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"Kegp your distance," Marguerite
hissed, "or | warn you,
| shall scream.”

Jack lunged for her, pulling her close againg his body so
that she could not strike him, and clamped his large hand
across her mouth.

"Yau waited too long, maam. Don't be afraid. T will let you
go, but only if you promise not to scream. And if you tell
me wha you have done to Herr Benn.”

She responded by sinking her teeth into the fleshy part d
his thumb.

“Argh!” he gasped, indtinctively pulling his hand awvay. She
was il pressed firmly to his chest, but she was opening
her mouth to scream & the top d her lungs.

Therewas no help for it. He kissed her.
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Dear Reader,

I'm delighted to be able to introduce this third story

iIn THE AIKENHEAD HONORS trilogy. It wasa joy

to write these stories, not only because| fell in love
with every hero in my band of spies, but also because

| could show you some of my favorite places, such as
St. Petersburg and Viennaand medieval Marseilles and
Lyons. Each city isso full of history and romance that it
almost oozes from between the stones.

In Dominic's sory —His Cavalry Lady—you see some
of Russia, and meet a heroine who serves as a man

In the tsar's cavary. In Leo's sory —His Reluctant
Migdress—you see Viennain the golden autumn of 1814
and meet a heroine with the most beautiful singing voice
In Europe. In this gory —His Forbidden Liaison—Jack
IS under cover, spying in France after Napoleon's return
from exilein Elba, and relying on the help of a beautiful
French silk weaver who has secrets of her own.

| originally intended to write only three books, but
THE AIKENHEAD HONORS has four members, and
Benisinsisting on having his own story. So thisis now
to beatrilogy infour parts! Ben’s sory —Her Silken
Seduction—will be appearing soon as an eBook, in
Harlequin's UNDONE!

His Forbidden Liaison is a milestone for me—y tenth
book for Harlequin Mills & Boon. But writing ten books
pales into insignificance compared to Harlequin's sixty
yearsin the publisning business. Harlequin has given so
much pleasure to so many readers over all these years.
Congratulations! And long may it continue!

Joanna
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Chapter One

Ee TN

"y o u still look a bit groggy,” Ben murmured.

Jack shook his head. Now that he was safely on dry land
again, he would soon recover from his confounded seasi ck-
ness. More important was to stop Ben from betraying them,
before their mission had even begun. Jack risked a quick
glanceover hisshoulder. Theport of Marsellleswascrowded
with people, but no one was close enough to have overheard
Ben's unwary use of English.

Jack dropped an arm around Ben's shoulders, for all the
world asif he needed hisfriend's support for his shaky legs.
'No Englisn,’ he hissed into Ben's ear. Then, switching to
French, he began to bemoan the state of hishealthin avoice
that was loud enough to be heard by anyone within twenty
yards. Jack's French, learnt from his French mama, the
Dowager Duchessof Calder, wasflawless. Hewasableto pass
for a Parisian without any trouble. Whereas Ben's French,
though pretty fluent, had a definite foreign accent that might
make him suspect. To avoid that, they had agreed, before
leaving Vienna, that Ben would pretend to be a German.

It was still a hugely dangerous mission that the Duke of
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W lington had given to thesetwo membersof the Aikenhead

Honours spying band. From Marseilleson the Mediterranean
coadt, Jack and Ben were to travel dowly north to Parisand
thenceto Calals, gathering information as they went about the
extent of rebellious feeling in the country. Wellington was
very concerned that therestored French King's harsh rulewas
provoking unrest, especially among ex-membersof thearmy.
He needed to know just how many Frenchmen would be
ready to agitate for Bonaparte's return and where rebellion
was most likely to occur. In Wellington's view, the strip of
water dividing France from the idand of Elba, Bonaparte's
place of exile, was not nearly wide enough.

Jack slumped down ontoabollard by the water's edge. His
legs really were wobbly. Why on earth was he, alone among
theAikenhead Honours, cursed with seasickness?Ben looked
much frailer than Jack, but he had not had amoment's unease
during their voyage. Jack —broader, heavier and much more
robust in gppearance—had collapsed almost before the ship
had |eft Genoa harbour. It was shaming.

A barefoot sailor scampered nimbly down the gangplank
with avalisein each hand. Spying the two young passengers
who had been so generous to the crew during their voyage,
he hurried along thequayside and deposited thebagsat Jack's
feet. Jack looked up. The sailor was waiting expectantly.

'Give the man some money, Benn,' Jack said, in French,
using the nom de guerre they had been using since leaving
Vienna. Ben, Baron Dexter, had become Herr Christian Benn
and Lord Jack Aikenhead had become Mr L ouis Jacques.

Benduginto hispocket. 'l haveno Frenchfrancs,' hesaid,
In French, staring down at the coins in his hand. 'But you
might not want those anyway, | suppose.’ He picked out a
silver coin from Genoa and offered it to the sailor, who
grinned and tested it with his few remaining teeth.
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‘Thank ye, gr,' the sailor said, and pocketed it before run-
ning back on board.

'‘Good," Jack sad inalow voice. 'l think we carried that
off well enough. But now we must be doubly careful. All the
crew on the ship were Italians. They had no way of knowing
whether you were a Frenchman or not. But here, many ears
will belistening. Take care.'

Bennodded. 'If | think thereisdanger, | canaways pretend
to be mute!’

'Good idea,' Jack said, rising to hisfeet. Hislegswerefeel-
Ing stronger now. He should be able to walk more or less
normally. 'lf needs mugt, you shall be my slow-witted travel-
ling companion, who can barely speak and who needs me to
look after him as we travel.' Jack grinned. 'Actualy, that
seems remarkably appropriate in the circumstances, don't
you think?

Ben grinned back and threw a mock punch at Jack's mid-
riff, though they both knew that Jack was much too quick on
hisfeet to be caught.

Jack sidestepped neatly. 'My dear Herr Benn,' he said,
'you will have to do better than that if you are to catch me.
And now, asyou are the junior partner in thisenterprise, and
also the one who is touched in the upper works, | suggest you
pick up the bags and bring them.'

Ben spluttered a protest, but he was too late. Jack was al-
ready striding off past the Ho6tel deVillein thedirection of one
of theharbour inns. Ben had no choicebut to pick up both their
bags and follow.

After twenty yards, Jack stopped, turned and waited for his
friend. Ben wasnot used to acting the servant. Back homein
England, as heir to his grandfather, Viscount Hoarwithy, he
was used to being waited on hand and foot. That would not
bepossibleherein France, for they had both | eft their servants
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In Vienna. |t was too dangerous to do otherwise. On the road
to Genoa, they had relied oninn servants, but herein France,
they might well have to shift for themselves. It would be only
fair to break Ben in gently to the new routine.

Jack waited until Ben cameleve with him. Hereached for
hisvalise, but thistime, Ben wastoo quick for him. Hethrew
the valise at Jack, catching him on the shoulder. 'Servant,
indeed!" Ben muttered. "You, dr, areriding for afdl.’

With awry smile, Jack hefted his valise under hisinjured
arm and used hisfree hand to rub hisshoulder. 'l can seethat
| shall haveto be wary of you, my slow-witted friend. Come,
then.' He turned to stare up at the harbour inn. "What think
you to this place? Good enough for one night?

Marguerite Grolier stood in the middle of the floor while
her groom and the hired servants stowed her remaining samples
and the last of her purchases around the walls. She would
barely haveroom to move, but thesesupplieswereso valuable
that she had to have them under her eye, for the future of the
Grolier family weaving businessdepended on them. If any of
thiswas|ost or stolen, the whole family would suffer.

She smiled at Guillaume. He was groom, coachman and
general factotum to her family, which he had served since
before she was born. 'Have the coach ready to leave at first
light, please, Guillaume,' she said. "We will need to pack all
this and leave as soon as we can. We must make the most of
the daylight.’

Even thisfar south, darkness fell early in thefirst days of
March. She would not normally havetravelled from Lyonsat
thistime of year, but the family could not afford to miss the
opportunity of securing an export agent for ther silks and
velvets. He had been most impressed by the quality of
Marguerite's wares and happy tot ake someto sall in Naples
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and Rome. Such sales might save their business, Marguerite
knew, for the French market had become extremely difficult
of late. Beforethe Revolution, Lyons had had thousandsupon
thousands of looms, and had provided silk to all the great
houses of France, and beyond. But the continuing wars had
taken almost all the men and, now that France had been de-
feated, the peoplewho remai ned were more concerned about
filling their belliesthan putting fine clothes upon their backs.

The Grolier business could not afford to upset the few
wealthy customers who remained in France. And one of the
greatest of those—the Duchess of Courland—was waiting
impatiently for the special silk for a court dress. Before this
unexpected trip to Marseilles, Marguerite and her sister had
been working day and night to finish it in time. As soon as
she returned to Lyons, one of them would have to carry it to
Paris for the Duchess's approval. The journey would be a
huge expense, and Marguerite was only half-convinced that
It was sensible, but her sister, Suzanne, maintained that it
would bethemaking of thar little business. Oncethe Duchess
of Courland had approved Grolier silk, all theroyalist ladies
congregating around the restored King Louis XVIII would
want to place orders. Marguerite and Suzanne would be able
to employ more weavers, and to increase the number of ther
looms. They would no longer need to worry about having
enough money to pay for bread and the medicines for ther
poor demented mama. They would be able to plan for the
future at last.

