until dinner. A little soil would not hamper her teaching geography and French this afternoon. Of course, clean clothes and tidy hair were important, but so was digging in the dirt  and  playing  in  the  rain.  The  children  understood that. Sir Northrop might not be so open-minded.


"Ma'am." Wrisley's voice floated up the stairs, and Sarah rushed to follow him. She was always chastising  Anne for  sounding like a herd of horses  on her way down  the  stairs,  and  Sarah  was  careful  to  descend gracefully, though her knees were shaking as she drew nearer to Sir Northrop's library.


Not for the first time, she wished she had just a little of the beauty some girls seemed to have in abundance. It might give her a boost of confidence. But she was stuck with plain  brown  eyes,  drab  brown hair, and a freckled complexion  from  forgetting  her  hat  out  in  the  garden once too often. And she did not want to even think about her mouth. It was much too large for her face. Growing up,  she  had  practiced  sucking  in  those  swollen  lips  to make them look smaller, but the exercise only made her appear stranger. Still, she was tempted to try it today.


How  she  wished  she  had  just  one—just  one— admirable physical feature!


Wrisley  reached the vestibule on  the ground floor and     turned     toward     Sir     Northrop's     library.     Sarah hurried to follow, the weakness in her knees spreading so that now her head was spinning as well.


Could she have done something wrong?


No.


Perhaps  Sir  Northrop  wanted  a  report  on  the progress of his progeny. In that case, what would she say?  Anne's  French  was  quite  good,  but  Edmund's geography was poor indeed.


Wrisley motioned for her to wait as he opened the ornate library door and stepped inside. Sarah took one last deep breath and reminded herself of the Academy's motto: Chin up.


It  was  a  maxim  that  had  served  her  well  both  in her employment as a governess and in life. No matter  what  trials  she  must  face,  she  could  always  keep  her chin up and her courage intact.


"Sir  Northrop,  I  present  Miss  Smith."  Wrisley opened the door wider, and Sarah entered. She curtsied quickly, catching only a glimpse of her employer seated behind an enormous mahogany desk. She kept her  chin  high  but  her  gaze  on  the  Turkey  carpet, patterned in green and gold.


"Thank you, Wrisley. That will be all."


Sarah kept her eyes downcast as the butler retreated, closing the door behind him.


"At ease, Miss Smith," Sir Northrop said, and Sarah realized she was still curtseying. She rose and saw that Sir Northrop was studying her. His brow was furrowed with intensity, and Sarah wanted to die with shame.


She focused her gaze on the shelves of books lining the  wall  behind  her  employer.  "I'm  sorry  about  the mud  stains,  Sir  Northrop,"  she  rattled.  "I  took  the children into the garden this morning and was showing them the new dahlias. There was quite an interesting insect on one. It was green and orange and black and had  oh  so  many  legs—eight  or  ten  or—anyway,  I knelt down to show the children. I didn't realize the ground was—"


"Do you always talk this much?"


Sarah blinked. "No." Resisting the urge to explain further, she pressed her lips together.


"Good." Sir Northrop rose and strode around his desk.  He  was  a  tall  man,  well-built  and  muscular. Sarah  understood  he  had  been  in  the  Royal  Navy before  retiring  to  London,  marrying,  and  starting  a family.  He  had  been  knighted  by  the  King  for  his  service  to  his  country.  Because  many  of  his  exploits were well known and heralded, he was accepted into the highest social circles.


Sir  Northrop  passed  her,  and  she  fumbled  with her hands, finally clenching them in front of her. She would  not  smooth  her  dress.  Behind  her,  she  heard him turn the lock on the door. Sarah froze, not daring to look around.


"Do not be alarmed, Miss Smith."


"I'm not alarmed," she squeaked.


He  made  a  dubious  sound  then  stood  in  front  of her again, his expression grim. She waited for him to speak, but he did nothing except stare at her for what felt like at least five full minutes.


Finally, she ventured, "Is something wrong?"


"Yes." He crossed his arms and leaned back against his large desk. "I have a very serious problem."


She swallowed. "Oh."


So she had done something wrong. It was probably Edmund's  geography.  The  poor  boy  could  hardly identify the main rivers on the Continent.


It had to be Edmund. Unless…


The way Sir Northrop was studying her. The way he was looking at her. He wasn't thinking of…


No, certainly not.