It was not what they had been brought up to expect —it
could never be tha—but it might be tolerable.

Marguerite was finding it difficult to slegp, as she aways
did when shewas away from her own bed. Shewould be very
glad to be on the way hometo Lyonsin the morning. It was
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thefirst timethat Suzanne had been left to run the household
for more than just aday or two, and Marguerite was not sure
how well she would have coped. She would have their maid,
Berthe, to help her, of course, but Berthe spent much of her
time watching over their sick mother, so Suzanne would be
responsi blefor running the weaving shop aswell asthe house.
Therewasaboy to help with the heavy work while Guillaume
was away, but still...

Suzannewasyounger and dighter than Marguerite, and she
was also used to looking to Marguerite for decisions, and to
give instructions to the servants. Would Suzanne be able to
overcome her shyness enough to assert her authority whenit
was needed? Perhapsit would not have been necessary, Mar-
guerite told hersalf. Suzanne would be able to continue her
work at the silk looms unless there were problemswith cus-
tomers, or money. Or with their mother's increasingly unpre-
dictable starts.

Margueriteworried constantly about their mother. Shewas
barely forty-fiveyearsold and yet, since the accident, she be-
haved like an old woman. Sometimes she did not know who
or where she was. Sometimes she did not even recognise her
own daughters. And yet, at other times, she was almost as
lucid and as loving as she had ever been. The problem was
that her periods of lucidity were becoming shorter and the
episodes of demented behaviour longer and more freguent.
Soon, thefamily would need to watch over her night and day,
but there was not enough money to pay another servant to
help Berthe. Even with the export sales that might come
through the new agent, there would be only just enough to
keep the family. The Duchess of Courland’s approval was
vital. Would Suzanne have been able to finish the Duchess's
silk during Marguerite's absence? 1t was such adow and la-
borious business, because of the gold cord that had to be
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threaded through at intervals and the fineness of the other
threads. Even awholeday's weaving seemed to produceonly
afew moreinches of cloth.

Marguerite turned over in bed, trying to find a cool spot
on theinn's lumpy pillow. If shehad beenrich, shewould have
travelled with her own pillows, and her own linen, as aristo-
cratic ladies had done before the Revolution. As her own
mother had done, once, beforethefamily's fortuneshad fallen
so low. If only Pgpa—

Theheavy silenceadf the night was broken by atiny scrab-
bling sound. A mouse, perhaps? Marguerite pulled the
blankets moreclosely around her shouldersand listened hard.
Thereit was again! But it was not coming from floor levd,
surely? It seemed to be coming from somewhere near the
door, and quite high up.

She concentrated all her senseson the door to her chamber,
straining her eyesasif, by willpower aone, shecouldforcethem
to seeintheblackness. Y es thenoisewasstill there, and getting
alittlelouder, too. Someone was trying to enter her chamber'!

Oh, where was Guillaume?Why had she not insisted he
remain on guard outside her door? Because he needs to be
rested enough to drive the coach inthe morning, her sensible
self reminded her. Even on the edge of panic, with an
Intruder —perhaps even a rapist—at her door, her sensible
inner voice would not alow itself to be overwhelmed.

If there 1S an intruder, he will almost certainly be a thief,
come to steal the silks and velvets. Many people must have
seen what we were carrying in the coach and how valuable
Itis. | should have expected this.

And | will deal with it!

Very quietly, Margueritedipped out of bed and donned the
wrapper shehad leftlying acrosstheend of thebed. Now that
she was fully awake, she could actually make out the shapes
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of thefurniturein theroom. Shelooked around for aweapon.
Yes, there! She seized the tall brass candlestick from the
dressing table. Its weight was comforting.

She crept across the floor to stand behind the door. If he
forced his way in, she would fell him with the candlestick
before he had gone even ayard.

The noise outside was getting louder and louder. Did the
Intruder assume, because Marguerite had not screamed, that
she was cowering in the corner?

Shegripped thecandl estick even moretightly. Shewould not
cower. If shehad had apistol, shewould beready to shoot him.

Therewasaloudclick. Silence. Had heforced thelock?Mar-
gueritedared to touch her left hand to the handle. She could not
seeitinthegloom, but she could fed it. It wasturning.

Jack was awake and half out of bed before the sound had
died awvay. A woman's scream. He wasamost sure of it.

He was tempted to bang on the wall that separated his
roomfrom Ben's. But there was no sound of movement from
next door. Too much of the landlord's heavy red wine had
doneits work.

Jack wasted no time. He had to find the woman, who must
beinreal trouble. But even for that, Jack could not leave his
room in his naked state. Where on earth were his breeches?

He could not remember. And in the dark, he could not see
them. In desperation, heripped the sheet off thebed and tied it
round hiswalst. Barefoot, and with no light, he groped for the
door, unlockedit by touch aloneand flung it open. A glimmer
of light! Somewherefurther aong the narrow corridor.

Then another scream echoed round the wood panelling.

Jack launched himsdlf along the corridor towards thelight.
Just round the corner of the passage, a bedchamber door stood
open. A cerk lantern had been set down on thefloor just outside.
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In the gloom, Jack saw afair-haired young woman struggling
with adark-clad man. The man was about to overpower her.

'Let her go, you blackguard!”

The man turned hishead just enough to seethenew danger.
Then he swivelled on the spot, dragging the woman with him,
and putting her body between himsalf and Jack.

Jack did not waste any more words. A man who was
prepared to use a woman as a shield deserved no quarter.
Jack seized the man's nearest arm, and with adegree of sheer
brute strength that he had not known he possessed, hauled it
off the woman. Then he whipped the arm round and up the
man's back, forcingit hard against theshoulder joint. Theman
screamed with pain. If he continued to resist, his shoulder
might be dislocated.

Jack pushed thearm alittle higher. That did the trick. The
assallant dropped his hold on the woman and tried to use his
free arm to fight Jack off.

‘Save yourself!" Jack orderedin French. He needed her out
of theway, so that he could ensurethisman wastruly disabled.

She ducked under their flailing arms and scrambled back
Into the bedchamber. But she did not bar the door. What on
earth was the matter with her? Jack could not protect her and
deal with theintruder at the same time.

The man was shorter than Jack, but much heavier. He was
trying to use hisfree arm to fight. But Jack was behind him
and he still had the man's arm locked against his back. He
pushed it even higher. A loud gasp of pain. The villain must
yield now, surely?

Jack tried to push the man face-first into the wall, but he
continued to struggle. And then he kicked over the lantern.
Everything went dark.

Jack swore. Fighting this man in the dark was no easy
task, especialy as he seemed to be able to ignore the pain of
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the armlock. He tried to trip Jack's feet from under him, but
Jack was wise to that. He had wrestled too often with his
brothers. Then suddenly the man used his free hand as
leverage to propel his weight backwards into Jack's body.
Taken by surprise, Jack staggered, letting go of the armlock.
Now he had lost hisadvantage, and he could see nothing. He
heard, though. Therewasalow growl and afilthy curse. 'I'll
have'ee now,' the voice said.

At that moment, alight flared. The woman appearedin the
open doorway, holding atiny candle high with her left hand.

Jack saw the scene like a tableau vivant, his attacker
crouching, ready to spring, and now with a small, wicked
knife in one hand. Behind him, in the doorway, stood the
woman in apale wrapper, thelight held highin one hand and
a brass candlestick in the other, her bare feet planted firmly
on the wooden boards.

Jack took adefensive stance, waiting. In theflickeringlight,
hisassallant's advantage waslessened, but hestill had that knife.

The man risked a quick glance over his snhoulder towards
thelight. Hesaw the woman, thelight and thecandlestick, and
for amoment, hisattention wavered. Now was Jack's chance.
Helaunched himsdlf at theman, determined to wrest theknife
from hisgrasp. Hegrabbed the man's wrist with onehand, and
hisneck withtheother, tryingto half-throttlehimto makehim
drop the knife.

It took only a second. The man groaned and collapsed
in a heap on the floor. The knife clattered against the wall
and was still.

Jack gasped in relief. 'Thank God!" He had never known
any man to succumb so quickly. He threw himsalf to hisknees
and pinioned both the man's arms behind his back.

The woman's bare feet edged a step nearer. Out of the
corner of hiseye, Jack registered that they weresmall andfine-
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boned. He looked up. Even in the half-light, she was very
pretty, withamassof fair curly hair and delicatefeatures. Jack
found himsdlf trying to judgethecolour of her eyes. Madness!
Thiswas no timefor such idiocy.

The woman had put the candlestick on the floor and was
undoing the belt of her wrapper. 'Perhaps you would tie him
up? She offered it to Jack.

Hetook it, suddenly consciousaof thefact that shenow had
to hold her wrapper closed with her free hand. What glories
was she concealing underneath? He remained stock still for
amoment, his mind full of lustful imaginings.

'‘Sir?

Her dightly testy tone brought him back to earthwith ajolt.
She had every reason to be cross. His behaviour was inex-
cusable. He hurriedly used the belt to tie the assailant's arms
behind his back, making sure the knot was good and tight. The
man would have severely bruised wrists, to add to his
damaged shoulder, which was little enough by way of pun-
Ishnment for such adastardly attack.

Jack had himsalf back under control by the time he stood
up, though he was increasingly conscious of his half-naked
state. It was no way to appear in front of alady. And thisfair-
haired girl was definitely alady.