But Sarah did recall that Pippa, one of her favorite teachers  at  the  Academy,  had  told  the  girls  a  story about  a  former  employer  who  had  so  wanted  the teacher  in  his  bed  that  he  had  chased  her  halfway around the house, finally cornering her in the—Sarah took  a  sharp  breath—library.  Pippa  had  managed  to fight the man off only by wielding a fire poker.


Was there a fire poker in this library? Sarah had not thought to check. She turned surreptitiously to glance at the fireplace.


"Miss  Smith,  I  need  your  help,  and  this  request is—how do I say it?—rather unconventional."


Sarah's eyes fixed on the fireplace. No poker!


"Un—" Sarah cleared her throat. "Unconventional?" There was a clock on the mantel. Perhaps that would serve if she became desperate.


"Miss  Smith,  I  think  you'd  better  come  into  the music room with me." He gestured to the door at the other  end  of  the  library.  Sarah  and  Anne  had  spent quite a few hours in the music room, and she knew this door from the other side.  She  had not realized  it led into the library. Which meant that Sir Northrop might have spent hours listening to Sarah and Anne practice.


He  gestured  at  the  door,  and  Sarah,  relieved, hurried  toward  it.  He  was  not  going  to  chase  her about the house after all. He just wanted… what did he want?


She  opened  the  door  and  was  immediately  taken aback. The music room was usually light and airy, the draperies secured to allow sunlight from the garden to pour  in.  Today  the  heavy  drapes  were  shut  and  the French doors closed tightly. In the center of the room, one  of  the  velvet  chaise  longues  squatted  before  the fireplace,  and Sarah could make  out a single delicate slipper dangling off the end.


"Is  that  her?"  a  female  voice  croaked  from  the direction of the chaise longue.


"It's her," Sir Northrop answered.


"Let me see her."


Sarah looked  in confusion from the chaise longue to  Sir  Northrop.  Sir  Northrop  nodded  at  her.  "Go around  to  the  front  of  the  chaise  longue.  Madam would like to see you."


Madam?  Sarah  spoke  with  Lady  Merton  every day,  and  this  woman  sounded  nothing  like  Lady Merton.  Lady  Merton  was  young  and  a  bit  silly. This  woman's  voice  was  smoke  and  fog.  And  she sounded pained.


Reluctantly, Sarah inched around the chaise longue until she stood before the woman. The stranger was lying  on  her  side,  one  hand  supporting  her  head and  the  other  clutched  protectively  at  her  ribs.  The woman was younger than she sounded; Sarah guessed twenty-seven  or  twenty-eight.  She  had  glossy  black hair and large coffee-colored eyes. Her lips were red, the color matching the burgundy gown she wore. The gown  had  been  loosened,  and  the  bodice  fell  quite low, revealing the swells of an ample bosom.


She was a beautiful woman, catlike in her repose. And yet instantly Sarah knew something was wrong.


"I'm injured," the woman told her. "I've been shot."


"Shot?"  The  word  burst  out  of  her  mouth  before she could contain it. "How? Why?"


Sir  Northrop  stood  on  Sarah's  other  side,  and  the woman looked at him now. "Didn't you tell her?"


"No.  You  said  you  wanted  to  see  her.  Do  you agree now that she'll do?"


Sarah frowned, a chill running up her spine. "Will I do for what?"


The woman was looking at her again, assessing her. "Come closer, Miss—"


"Smith." Sarah looked at Sir Northrop. "Sir, should we not call for a surgeon?"


"I've already done so, Miss Smith."


The  woman  gave  her  a  wry  smile.  "No  need  to worry about me. I'm not so easy to kill. Come closer."


Sarah  bent,  and  the  woman  reached  out  and cupped her chin. Sarah saw that her hand had held a  towel,  and  the  towel  was  red  with  blood.  Sarah closed  her  eyes  and  tried  to  ignore  the  dizziness. Could she not just return to Edmund and Anne and the geography lesson?


Chin up.


The woman released Sarah's chin and looked up at Sir Northrop. "Is this our only choice?"


"Yes."


"Are you certain?" The woman frowned.


"Perfectly. She has patience and intelligence. She's fluent in French, and with a bit of work, she will look the part."


The woman looked dubious. "What about—"


"All our  female operatives are on the Continent," Sir Northrop said, interrupting. "I can't wait for one to return."


The  woman  nodded  reluctantly.  "I  know.  If  we wait, everything we've put into place is ruined." She looked at Sarah again. "But can she do it?"