'It Isgenerdly best, maam,' hesaid serioudly, 'to keep your
bedchamber door locked when travelling." The implication
was clear. She had put herself in danger, and unnecessarily.

'And | woulddo so, gir, butitisalittledifficult at present.’
She picked up the candlestick, took a step backwards into
the room and gestured at the floor. There was another body
lying there.

'You did that, maam? he said in wonderment. She had
taken on two assailants, at |east one of them armed, and she
with only a candlestick? Thislady was an Amazon.
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She nodded, weighing her candlestick in her hand. 'l hit
himvery hard. | hopel havenot killed him.' Therewasasdlight
tremor in her voice. 'But | was alone, and afraid.’

Jack knelt by the second man and checkedfor apulse. It was
there, and surprisingly strong, considering what had been done
to him. Jack roseto hisfeet. 'Have nofear, maam, heisdive!

She smiled then, for the first time. Even in the relative
gloom, he could see that it lit up her face and her eyes. But
he still could not make out their colour.

'Do you have something else we can use to tie this one
up? | have nothing, I'm afraid." He gestured towards his
makeshift attire.

She gave a low laugh. 'l should prefer if you did not
removeyour sheet for that purpose, ar.' She turned back into
her chamber.

Jack took a step after her to find that the room was piled
with packages. He watched as the woman ripped oneopen and
took out some material. It shimmered asit caught the faint
light from the candle. There was aripping noise, loud in the
sudden silence.

'Here." Sheoffered him the pieceshe had torn off. 'It's silk.
Stronger than the best rope. It will certainly hold him.’

Jack took the delicate fabric and began to twist it. Yes, it
was strong, but it also felt wonderful against hisskin, dippery,
soft, sensuous. It was the sort of fabric that should embrace
abeautiful woman, not tieup aruffian. Butit wasall they had,
and he used it. Then he hauled the body over the thresnold
and dumped it in the corridor.

‘Thank you, gr." She was making to shut the door on him.

He held up ahand. /A moment, maam. Would you be so
good as to tell me what happened?| cannot understand why
you would have opened your door to such villains!'

She frowned, possibly alittle crosdy. ‘It would requirea
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complete ninny, Sr, to do such a thing without cause. Those
men were trying to break into my room, to steal my goods, |
Imagine.' She gesturedto the pilesof parcels. 'l had achoice.
Toliein my bed and wait to be robbed, even murdered. Or to
confront them on my terms.! She raised the candlestick.
'‘Would you have had me do otherwise?

Jack was not absolutely sure, but he thought her eyes might
have flashed with anger as she spoke. His Amazon was cer-
tainly challenging him. He had been wrong about her, and he
would have to apologise. 'Your reactions were admirable,
maam, and very courageous. If | have seemed to suggest
anything else, | apologise.’

She softened a little then. Jack could seeit in the dight
relaxation of her shoulders. And she lowered the candle-
stick, too.

He peered past her into the room. "You have no maid,
ma am?

She shook her head. 'A manservant only. He sleepsin
the carriage.’

'It might be safer to have him slegp outside your door.”

She seemed to consider that for a moment. "You may be
right, sir. | will remember your advice. And now, if | may
Impose on you alittle more, | should be most grateful if you
would arrange for these two would-be thieves to be taken to
the authorities’

He could not leave them as they were. Since only thear
handsweretied, therewas adanger they might escape. ‘Might
| have two more piecesof your silk, maam? | think their legs
need to be bound whilel gofor theconstable." He knelt once
more by the two unconscious bodies.

At that moment, theknife man groaned. 'l should have hit
him harder,' she said, before turning away to fetch more silk.

Jack sat back on hisheels. So much for hischoke-hold. He
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owed hisdeliverancefrom theknife, not to hisown quick wits
and fighting skills, but to a brave Frenchwoman and a brass
candlestick.



Chapter Two

Cad T

Ben dropped hisvalise, groaned and put a hand to his head.
Even the weak spring sunshine must be too strong for him,
for he wastrying to shade his eyes.

'Don't expect any sympathy from me, Ben,' Jack said. 'In
thispart of the world, the wineis remarkably strong and pure
hangover juice. It's nothing likethefinechampagneswewere
served inVienna'

Ben groaned again. ‘T’ll know better next time.'

'And perhaps, next time, you'll be awake enough to help.
If that Frenchwoman hadn't been so handy with her candle-
stick, I could havebeendiced up likeaprimeham.' Hesmiled
softly to himsalf at the memory of hisAmazon. A pity they'd
had to leave the inn s0 early. He would have welcomed a
chance to see her again, if only to ask after her well-baing.
And finally to see the colour of her eyes! 'That ruffian cer-
tainly meant business,' he added, forcing himself to put the
fair Frenchwoman from his thoughts.

Yes, I'm sorry. What will happen now?You don't have to
stay to give evidence against those fellows, do you™

Jack shook his head. 'No. The innkeeper is used to such
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gtarts, it seems. He said he would deal with them. No need
for me, or thelady, to remain. | must say | am glad of it. If
I'd had to give evidence against those two, | might have been
forced to say morethaniswise. Indeed, | think it's bestif we
leave Marseilles immediately." He bent to pick up Ben's
valise as well as his own. He might not offer words of sym-
pathy, but he could provide practical help for his friend's
pounding head.

'But aren't we supposed to find out about the Bonapartists
In Marseilles? Wellington suspected —

'And he wasright. | went out on to the quay earlier, while
you werestill snoring.' Hegrinned wickedly and started dowly
along theharbour side. "'There's lotsof talk about the Emperor
and how he promised to return with the violets. Lotsof trea-
sonous mutteringagainst King Louis, too. Must say | wassur-
prised at how open it was. They knew | was near enough to
overhear, but they didn't bother to lower their voices!

‘Sounds bad.’

'Y es. Therear e dwaystroublemakerson any dockside, even
at home, but Englishmen would havetaken carenot to beover-
heard. | had the impression that these Frenchmen are beyond
caring, that they see Bonaparteas alast, desperate hope.'

Ben shook his head and made a noisein histhroat.

Jack could not be sure if the moan was a result of Ben's
hangover or hisconcern about therisks of rebellion. 'Best if
we make our way to the coaching inn. There must be some
kind of diligence to take us north, especially thisearly in the
day. Andif thecoachisfull of passengers, we may glean some
useful information by listening to what they haveto say. Youd
be best to go back to being mute, | suppose.’

Ben nodded. They both knew it was safer that way.

‘Never mind, old fdlow." Jack grinned suddenly. 'Shouldn't
befor long, and then—’
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It doesn't matter.' Ben leant across to t ake his bag from
Jack's hand. 'It's for the mission, remember?

'Ah, good. Youre fedling better.'

Ben nodded again. Thistime he smiled. 'Let's go.'

They quickened their pace along the side of the harbour.
The ship that had brought them from Genoa was still lying
at anchor, waiting for the tide. Her decks were swarming
with Italian sailors. One or two of them shouted a greeting.
Jack waved a hand, but did not pause. There was too much
to do. 'We should be able to—'

A loud shout stopped them in thar tracks. Jack spunonhis
heel. A group of burly men had appeared from the inn where
they had lodged overnight. Two of them had dirty grey
bandagesround their heads, and they were pointing at Jack and
Ben. Jack gasped. 'Those arethe two ruffiansfrom|ast night.’

Benlooked back. "The menwith themdon' tlook anything
like constables, ether.’

As they watched, the group of Frenchmen split into two.
The two bandaged men remained by the inn door, but their
fellows were striding up the quayside towards Jack and Ben.
A sudden shaft of watery sunlight caught the gleam of knife
blades against dark clothing.

'Dear God! The landlord must have been in league with
them, and now they're after us. | don't liketheodds, withfive
of them and two of us!'

'Wed better run for it.' Vaisein hand, Ben started for the
end of the harbour.

You goon. I'll follow." Jack was digging into his pocket
as Ben took to his heels. Then heyelled at the sailorson the
Genoese ship. 'Hey, you fellows! Thisis for you, with our
thanks." Heflung the handful of coinshighin theair, rightinto
the path of their pursuers. Without waiting to see thereaction
from the ship, he turned and hared after Ben.
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Behind him, Jack heard shoutsin a mixture of languages.
The sallors must be scrambling on to the quayside and
fighting the Frenchmen for the coins. He and Ben had time
to escape. They would—

Ahead of him, Ben had stopped and turned, foolishly
waliting for Jack to catch up with him. A moment later, the
sharp crack of a pistol echoed round the harbour. Ben cried
out and fell to the ground. He had been shot!

| n seconds, Jack had caught up with Ben and was hauling
him back to hisfeet. He was conscious, though very pale. He
had dropped hisvaliseand was clutching at hisshoulder. Jack
put an arm round his waist. '‘Come on. Let me take your
weight. We can get awvay.'

Ben gritted his teeth and did his best to run.

'l will mind the horses, Guillaume, if you fetch the provi-
sions.

'But, mistress, it's not safe to leaveyou herealonewith the
coach and all the silk. You know what happened last night.'

Marguerite shook her head. 'lt will not happen again.
Look.' She took a step forward so that the folds of her skirt
moved. They had been concealing her hand, and the pistol she
had takenfromthe coach. 'No onewill try anything. If anyone
should accost me, | will shoot him. Now, fetch the provi-
sions, Guillaume, and be as quick as you can. We will have
precious little time to stop on the road, and even you cannot
manage without food.'

He nodded and hurried across the Place du Cul de Boeuf
to the baker's on the corner of the Canebiere, the long, wide
street leading up from the port to the main part of the city.

Marguerite sighed and buried the pistol more deeply
among her skirts. She refused to be afraid, even though they
were still all too close to the port and the ruffians who fre-
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guented it. Last night had been dangerous, terrifying even, but
It had been her own fault for slegping without a guard. She
would not make such a mistake again. On another occasion,
she might not be lucky enough to have a gentleman come to
her aid. He had been most courageous, launching himself
Into the fray with no thought for his own safety. And covered
by only athin bed sheet, to boot! She should have been em-
barrassed, of course, but she had been too intent on dealing
with the attackers.

Now she remembered that her rescuer's naked torso had
seemed shapely and well muscled, likeaclassical statue. She
fancied hishair had been dark. And he wastall, too. But what
she remembered most clearly was his voice, its strong, rich
tone inspiring confidence and helping her to overcome her
terror. She would treasure the memory of that voice.

It was a pity she had not had a chance to thank him
properly, or even to ask his name. Everything had happened
so quickly. As soon as both men were securely bound, he had
disappeared to arrange for them to be taken to gaol. Mar-
gueritehad beenleft aloneto deep, if shecould. And shehad,
soothed by the memory of that remarkable voice.

This morning she had rid hersalf of such missish fancies.
Asamatter of courtesy, shewould haveliked to seek himout,
but it had been much too early. She had not |eft a note. How
could she, for a man with no name? But she now felt more
than alittle guilty. It was a breach of good mannersto have
failled to thank him. If she ever saw him again, she would
remedy that, but thechanceswereextremely dim. Shewalked
thoughtfully to the leader's head and raised her free hand to
stroke his neck.

And then she heard the sound of running feet.

Shetightened her hold on the butt of the pistol, and turned.
Two men had rounded the corner from the Quai du Port. One,
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a fair-naired stranger, was leaning heavily on his darker
fellow. Why, it was the gentleman who had cometo her rescue
just hoursbefore! She stepped quickly away from the horses.
What was happening?What should she do? The men |ooked
to bein somedistress. The fair-haired one seemed to be strug-
gling to stay upright. Without the support of his friend, he
would probably have fallen to the ground.

Margueriteknew shehad to help her rescuer ashe had hel ped
her. It was a matter of honour. She owed him. She hurried
forward, still gripping the pistal. 'Sir, what is the matter?

'My friend has been shot,' the darker man gasped, 'by a
gang of villains. They are just behind us.'

Marguerite did not hesitate. 'Quickly. Inside my coach.’
Sheranforward to fling open the door, scrambled inside and
began throwing most of the parcels of silk to one side. 'Lay
him here." She pointed to the floor where the seat had been
removed to make room for her stores.

The two men did not speak. They ssimply acted. The dark
man threw his valiseinto the corner of the coach, then half-
pushed, half-lifted his injured fellow into the space Mar-
guerite had cleared. In seconds, he was lying on a bed of
packaged silk.

'You, too." She gestured urgently. There was room for
both of them.

The dark man nodded and lay alongside hisfellow.

Marguerite quickly heaped all the remaining packageson
top of them. It was aramshackle pile, but there was nothing
to betray what was hidden underneathit. She jumped quickly
to the ground and closed the door at her back. Shetook adeep
breath, looking round. There was no one, yet, but she could
hear running feet again. And this time, there were more of
them. She swallowed hard, pushed the pistol more deeply
within her skirts and straightened her shoulders.



Joanna Maitland 27

She was about to move back to the horses headswhen she
noticed abloodstain on theground by her foot. Dear God, that
would give them away! She moved to cover as much of the
stain as possible with her boot, hoping the shadow of her
long skirt would hide the rest. Provided she did not move—
and she had no intention of doing s0—the blood would not
be seen. Guillaume would return soon, and then there would
be two of them to outface whatever scoundrel was prepared
to shoot an unarmed man in broad daylight.

Shedid not havelong to wait. Barely secondsafter shehad
hidden the bloodstain, five dirty and sinister-looking French-
men rounded the corner at arun and skittered to a stop, one
of them dipping on the gravelly surface of the square. They
were all looking about them suspiciously, clearly wondering
where their quarry had gone. She heard digointed words in
the local thieves cant. She did not understand them all, but
enough to make clear that the two fugitives were in rea
danger. Aswas she, for hiding them!

She pulled hersalf up to her full height and stared proudly
at them. But if she had hoped to frighten them off, she was
mistaken. Two of them mutteredin low voicesand then came
towards her. One was openly carrying aknife.

Marguerite continued to stare loftily at them. She did not
dare to move from the bloodstained spot. And she would not
show fear. She had |earnt that only afew hoursago. 'Put that
thing away,' she snapped.

Theknifeman stopped dead and stared at her. Then, looking
suddenly a little sheepish, he tucked the knifeinto his boot.

Marguerite waited. She had had one small victory, but
thereweredtill fiveof them, five men against onewoman. The
pistol, hard against her leg, provided some reassurance. If
either of these two tried to assault her, she would snoot him.

'We belooking for two men. Fugitives,' theknifeman said,
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forcing afalsesmile. "They camethisway, mistress. Did you
see where they went?

Two men? Margueriteraised her eyebrows.

‘Aye' said the second man. 'One dark, one fair. The farr
one would be limping, and bleeding. He was shot.’

'Shot? Marguerite put as much horror as she could into
her voice.

'By the constable, mistress. They be wanted, by the law.

‘Aye’ agreed the knifeman. 'We be deputised, by the con-
stable. He's too fat to run.' The second man laughed shortly.

'Ah. Yes, | did see two men, one helping the other. They
went into the old town." She pointed to the maze of sgualid
streetsthat opened off thetiny sgquareand ran theentirelength
of the harbour. 'Over there!'

‘Thank ye, migtress.’

'l doubt you'll beableto catch them," Margueritesaid ear-
nestly. "They weresomeway ahead of you, and running. And
In that labyrinth...” She shrugged her shoulders.

True, mistress, but we beabletofollow theblood trail. The
fair one, hewasbleeding.' He began to scan theground for sgns.

Marguerite took half a step forward. The bloodstain was
completely hidden by her shadow. "Well, | hopeyou do, if they
are fugitives. But | must tell you that they stopped at the
corner, over there, and | think the dark man put a pad on the
fair man's wound. So there may beno trail for you tofollow.’
Sheraised her handsin the universal gesture of helplessness.
'But if you're quick, you may succeed.'

Aye' sad the knifeman. 'Come, Jean. We must go.” They
bothlooked acrossto the narrow street Margueritehad indicated.
Then, waving to their accomplicesto jointhem, they trotted off.

Marguerite stood motionlessuntil all fiveof themhad dis-
appeared into the dark and malodorous streets of the oldest
guarter of Marsallles.
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Ben wasbardy half-consciousnow. Jack rather wished he
would swoon completely, for he was starting to mutter and
groan with the pain of hiswound. Jack laid ahand gently over
Ben's mouth, trying to mufflethe sound. If that did not work,
he was going to have to hit him, to knock him out. It would
be a terrible thing to do to afriend who already had a bullet
In him. But he would do it if he had to, to prevent Ben's
English moans from betraying them.

Ben gave another long groan and went [imp. Thank God,
Jack thought. Let him stay that way until they wereout of this
dangerous cail.

He listened intently. He could hear the woman dealing
most adroitly with their pursuers. She was sending them off
Into the warren of the old city. It was the place where any
fugitivewould chooseto hide, of course, but she had even con-
cocted a story as to why there would be no blood trail to
follow. What a woman! Not only was she ready to confront
robbers at the dead of night, she was also extremely quick-
witted. Jack was not sure he would have done half as well.

He could hear the sound of the men rushing away in pursuit
of their phantomquarry. Thewoman would comeback now, and
then Jack and Ben would need to find somewhereel se to hide.
|t could not beamong the harbour inns, that wasfor certain, for
they had already been betrayed onceby that route. Perhapsif —

Thecarriage door opened. It swayed assomeoneclimbedin.
'Do not moveaninch.' It wasthelady's voice, soft but strong.

The coach swayed again as the lady took her place on the
bench seat.

'Put the provisionson thefloor, Guillaume,' she said, ina
dightly louder voice, 'and then let us be off. | havehad quite
enough of this city, full of thieves and vagabonds. Let us
show it aclean pair of heds!
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'Yes, miss.' It wasaman's voice, an older voice, andit was
followed by the sound of the door closing.

'Don't move yet,' she whispered. And then the carriage
started forward. She was leaving Marsailles. And she was
taking Jack and Ben with her.

Jack did as he was bid, though he worried very much for
Ben. He might have lost his senses, but he would still be
bleeding. There had not been time to staunch his wound,
which needed to be tended. And yet thelady wasright to bid
them stay concealed, for those blackguards might easily catch
up with thecoachinthebusy streetsof Marseilles.Andif they
did, the conseguences could be dire. Two able-bodied men,
one of them old, against five armed ruffians.

After some minutes, he felt the coach make a sharp left
turn. Peering cautioudly out from among the packages, his
gaze met the shifting, dappled light of a tree-lined avenue.
They must be well away from the harbour now.

The coach picked up speed for a while and Jack breathed
moreeasly. They wereleaving the centreof thetown. Perhaps
now he could—? But then the coach slowed once more,
amost to a stop. What now? He tensed, ready to defend Ben.