Sarah raised a brow. "Do what?"


The  woman  ignored  her  question.  "Your  name is Smith?"


"Yes," Sarah answered reluctantly.


"Is  that  your  family  name"—the  woman  winced in pain—"or are you an orphan?" It was a reasonable  question.  The  custom  was  to  give  all  orphans  the surname Smith.


Sarah glanced at Sir Northrop, who nodded at her. "Answer, Miss Smith."


"I'm  an  orphan,"  she  said,  feeling  her  cheeks heat in shame. "I was left on the steps of the Ladies Benevolent Society. I didn't come with a name, so I was given the name Sarah Smith."


"And  you  know  nothing  of  your  mother?"  the woman asked.


Sarah shook her head. She hated speaking of this— how she had been abandoned with only a slip of paper on  which  the  name  Sarah  had  been  scrawled.  And even that had been misspelled.


But although Sarah had been told countless times that she had been left at the Academy as an infant just a few days old, sometimes she had dreams or vague memories  of  a  mother  and  a  father.  The  feeling  of love  and  happiness  was  strong  in  what  Sarah  called her  phantom  memories.  Yet,  she  knew  they  could not be true.


What was true, though no one ever spoke of it, was that all assumed Sarah's mother had been either a prostitute  or  a loose woman who  found herself  pregnant and without a husband. Unable to care for the child, she had given her up to charity.


Sarah was, in essence, a bastard. Unwanted. Unloved.


And yet,  she  had made something of  her life.  She was  a  respectable  woman—a  good  governess,  too. After  all,  she  had  secured  this  position—though  she might come to regret it.


"Whom do you know in London?"


Sarah blinked, surprised at  the question.  "I… ah." She paused, uncertain how to answer.


"She doesn't know anyone," Sir Northrop offered impatiently. "My butler tells me no one has called for her, and she spends her day off in her room, reading."


Sarah  stared  at  him.  Why  should  he  care  what she did on her own time? Why should he care if she preferred  to  retreat  to  her  room—not  much  more than a closet really—and read about far-off places or daydream  that  one  day  she  would  have  a  home  and family of her own?


"Then you have no friends?" the woman asked.


Sarah  straightened.  "I  have  friends."  She  realized her chin had drooped and raised it again. "I'm close to several of the girls at the Academy, but we all work. Most are governesses in the country, and we communicate through writing."


"But no one in London."


"The teachers at the Academy," Sarah said, trying not to sound defensive.


The  woman  waved  that  away.  "You're  unlikely to  meet  with  any  of  them."  She  looked  at  Sir Northrop. "And you said she had been a governess for another family?"


"Yes.  She  came  with  a  good  recommendation. She  was  dismissed  because  the  boys  went  off  to school,  and  she  was  no  longer  needed.  The  family had no daughters."


Sarah stared  at  him.  "Sir, may  I ask  to  what all of these  questions  pertain?  Is  there  a  problem  with  my work or my family history?"


"Oh, no!" the woman exclaimed then succumbed  to a fit of coughing. When she recovered, she croaked, "Your history is perfect."


"Perfect?"  Sarah  gave  her  a  long  look.  She  had thought  being  born  penniless,  without  a  surname, and  a  likely bastard many things over the years, but never perfect.


"Miss  Smith,"  Sir  Northrop  said  now,  turning  to her. "I need your help."


Sarah nodded. "With the children?"


"No. With the duc de Valère."


Sarah blinked. "Who?"


"Julien  Harcourt,  duc  de  Valère,"  the  woman repeated.  "He's  a  traitor  and  an  informant,  and  we need you to spy on him."








  


Three





"You  want  me  to  do  what?"  Sarah  sputtered.  She could  not  have  heard  them  correctly.  They  wanted her to spy? On a duc? She was a governess. She did not know anything about ducs or spies.


"Calm down," Sir Northrop ordered. He retrieved a chair and pushed it toward the fire for her. "Here, take a seat."


"I'd rather stand, thank you."


"Very  well."  She  saw  him  glance  at  the  injured woman—was  she  a  spy?—before  he  continued.  "I know all this must come as a shock to you, Miss Smith. But I don't have time for niceties. Your country needs your help. Will you do it?"


"No, I can't. I'm a governess, not a spy."


Sir  Northrop  crossed  his  arms,  and  the  look  in  his eyes  was  dangerous. "I  am well aware of your station, Miss Smith, but you have all of the qualities necessary to complete this task. I have watched you the last few days."