'Be easy,' she said softly. 'We must go through the Porte
d’Aix. | do not expect to be stopped.'

But what if they were? Jack listened intently, trying to
make himself as small as possible. He heard a muttered
exchange outside. Guillaume must be talking to the guards
on the gate. Would they —?

The coach was pulling away again. They were through!
Jack continued to lie motionless, however, for he did not
know how far they still had to go to leave the city altogether.
Hetook adeep breath. Yes, surely that wasthe smell of trees,
and good moist earth? But he did not stir. He would wait for
her to give the word. Gratefully he breathed in the fresh
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country smells. And then he realised there was something
more. It was the smell of the sea.

'Sir, | think it is safe now. We have reached the Aix road.
Thereisnothing here but fields, and the seabeyond.' Shewas
starting to removethe packagesof silk that lay on top of them.

Jack sat up and quickly pushed the rest away. The coach
was barely a hundred yards from the shore. White-crested
waves were beating in to break on the rocks. He felt his
stomach heave, but he forced himself to concentrate on thar
escape. He was in a coach, after all, not a ship. 'You put
yourself in grave danger, maam.’

She dropped to her knees beside the two of them. 'No
more danger than you werein last night, sir. Now, let us see
to your friend.’

She wasright. For several minutes, they worked together
In silence, stripping off Ben's coat and pulling open his shirt
to get at the wound. It was high in his shoulder. The shot
seemed to have missed the vital organs, but there was no exit
wound. It would be necessary to find asurgeon to removethe
ball. She lifted her skirt and reached for her petticoat, as if
about to tear off a bandage.

'No, maam. Thereisno need. For somereason, | kept hold
of my bag.' He nodded towardsthe battered valise, which lay
at a peculiar angle against the far door. He reached for it,
pulled out his spare shirt and quickly made it into a pad to
apply to Ben's wound. Then he tied the pad in place with a
makeshift bandage of his stockings. 'Thank God hefainted.'

Thelady nodded. 'Shall we put him on the seat”

'l think heis probably better there on the floor, among the
bales of glk,' Jack sad after amoment. ‘It would hurt himif we
moved him. And, to befrank, it iseasier to conceal him there!

Shethought for amoment, but then she nodded again. 'Y es,
you are right." She pushed hersalf back up on to the seat and
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took a handkerchief from her reticuleto clean the blood from
her fingers. Then she looked out of the window. The seawas
no longer in sight. 'Guillaume has made good time, even
thoughhedoes not know what dangerouscargo hecarries.' She
gave asmall, nervouslaugh. 'He will berate me when hedis-
coversit, but never mind. | oweit to you, gr. After last night.'

Jack made Ben as comfortable as he could, adding extra
parcels of silk to stop him rolling with the movement of the
coach. Then he looked up at the lady.

'Pray gdt.' Sheindicated the other haf of the bench seat.
‘There isno need for you to remain on the floor. Not now.'

‘Thank you, maam.' Jack ran a nervy hand through his
hair. Then hedivedinto his pocket for a handkerchief to mop
his brow and clean his hands. 'I'd wager | look as much of a
ruffian as those five! .

'l think not. You, Sir, are clearly a gentleman, and they —
She shuddered. 'They were not.’

'No, |— Jack stopped, thunderstruck, for she had takena
pistol from the seat under her skirts and was calmly return-
Ing it to theleather holster by the window. ‘A pistol, maam?

'After last night, | was prepared to useit, | may tell you. It
was concealed in my skirts all the time | was dealing with
those men. It gave me adegree of couragel might not other-
wise have had,' she added smply.

‘Madame,’ Jack said, very serioudly, trying to bow fromhis
sitting position, 'you have as much courage as any woman |
have ever met, and | saluteyou for it.'

‘Thank you." She would not meet his eyes. "'Thank you,
Mr...?” She looked up then. Her eyes, he could see at last,
werean unusual shadeof blue-green, and very wide. As beau-
tiful asthe sea. And aseasy todrownin. 'l amafraid| do not
know your name,' she said quietly.

'Nor | yours, maam. My nameisL ouisJacques, fromParis.
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My poor wounded companionisaGerman, ChristianBenn. |
am escorting himto Paris, on behalf of a mutual friend." Jack
cursed inwardly. He had been paying too much attentionto the
fair Amazon's eyes, and hazarding hismissionas aresult. He
really should have prepared their cover story with much more
care. He had assumed, stupidly, that he would never have to
gointodetail. How wrong could he be! Hisbrothers, Dominic
and Leo, would never have been caught out in that way. They
awayshad aplan B, and usually aplan C aswéll.

Jack resolved to be more prudentin future. And also to tell
thislady nothing more. For all he knew, she might beaBona-
partist, in spite of the fact that she had saved them. Indeed,
he should have thought of that before. Still, he had told her
only his nom de guerre, and Ben's. The mention of Parisas
their destination was harmless enough. He had given away
nothing of importance. Heand Ben would be safe, evenif she
did favour the enemy, but he must say nothing more. Shewas
a remarkable woman, and he might admire her, but he must
not trust her. He could not afford to jeopardise his mission
for apair of limpid blue-green eyes.

He plastered what he hoped was a charming smile on his
face, and said, in hismost confiding voice, 'We are much in
your debt, ma'am, and | should be glad to know your name,
If you would alow it.’

She seemed to have been taken in by that smile, for she
returned it. And hers was genuine. 'My name, sir, is Mar-
guerite Grolier, and | am a weaver from Lyons. Which is
wherethiscoachisnow going.' Shetwinkled. 'If you and your
companionare bound for Paris, you will have no objection to
our route, | takeit?



Chapter Three

Cea D

T h einjured German wasstill lying unconsciouson thebales
of silk. From time to time, he moaned, but he had not yet
opened his eyes. It was probably a mercy, for his pain must
beintense.

'l think we should stop soon, Mr Jacques,’ Margueritesaid,
breaking the silence that had held for nearly an hour. After
those first few exchanges, when her companion's rich voice
had filled her senses, her attempts to converse with him had
been politely but firmly rebuffed. He had been unwilling to
talk about himsealf or his companion. It seemed that Mr
Jacques's attention was all still on escaping from the danger
behind them, even though they had covered quite a distance.
However, they had more pressing matters to deal with. The
Injured man needed asurgeon. '‘Marseilles is well behind us,
ar, and you are both out of danger now. Those men cannot
follow us.' She was trying to sound reassuring.

Mr Jacques frowned in response. But after several
moments, he shrugged his shouldersand relaxed just alittle.
'No, you are probably right.'

Thank goodness he was seeing reason, and talking to her
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at last, though his voice was somehow harsher than before.
'Forgive me, but why werethey chasingyouin thefirst place?
| am sure they werenot what they said. Not constable's men.’

He laughed mirthlessly. 'Of course, you did not see them
all on the quayside. | am pretty sure that they were accom-
plicesaf the two men who attackedyou last night. | amafraid
that you and | were more than gullible, maam, in taking the
landlord's word that your two attackerswould be handed over
to theauthorities. | saw themboth standing, freeasair, outside
the inn. No doubt they were in league with that scurvy
landlord. And the other five were their accomplices, waiting
for their share of the spolls.’

Marguerite exclaimedin disgust.

'Quite so, maam. They all cameout of theinn justintime
to spot Benn and me, making our way to the diligence. Y our
assallantsweretoo weak to pursueusthemsdves—I| must say
you did a good job there, for both their heads were still
bandaged —but they pointed me out to their accomplicesand
set them on to attack us. And then one of them shot Benn.’

'Oh, heavens! So it was all because of me that poor Herr
Benn was shot?How dreadful.' She clasped her handstogether
In an attempt to control her racing pulse. Suddenly, another
thought struck her. 'l supposel should be grateful that the two
Injured men remained behind, for if they had recognised me,
they would surely have suspected that | was hiding you.'

‘Aye. And they might have assaulted you again. You and |
had the luck of it, this morning. Unfortunately, poor Benn—
he glanced across at the motionless body on thefloor '—hes
suffered grievoudy, even though he was snoring innocently
throughout last night's attack.'

'He has paid for that now, poor man." Marguerite dropped
quickly to her knees and put a gentle hand to Herr Benn's
brow. It was damp and hot. She looked back at Mr Jacques.
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'We must get a surgeon to him. He has the beginnings of a
fever. If theball isnot removed...” Her voicetalled off. They
both knew that such afever could befatal.

"You areright, maam. If it will not inconvenienceyou too
much," he continued politely, asif hewereconversingin some
lady's salon, 'we could stop a moment when you change
horses so that Benn and | could get down. The post-house
landlord might be able to direct me to a surgeon.’

'Let ushopeso. Itisablessing that heremainsinsensible.’

‘Aye’ He nodded.

'l...1 would be ableto kegp him so, if you think it wise. |
have...l alwayscarry some laudanumin my bag.

'Do you indeed, maam? You astonish me. First a candle-
stick, thenapistol, and now aphial of laudanum.Youare full
of surprises’

Marguerite felt herself blushing. 'l...I have an invalid
mother. | know the value of laudanum. And also its dangers.
But sometimes...well, sometimes, it isthe only solution.’

'Forgive me, maam, | did not mean to suggest—I amsure
your phial may well be very useful if we have aneed to keep
himinsensible.| certainly would not wish him to wakewhile
the surgeon is ministering to him.'