Sarah stiffened, feeling uncomfortable.


"I  have  noted  your  extensive  patience  with  the children. You must have covered the same geography  lesson with Edmund ten different times, and yet you never showed even a hint of exasperation."


Sarah swallowed. So he had noted Edmund's poor comprehension of geography. "But, sir, it's my job to be patient with children—"


"Few have that sort of patience, or your quickness of mind. When Anne tried to skirt her writing exercise last week because she was hungry, you persuaded her to write about the food she was craving. She showed me the composition that evening, and the descriptions were impressive."


"Sir,  we  are  speaking  of  dealings  with  children. Surely,  I  do  not  have  the  skills  needed  to  spy  on  a French duc!"


"You are fluent in French, and we do  not  expect you  to  act  alone.  We  will  give  you  guidance  and preparation. You have been approved."


"Approved?"     Sarah     looked     from     Sir     Northrop back to the injured woman. "By whom?" There was silence, and Sarah hissed in a breath. "Are you telling me the King has asked for my assistance?" Her hands were shaking now, and she tried to  still them  in  the folds of her gown.


"Not  by  name."  Sir  Northrop  paused  as  though considering  how  much  to  tell  her.  "As  you  know, I  was  knighted  by  the  King  for  service  to  England. What you may not know is that I still render assistance to His Majesty. I work for the Foreign Office, training and overseeing some of our best operatives."


Sarah gawked at him. Sir Northrop—her employer, the  man  in  whose  home  she  resided—oversaw  the country's spies?


"This"—he  gestured  to  the  woman  lying  on  the chaise  longue—"is  the  operative  we  had  planned  to use, but—let's call her The Widow—The Widow was injured in the line of duty. We need someone to take her place. In three days."


The Widow? What kind of name was that? A code name  obviously,  and  one  Sarah  wanted  nothing  to do with.


"You're our only hope, Miss Smith," The Widow said. "There are no other operatives free at this time."


"But  why  me?"  Sarah  took  a  step  back.  "Surely there are many patient, quick-witted women about."


Sir  Northrop  nodded.  "True,  but  all  have  a  history here in London. You do not. No one in the upper circles of the ton will know you are not who we say you are."


"The  ton?"  Sarah  felt  the  panic  creep  in.  The  ton was the collective name for England's high society— the  wealthy,  titled,  and  fabulously  stylish.  "I  don't know  anything  about  the  ton.  I'm  just  a  governess," she repeated. Perhaps if she said it enough, the truth would sink in.


"Nonsense. You live with the ton, work for them. You  are  preparing  Sir  Northrop's  children  to  live in  the  world  of  the  ton.  You  know  more  than  you think,"  The  Widow  said.  "What  you  don't  know, you'll figure out. More importantly, you have the look we need. The duc has been given a general description of me—brown  hair, brown  eyes, taller than  average. You fit that description."


Sarah shook her head. "B-but I don't look anything like  you.  You're—"  She  gestured  to  the  woman's bosom, unable to find the words.


"The duc has never met me, so that shouldn't be a problem."


Sarah opened her mouth then closed it again. Every protest she made was met with a counterargument. It seemed  futile  to  point  out  that  she  had  never  met  a duke in her life. Why, even Sir Northrop made her nervous,  and  he  was  only  a  knight.  And  now  they expected her to go gallivanting about the ton as though she associated with the aristocracy every day?


They wanted her to spy.


On. A. Duc.


Did they know she did not have the stomach for telling lies? How could she lie to this duc? She would be sick all over the man as soon as she said her name.


Oh, and what name was she to give? The Widow?


She shook her head. No, she could not  do it. Sir Northrop was watching her, frowning.


"I'm sorry," she said. "I have to decline. I-I'm just a governess. I must return to my charges."


***


Julien  Harcourt,  chevalier,  duc  de  Valère,  pair  de France,  pushed  away  the  glass  of  brandy  his  friend Rigby offered him. "I'm done."


Done with the brandy and done with his club. He glanced about the smoky sitting room filled with men seated  in  leather  chairs,  papers  in  one  hand,  brandy in  the  other.  The  hum  of  voices  was  incessant,  and beyond, in the gaming room, he could hear the cries of victory and groans of defeat.


Rigby  raised  a  brow.  "It's  French  brandy.  Some entrepreneurial  smuggler  risked  life  and  limb  so  we 


could pay a pretty penny to drink it."