'No, of course not. Ah, look." She pointed out of the
window to a bend in the road ahead of them. 'There is
Rognac. We should arrive in less than another quarter of an
hour. | recall the posting house there was more than adequate
when we weretravelling south to Marseilles. L et us hope the
landlord can direct you to a surgeon.’

'Hmm. The placedoeslook amitesmall. But | trust youare
right." He reached down to help her back on to the seat. 'l am
sureit would bebestif you werenot kneeling on thefloor when
we arrive at Rognac, maam, though | do thank you for your
careof my companion. And | hope we have not delayed your



Joanna Maitland 37

journey too much. You have been a true Samaritan to us.' He
smiled at her then, with real generosity of spirit. It wiped the
lines of carefrom hisface and made him look years younger.

Hisvoicemight still be hard, but Margueritefelt her heart
lift. And without hishand under her a mishe would have stag-
gered as sheresumed her seat, for she had suddenly begun to
feel strangely dizzy.

Marguerite had refused to leave Rognac. How could she
possibly travel on to Lyons before poor Herr Benn had seen
a surgeon? He had groaned horribly as he was carried from
the coach and into the posting house. Even now, when hewas
lying on clean sheetsin the best bedchamber of theinn, he
was still moaning.

Oh, when would Mr Jacquesreturn with the surgeon? Herr
Benn's need was becoming ever more desperate. Marguerite
soaked her clothinthebowl of cool water once more. Shewas
just about to lay it acrosstheinjured man's forenead when he
stirred and half-opened his eyes.

He said something incomprehensible. Not French.
German, perhaps? Sheleant across him and bathed his brow
again. His gaze was fixed on a point somewhere beyond her
shoulder. She knew he was not seeing her.

He spoke again. '‘Mission.' It was very low, but audible
enough. Mission? Then, 'Wdlington. Mission.'

Marguerite stopped dead, the cloth hanging limply from
her fingers. Dear God, he was an Englishman and, by the
sound of it, a spy! What was she to do?

Sheforced hersdlf to think. Mr Jacques was a Frenchman,
and quite possibly a Bonapartist, as so many were. He had
said he was conducting Herr Benn, a German, to Paris. But
Herr Benn spoke English, and must surely be aspy. Did Mr
Jacques know of 1t?1t wasimpossibleto say. They might be
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accomplices, of course, but equally, Herr Benn might be
acting alone. If so, there was a real risk that Mr Jacques
might betray this poor man. And there were certainly Bona-
partists a-plenty who would take pleasure in executing an
English spy, especially now that there were so many
rumours, and so many hopes, for the promised return of
their so-called emperor.

She could not t ake the chance. Mr Jacques's voice and his
touch might have made her senses redl, but her practical saf
knew better than to yidd to such missishfancies. Shemight be
wrong—ahe fervently hoped she was—ut sne had to work on
the assumption that Mr Jacques and the pretend German were
not fellow-conspirators. She must protect the wounded man.

She looked round wildly. Yes, her valise was here. Guil-
laume had deposited it in the bedchamber, all the while mut-
tering about the dangersof taking strangers into their carriage.
And he would still have been here, berating her, if he had not
had to returnto theyard to seeto the safe disposal of the silk.

Marguerite grabbed her valise and scrabbled around in it
until shelighted onthelittlebottle, wrappedin raw sk to keep
It safe. She mixed a dose of laudanum in the glass from the
night stand. Then she did an arm under Herr Benn's shoul -
dersand lifted hishead. 'Forgive me, Sr,' she said softly, 'but
| must do this, for your own safety.’

Sheput theglassto hislips, but they werestubbornly closed.
Confoundit! He must takeit. It wasthe only way to savehim.

| nthat instant, she heard footstepson the stairs. Mr Jacques
might be returning, or Guillaume. Desperately, she seized
another pillow and pushed it roughly behind the man's head.
She pulled her arm free and pinched his nostrilsclosed with
her fingers. One second, two seconds, yes! His mouth opened
to take a breath. With a single, swift movement, she tossed
the contentsaof the glass down histhroat, holding hisnose until
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he swallowed. He gasped for breath, and groaned. But it did
go down. It was done.

She settled him back more gently on the pillows, and
quickly rinsed out the glass. She was just about to return the
bottle to her valise when the door opened. ‘Mr Jacques!' she
exclamed. Shehid thebottleamong her skirts, asshehad done
the pistol, seemingly hours before. Was she blushing? It
seemed it did not matter, for neither Mr Jacques, nor the man
who followed him, waslooking at her. Thenew arrival wasa
surgeon, to judge by his clothing, and by the bag he carried.

'Here is your patient, sr,’ Mr Jacques said, gesturing
towardsthe bed. 'And still insensible, thank God. You will be
abletodo your work without concern about the pain you may
cause him.'

Thesurgeon crossed to the bed, took acursory look at Herr
Benn’s wound, and began to unpack theinstrumentsfromhis
bag. "This will not takelong, gr,' hesaid briskly. 'l shall need
a basin, and some bandages, if you would be so good.'

'Yes, of course. Miss Grolier, would you be so kind as to
ask thelandlordfor aclean sheet, or some other cloth that we
may use for bandages?

Marguerite nodded. It sounded as though Mr Jacques was
trying to prevent her from witnessing the operation. It was
thoughtful of him, though unnecessary, for she wasnot afraid
of the sight of blood. She had assisted at the bleeding of her
mother, oftentimes. It had rardly made much difference, though
on occasion it had calmed the poor demented lady's ravings.

Marguerite cast alast, cautiousglance at Herr Benn. The
laudanum seemed to have worked remarkably quickly. His
eyes were closed, and he was no longer making any sound.
She breathed asigh of relief.

She hurried out of the room and down the staircaseto the
entrance hall, where she soon obtained what they needed.
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She was determined that snewould not be out of that chamber
for amoment longer than she could help. If Herr Benn spoke
again, she needed to be there to hear whatever he might say.
For now there were two potential betrayers. Mr Jacques and
the surgeon. It might fall to her, and her alone, to defend the
English spy.

The surgeon continued to probe into Ben's wound. 'The
ball liesdeep.' He grunted as he worked. 'Ah, | haveit now.
A moment later, theball rattledinto thetin basin that Jack was
holding. It was followed by a gush of bright blood. The
surgeon calmly replaced the bloody pad of Jack's shirt and
pressed hard. 'We need those fresh bandages now.’

‘Aye’ Jack glanced over his shoulder to the open door.
There had not yet been time. It was but a few minutes since
Miss Grolier had gone downstairs to fetch the bandages. He
looked back at the bed where Ben lay, very still, and almost
as pale as the linen surrounding him. Jack was grateful that
his friend had not come round during the operation, and yet
It worried him that Ben had shown no sign of regaining his
wits since they had left Marsailles. Perhaps Jack had been
wrong in assuming that the wound had damaged no vital
organs? 'He will recover now, sir? Jack was unable to keep
the anxiety from his voice.

'Yes, withcareful nursing. Thereisadeal of damagetohis
shoulder, for | had to dig deep to remove the ball. "'Twill bea
long time before he wields a sword with that arm.’

Jack was instantly on the alert. Why should a surgeon
speak of swords and fighting? But he replied only, 'It isnot
hisfighting arm. Heisleft-handed.’

'Ah. Then he has been lucky, for his shoulder will take
some time to heal. How came he by thiswound, sir?

'We were set upon by agroup of footpads, in Marsellles.
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We were outnumbered, and running from them. When they
saw that we were about to escape, one of them shot him.'

'Wicked, the surgeon muttered. 'And cowardly, too, espe-
cidly now, when weareliketo need every Frenchmanwehave.'

'Especially now? Jack echoed. 'Forgive me, sir, but |—

The surgeon's eyes widened and he stared at Jack. 'Have
you not heard?

'Heard what?

‘The Emperor has returned. God save him!'

Jack felt as though he had been winded by a blow to the
gut. 'Returned? For a moment, he could not manage more
than that single word. Then hiscommon sense took hold and
he breathed again. The surgeon was yet another of the many
Bonapartists waiting all over France. Jack must take care. He
must not alow the surgeon's suspicions to be aroused. 'Are
you sure, Sir? heasked breezily. 'We heard nothing of that at
Marseilles. Just that he would return.’

The surgeon paused. 'Be so good as to keep the pressure
on thewound." Assoon as Jack had taken over, the man turned
away. He began to clean his hands with a cloth and then to
put his instruments back into his case. 'Wdll, | suppose the
rumours could be mistaken,” he said thoughtfully. 'But the
way it was told to me, | tell you, dr, it was not that the
Emperor might return, but that he had returned. | pray itis so,
for with fat Louison the throne, France will always be under
the heel of her enemies.’ He spun round to face Jack. ‘Vive
['Empereur! *

It was a test. Jack swallowed. He had no choice. ‘Vive
['Empereur! ' he echoed, trying to sound as though he meant
it.

A sound from the doorway made him turn. Marguerite
Grolier stood there, transfixed, with a bundle of white cloth
clasped to her bosom.

Jack sworedlently. If thelady was a Bonapartist, he might
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haveimproved hisstanding with her. Butif shewasnot, he could
have made himsalf an enemy. He wanted neither of those. He
wanted her to trust him, without question. But shewasstanding
as if stunned, her glorious eyes very wide. Was that from
pleasure? Or dismay? He could not tell. He desired her asan
aly, but he dare not risk treating her asanything but an enemy.