"Penny?"  Stover  said,  interrupting.  "That  bottle cost more than a penny."


"You  finish  it,  then,"  Julien  offered.  "I'm  going home to bed."


Rigby  and  Stover  exchanged  glances.  "Big  day tomorrow, eh?" Rigby said. The taller of Julien's two friends, he had auburn hair, fair skin, and still looked eighteen. As the nephew of a marquis who had more money  than  King  George—or  King  Midas,  for  that matter—Laurence Rigby  had  enough blunt  to buy a thousand bottles of smuggled French brandy.


Julien  rose,  and  Stover  rose  with  him.  Marcus Stover was older and more serious. More frugal, too. His  blond  brows  creased  with  concern.  "You  didn't finish telling us about the letter."


"Or the lovely Mademoiselle Serafina."


Julien  ignored  Rigby's  comment.  The  letter  was still on his mind. It was the reason he had come out to his club tonight. The reason he was still here at—he checked his pocket watch—three in the morning.


"Oh,  what'd  you  go  and  do  that  for?"  Rigby complained. "Don't tell me what time it is. If I don't know, I can truthfully tell my father that the time got away from me."


"You need to get your own flat," Stover in formed him.


"Or  move  in  with  Valère  here,"  Rigby  said, waggling his eyebrows. "His mama doesn't care how late he stays out."


"She'll care tonight," Julien said, deciding he might as well take his seat again. There was no point in going  home yet. He would not be able to sleep. The letter was still on his mind.


"She     wants     you     looking     your     best     for     the Mademoiselle Serafina."


"Stubble it," Stover ordered Rigby. "Tell us about the letter."


He handed Julien the brandy, and this time Julien accepted  it.  He  took  a  long  swallow,  lowered  his voice, and said, "I'm going back to France."


"Are     you     jingle-brained?"     Rigby     exclaimed. "There's a war on."


Julien  gave  him  a  look,  and  Rigby  sat  back. "Alright. I'll stubble it."


Julien  turned  back  to  Stover.  "I  received  a  letter from  someone  who  alleges  he  was  a  servant  for  my family.  In  the  letter,  he  claims  to  know  the  whereabouts of my brother Armand."


"Where?" Stover asked.


"He won't say in the letter."


Stover looked thoughtful. "It could be a trap. Get you back in France then capture you."


"Are  there  windmills  in  your  head?"  Rigby  sat forward. "Of course it's a trap."


Julien turned on him. "And what if it's not? What if my brother is trapped in France right now, rotting in some jail, while I lounge here, sipping brandy?" He slammed the glass down, garnering looks from several men at the gaming tables.


Rigby gave them a wave, and they turned back to their faro. "Calm down, Valère. We're just trying to warn you what this ill-fated venture could cost you."


"I don't count costs," he said through a clenched 


jaw. "If my brother is alive, he needs me. There's no price on that."


"Have you considered that your brothers are most likely dead?" Stover asked.


"There are no records of their deaths."


"What  records  would  there  be?"  Stover  spoke carefully. "You said yourself your mother believes the boys perished in the fire."


Yes,  but  Julien  wanted  proof.  He  had  obtained proof  of  his  father's  death.  After  the  duc  de  Valère fought the peasants, giving his wife a chance to escape, he  had  been  captured  and  transported  to  Paris  and guillotined as the crowds cheered.


But of his younger brothers, the twins Sébastien and Armand, no account existed. Julien had gone back to France  in  secret  and  investigated,  but  he  had  gotten nowhere.  And  then  yesterday  he  received  the  letter. It was signed by Gilbert Pierpont, their former butler. He wrote that he had information about Armand but couldn't give the information in the letter; it was too dangerous.  He  wanted  Monsieur  le  Duc  to come  to Paris—into the lion's den.


"I have to be sure."


Rigby shook his head. "You're going to get yourself killed playing the hero."


"I'm  not  a  hero.  I'm  just  doing  my  duty."  Ne quittez  pas.  Never  give  up.  That  had  been  his  father's creed, and Julien had adopted it.


"Well,  let  me  give  you  another  duty.  There's  a tavern over in Chelsea with the prettiest barmaid—"


"I don't care about some woman."


"That's obvious," Rigby muttered. "Work, work, 


work."


Julien sighed. It was true. He worked far too much, but he hadn't had the security of a father's fortune like Rigby and Stover. He and his mother had to start over after fleeing France.