‘At last!" thesurgeon cried. 'Bring them here, maam. This
manisbleeding.’

The surgeon's words spurred her into action. She started
violently and hurried acrossto the bed. Between them, sheand
the surgeon tore bandages and had soon bound a clean pad
on to Ben's wounded shoulder.

'He'll do now, gr,' the surgeon said.

‘Thank you. How soon will he be well enough to travel,
do you think? We should not remain here, especidly if the
newsyou bring is true.'

Thesurgeon grinned. 'Pray Goditis, eh, sir?Hepromised
to return with the violets. He would not break such a promise.
Not a promise to France." The surgeon had a rather faraway
look in hiseyes, which sat strangely with hisburly figureand
bloodstained fingernails. But many Frenchmen had revered
Bonaparte asa hero. Just as this man clearly did.

'l need toknow, Sir. How soon?” Jack repeated. ‘How long
must my companion remain here before heisfit to travel?

'Oh, that. A day or two only. Much will depend upon
whether he develops a fever. That ball should have been
removed hours since, you know.’

Jack nodded guiltily.'l.. . I know it." Hestraightened. 'May
| escort you downstairs, sir? Perhapsyou will takeaglasswith
me before you leave?

The surgeon beamed. 'That iskind, Sr. | accept, gladly.’

Jack glanced towardsthelady, who nodded. Since Ben was
unconscious, she could safely beleft donetotae careof him
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for a space, while Jack took the surgeon below and paid him
for hisservices. Therewould still be plenty of light for her to
continue her journey |ater. He would thank her properly then,
and try to allay her suspicions, somehow. He wanted her to
think well of him when they parted, just as he did of her,
whatever her allegiance. In truth, she deserved moregratitude
than he would ever be able to express, since she must never
learn of their mission.

For now, that mission came first. He must stop thinking
about Marguerite Grolier. Hisimmediate task was to extract
as much information as possible about Bonaparte. He would
start with the surgeon. Over aglassof brandy, the man might
discloseagreat deal about theexiled Emperor. Wasit possible?
Could hereally have landed in France again? Was the whole
of Europe about to be engulfedin flames once more?

Now what was she to do? Herr Benn was an English spy.
And Mr Jacqueswas all too clearly a Bonapartist. She swal-
lowed hard, trying to control the nauseathat had engulfed her
when she heard thosefateful wordson hislips. Hewasabrave
and generous man, he had rescued her with no thought for his
own safety, but he wasaBonapartist. They wereenemies, but
she must not |et him suspect that. She must kegp him always
al a distance and treat him with the utmost care. She had
thought, for that fleeting moment when he touched her, that
he might be afriend. Nothing of the sort. He was an enemy,
to her and to everything her family believed in. She must
bewaredf him.

Marguerite's hands were automatically clearing away the
mess the surgeon had | eft. Herr Benn was deeply insensible
and paleasaghost. Shefancied that the surgeon wasabutcher
aswell asaBonapartist. He had removed the bullet, but what
else had he done? She dropped the last of the bloody cloths
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Into the basin and turned to the dressing table to wash her
hands. Thewater therewasclean. Neither the surgeon nor Mr
Jacques had washed off the blood.

She shuddered. Blood! If Bonaparte had indeed returned,
there would be a great deal of blood.

Sheglanced around for atowd . Therewas none. She shook
thedrops of water back into the bowl and turned to her valise
for her own towel. In a moment, she found it, tucked along-
side the raw silk cocoon which normally held her phial of
laudanum. She dried her hands, extracted the phial from her
pocket and restored it toits place besdethe basilicum powder.
It would be best to give Herr Benn no more laudanum. But
did she dareto let him alone?What if he began raving? Mr
Jacqueswas surdly not to be trusted. On the other hand, Herr
Benn might not recover if Marguerite kept him dosed with
laudanum. It was a wicked dilemma.

Reluctantly, she retrieved the phial in its soft wrapping
and stowed it deep in her pocket. She would keep it to hand,
just in case.

Was that a sound on the stairs? Shelooked round, guiltily,
to see the door opening. Quickly, she grabbed the tin of ba-
silicum powder and whirled to meet this new challenge.

'Mistress?

Margueritelet out the breath she had been holding. It was
only Guillaume.

'l haveorderedfood. It will beserveddirectly, in the coffee
room downstairs. Will you come?

'No, Guillaume." She glanced towards the bed. 'l cannot
leave him.' _

'‘But, mistress—

Shewaved thetinat him. 'His wound needsto beredressed.'

‘That isnot for you to do, surely?The surgeon has seen to
him, and hehas hiscompanion, also. Y au have been morethan
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generous to them both, but it is none of our concern. We
should be on our way home'

Without a moment's pause for reflection, Marguerite
shook her head.

‘Mistress, your Sister needs you more than these men. And
therei stheDuchessof Courland’s Slk. It hasto betaken toParis!

Hewasright, of course. Thefamily's future might depend
on the Duchess's approval. And yet Marguerite was the only
person who could savethe Englisn spy from the Bonapartists.
She owed a debt of gratitude, perhaps even her life, to Mr
Jacques, but she could not trust him with the English spy's
life. He was the enemy. She repeated it yet again, forcing
hersdlf toignorethetiny voice that urged her to trust him, to
value his kindness.

She straightened her back and tried to look sternly at her
old retainer. We cannot leave so soon,' shesaid firmly. 'Herr
Benn hasthebeginningsof afever. That butcher may haveex-
tracted the ball, but heavensknowswhat damagehedid in the
process. And Mr Jacques, for all hisbravery in defending me
last evening, 1Sno nurse.’

'No, but—

'‘Guillaume, | cannot leave this man. Not until heis out of
danger. | am surethat it will take only aday, or two at most.'

Guillaume was shaking his grizzled head.

Margueritewould not permit him to voice the protest he so
clearly wished to make. 'No, Guillaume, wear e staying, at least
for aday. We mustt ake care, though, for Rognac seemsto bea
nest of Bonapartigs.' She ignored Guillaumeé's worried frown.
'Do bespeak a bedchamber and make sure all our suppliesare
safdy stowed there. | want no repetitionof last night's trouble.
Takethe pistolsfrom thecoach and remain with our goods. Itis
your respong bility to ensurethey arewel guarded.’

He stood there, looking her up and down. She thought she
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detected a new respect in his gaze. 'And tell the landlord to
send up somefood. | shall not be able to leave Herr Benn.'

'As you wish, mistress," Guillaume said quietly. 'Shall |
bespeak a separate bedchamber for you? Or shall you deep
with the silk?

'Neither. | shall deephere, shesaidflatly. Shepointed tothe
chaiselongue under thewindow. 'Herr Bennwill need constant
nursing, and | do notimaginethat Mr Jacquespossessesthenec-
essary skill. Ask thelandlord tofind me someextrapillowsand
acoverlet. | shall be comfortableenough there!

Guillaumehesitated for amoment, but then, perhapsseeing
thedetermination on Marguerite's face, he nodded and | eft the
room. A second later, she heard the sound of his boots clat-
tering down the stairs.

Her decisionswere made. She crossed to the bed and began
to untie the bandages so that she could apply her basilicum
powder to the unconscious man's open wound.

She would save him at all costs, even if she had to shoot
Mr Jacquesin order to do so.



Chapter Four

CEed TS

‘ Come In' Marguerite did not look up from her task of
bathing Herr Benn’s forehead. | t did not matter who the visitor
was. Herr Benn was still safely unconscious, while she was
behaving like the perfect nurse, for anyone to see.

'l beg your pardon, maam.’

That unmistakabl e voice sent strange vibrationsdown her
spine all over again, in spite of her resolutions. The earlier
hard edge wasa most gone, replaced by thick, velvet richness.
She clenched her fists and dug her nailsinto her pams. By
the time she rose and turned to face him, she was back in
control of her wayward senses.

Mr Jacqueswas standing just insidethedoor, staring across
at the motionlessfigure on the bed.

'It 1stoo soon to expect any change, Sr.' Marguerite was
pleased that her voice was steady, though shefound it easier
not to look directly into hisface. Hisdeep blueeyes, so much
moreintense than Herr Benn’s, weredefinitely best avoided.

He waved a hand dismissively. 'l apologisefor disturbing
you. | am going to the village. | wondered if there was any-
thing you needed?
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Marguerite gestured towards the window. The sky was
very dark. 'I's that wise?1'd say there's a storm brewing.’

He shook hishead impatiently. 'l have no choice, maam.
Herr Benn's valise waslost in Marseilles, and | do not have
enough linen for two. If | can find a haberdasher's here, |
might be able to purchase new cravats and so on, for us
both.'

Cravats? Hiscompanion could be at death’s door and he
wanted cravats? His casual attitude to Herr Benn’s condition
caught her on theraw. Worse, he wastaking it for granted that
shewould continueto nurse Herr Benn, without evenasingle
word of thanks. She wastoo well schooled to rail at him, but
shefanned theflamesaf her righteousindignation. Better to
appear peevish than to succumb to the strange feelings this
man was able to arousein her. 'l have everything | require,
thank you, sir. And | do not think Herr Benn has need of
cravats, just at present,’ she added, with relish.

That barb struck home. Hiseyesnarrowed. For asecond, she
thought he would respond in kind, but he did not, though his
throat wasworking asif hewereswalowing hisire. Eventudly,
he sketched a bow and turned for the door, murmuring some-
thing inaudible. She supposed it was somekind of farewell.