"He's not going to meet a barmaid on the same day his fiancée arrives," Stover said.


Julien winced. "Don't call her that."


Stover held up his hands. "You and I and the rest of the ton know your mother hopes you'll ask the chit to marry you."


"I'm the one  to bend a knee." He rose. "And I'll make that decision."


"You'll do it." Rigby sighed. "Duty and all that."


"Try it sometime."


Rigby frowned. "What's that mean?"


"How long has your  family been  trying  to  match you with Miss Wimple? She's rich, has land adjoining yours, and blushes every time you speak to her."


"She has horse teeth." Rigby wrinkled his nose.


Stover laughed. "And you have big ears."


Rigby's hands flew to his ears. "Do not!"


With  a  laugh  and  a  shake  of  his  head,  Julien strode away.


He did not go straight home. He walked until he tired his brain enough that he thought it would finally allow  sleep.  Three  hours  later,  he  stood  in  front  of his town house in Berkeley Square. The sun was just breaking  through  the  clouds,  penetrating  the  thick fog  that  shrouded  the  night  and  engendered  damp and cold even this late in May. He hated the English damp. It made his foot throb, the pain like a persistent 


adversary after all these years.


He stood in front of the house, leaning against the door, watching the last of the carriages rattling along the road. He supposed the occupants were returning from some lord or lady's ball. Had his mother gone? Was he supposed to have attended?


Behind  him,  the  door  opened  and  Luc,  his  valet, stuck his head out. "Monsieur le Duc, do you intend to stand out here all night?" he asked, voice thick with his French accent. 


Julien  turned  to  squint  at  Luc.  "What  are  you doing up?"


"Eh! Mon Dieu! Look at that cravat." Luc gestured desperately  at  the  vestibule.  "Come  inside,  s'il  vous plaît.  Are  you  certain  you  are  part  French?  No Frenchman  would  treat  his  accoutrements  in  this fashion." He lifted the wilted cravat with two fingers. "Au secours! It is ruined, no?"


Ruined was an exaggeration. The cravat was undone and had a small stain on it, but Julien wasn't going to argue the point. Once inside, he dropped into a pink and  white  striped  satin  Sheraton  chair,  waving  away his valet. "I'll buy another."


Luc frowned then bent to remove the neck cloth. "That is what you always say."


"This time he means it."


Julien looked up and saw his mother standing  at the top of the steps. Rowena, dowager duchesse de Valère, descended, the train of her yellow morning gown  trailing  over  the  steps  after  her.  She  was  a beautiful woman. Not quite five and forty, her hair was  still  black,  her  figure  still  trim,  and  her  smile 


still sad.


Once  when  he  and  Stover  were  too  far  in  their cups, Stover had described her as ethereal. Julien could see that now. The grief that accompanied losing two sons and a husband had not robbed her of her beauty, but  it  had  transformed  that  beauty  into  something fragile and poignant.


She seemed so delicate now, not the same woman who had scaled a chateau and fought off angry peasants with a pitchfork.


She  reached  the  marble  landing  and  held  out  a hand. "I missed you at the ball."


So  he  had  been  expected  to  attend.  "I  was  with Rigby and Stover."


"Ah."


"Monsieur Bruyere, leave us, please."


"Oui,  Duchesse."  The  valet  bowed  deeply,  and taking the wilted cravat with him, retreated.


She extended a hand. "Come, have tea with me." Julien thought of her with tea cup and saucer, stirring cream  and  sugar  into  the  cup.  She  never  seemed  so English as she did when she took tea. Of course, she was English, and she never tired of reminding him that he  was  half English. She often said he might as well consider himself fully English as  the French certainly did not want their kind back.


"Ma  mère,  je  suis  fatigué."  Julien spoke the French stubbornly. He would not disavow his origins. A look of  sadness  crossed  her  features,  and  he  regretted  his words immediately. "Never mind, I'll—"


She held up a hand. "No, you go to bed."


He  hesitated  and  then  decided  that,  at  this  point, 


bed was probably best. He turned toward the steps.


"But, Julien?"

He paused, looked back.

"Don't sleep too late. Mademoiselle Serafina Artois is arriving today."


Julien     clenched     his     jaw,     nodded.     His     mother might  think  she  had  procured  him  a  bride,  but  in Mademoiselle Serafina, Julien saw something else.


Vengeance.
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