Insufferable man! Was hereally going to buy cravats? Or
was that ssimply a pretext to go drinking with his new-found
Bonapartist cronies? Either way, it should not matter to Mar-
guerite. She was not going to alow hersdlf to think about Mr
Jacques. Not in any way. Not hisvoice, nor hisastonishingly
deep blue eyes, nor the half-naked torso he had paraded in
front of her in that harbour inn.

That lastimage was much too vivid. Shecould fedl her skin
heating in the most unladylike way. She rushed across to the
door and shut it quickly, leaning her back againstit and closing
her eyes. She should beglad that Mr Jacques had left theinn,
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for his very presence was dangerous. She would not think
about him. She would concentrate on caring for Herr Benn.

The sound of muttering jerked Marguerite out of her light
doze. She leapt up from the chaise longue. Herr Benn was
thrashing around on thebed, clearly in pain. Shehurried across
to the dressing tableto fetch her cooling cloth once more.

Herr Benn had thrown off most of the bedclothes so that
he was naked to the waist, apart from the bandages around
his shoulder and upper chest. Marguerite laid her fingers
gently on his brow. He was getting hotter. She touched the
skin of historso. That was hot, too. At least he was till in-
sensible. He might bein pain, but he was not aware enough
to know it. She began to bathe his face, his neck and the
exposed skinof hischest. It seemed to help, for he settled back
Into his pillows, and the frown disappeared from his brow.

'Sleep now,' shesaidinhalting English, trying to reach more
deeply into his troubled mind. Most of the Englisn she had
learned as a small child waslong forgotten. Would Herr Benn
understand her?'You aresafehere, | promise.' It seemed to help,
for hegavealong sigh and hisbody relaxed alittlemore.

Marguerite bathed his skin again and then dried him with
her own soft towel. For a moment, she stood gazing down at
him. She had never before touched a manin such anintimate
way. Herr Benn’s body was beautifully formed, hisskin white
and his features finely sculpted, yet strong. He was a re-
markably handsome young man, with the kind of fair good
looks that might make ladies swoon. But shefelt no tug of at-
traction at all. Why was that?

She busied hersalf with gently smoothing the sheets over
his body and making him comfortable. She did not want to
answer her own question. Indeed, she had not wanted to ask
It, for she already knew the answer. For some unfathomable
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reason, the man who drew her was broader, darker and not
nearly ashandsomeasherinvalid. Mr Jacquessrich voicehad
twined itself around her thoughts, just as the image of him,
half-naked in the gloom, had etched itself into her memory,
like acid dripping on to a copper plate. She realised she had
even been dreaming about him, which provoked a groan of
frustration.Would shenever beableto erasehim? Sherefused
to let him beguile her. He was a Bonapartist, the enemy, and
areal danger to her invalid. She would oppose himwith every
ounceof strength and cunning she possessed. Even at therisk
of failing her ownfamily.

She swallowed hard. When faced with a choice between
her duty to her family and her duty to her king, she had not
hesitated, and she knew that every member of her family
would have made the same choice. But it did not remove her
worries, or her sense of guilt.

Marguerite shook her head at her own folly. Therewas no
sensein worrying. She was duty-boundto carefor Herr Benn,
and to protect him from his companion, until he was able to
mind his tongue. With constant nursing, that might be soon,
perhapsonly aday or two more. Suzannewould have to cope
for alittle longer. And meanwhile, Marguerite would focus
all her witson keeping Herr Benn safe, and strengthening her
defences against Mr Jacques's unsettling charms.

Jack trudged back acrosstheinn yard in the sheeting rain,
cursing the suddenturnin the weather. Histesty lady had been
right about that. And about cravats, too, but what other excuse
could he have offered her? Inexplicably, he found himself
focusing on her reactionsto him. Would shestill be cross?Or
would shegivethat delightful throaty |augh when she saw the
state of him?

His ssmple greatcoat was almost sodden now, and he was
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well-nigh frozen. Worsg, it had all been for nothing. He had
visited all the shopsin the village, bought drinksfor thelocal
men in all the bars, and had even gone to the church to talk
to thecuré, but no one had been ableto give himany definite
news. The Bonapartists were all certain, on the basis of no
evidenceat al, that their beloved Emperor was among them
once more. Theroyalists, who in Rognac numbered only the
curé and a couple of old men, were equally sure that such a
landing was impossible. The forces at Toulon would have
prevented it, they said, evenif it meant blowing Bonaparte's
ship out of the water. Which side wasright?

Jack snrugged his shouldersand then cursed aloud as the
rain from his collar ran down the back of his neck. He raced
thelast few stepsto the shelter of theinn doorway. Paris, and
even little Rognac, would soon know everything there was to
know, for newstravelled very swiftly across France, relayed
between tall telegraph towers with movablearms. Jack would
have to be patient. He would soon learn whether these were
simply wild rumours started by old soldiersin their cups.

Thelandlord came bustling forward as soon as Jack entered
thetaproom. 'Y ou're soaked, Sr. Let mehelpyou off with that
coat. You'll be needing to sit by thefireto get dry.’

Jack muttered histhanks, but did not attempt to make con-
versation. He had already tried humouring the landlord, a
coupleof hoursearlier, whilehe and the surgeon weresharing
aglassof brandy by thebar. Thelandlord, an old soldier, was
loud in his praises of the returning Emperor, but totally
lacking in real information. And so, asit had turned out, was
the surgeon.

‘I’ll have another large measure of your best brandy,
landlord." Cupping theglassin hisfreezing fingers, Jack threw
himsalf into the rough wooden chair nearest the fire. It had
been well fed with logs and was roaring nicely, throwing out
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a huge amount of heat. Once his fingers were warmer, Jack
|leaned back in hischair, took alarge swallow of hisdrink and
stretched out hisbooted feet. Hecould alow himsdf just afew
minutes by thefire before he went upstairsto check on Ben.

Poor Ben. At least he had remained safely inside, in the
warm, but he had had the rough end of this mission, so far.
Not only had he been shot, but he had |ost all his possessions.
They were no great loss, of course. Both Jack and Ben had
brought only very ordinary clotheson thismission, sincethey
could not afford to draw attention to themsel ves. But now Jack
would have to face the delectable Miss Grolier, who would
seeat aglancethat he had failed to buy any new linen. If ques-
tioned, he would have to admit that Rognac did not boast a
haberdasher's. What would sheimaginehehad been doing all
this time?Would she be furious that he had taken advantage
of her generosity by leaving her to nurse Benfor solong?He
realised with ajolt that he needed to concoct aplausiblestory.
Such a needle-witted woman would not be easily gulled.

Jack gulped down the last of his brandy and stood up,
turning for a moment to warm his back at the flames. Let her
smell the alcohol on his breath and assume he had smply
made afeeble excuseto spend thetimein thelocal bars, well
away from the labours of the sick-room. Let her assume he
wasa salfish wastrel. That would merely serveto confirmthe
low opinion she had formed of him earlier. That did not
matter, surely?

It did matter. For some reason, part of him wanted her
good opinion. He spent severa fruitless minutes cudgelling
hisbrainfor astory that would show himin abetter light. He
failed. Ben would have been able to dream up some unlikely
talein atrice, but Jack could think of nothing.

The mission must come first, he told himsdlf sternly. He
was the leader. He had left Ben upstairs for over two hours,
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alonewith MargueriteGrolier. That had been foolhardy. What
If he started raving as a result of his pain?\What would she
do? She had saved Ben's lifein Marsailles. Would she now
betray him? Jack's instincts told him she would not, but he
did not trust hisinstincts where she was concerned. She was
a beautiful and extraordinary woman, admirable in every
way —except that she might be a Bonapartist.

Hetold himsdlf that shehad not joinedin with thesurgeon's
‘Vive I’Empereur’. Then again, she had not objected to it,
either. For Ben's safety, and hisown, and for thesuccessdf their
mission, Jack had to find out the truth about MargueriteGrolier.
Whatever the cost. His childish instincts could go hang.

Jack ran up the stairs, pausing to listen for a moment
outsideBen's door. Hecould hear no soundat all. Good. With
luck, Ben had not regained his senses, or spoken. As soon as
Jack was presentable again, he could go in to ask after Herr
Benn’s health and to probe, as subtly as he could, for where
the silk weaver's true sympathieslay.

The fire in his chamber had not been lit and, without a
changeof clothes, all Jack could do wasto towd hishair and
rub his exposed skin until it glowed. The shirt was thin. It
would soon dry from the heat of his body.

His quiet knock on Ben's door was followed by what
sounded likea gasp. Asif she were shocked to be disturbed?
Asif she were hiding something?

Jack had no way of knowing, and he could not enter the
bedchamber without her permission. She was alady, and he
must continueto treat her asalady, unlessshegavehim cause
to do otherwise. Somehow, he did not think that would
happen. She was not alady in the usual sense of the word, of
course, for she was a mere artisan, a silk weaver, but her
speech and manners were impeccable. Many women in
London called themselvesladies, but could not hold acandle
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to MargueriteGrolier. She wasaltogether remarkable. If only
she were not also a Bonapartist...

'Mr Jacques! My goodness, how wet you look. Comein
and warm yoursdlf. Thereis a good fire here Marguerite
stood back to alow him to enter. Since he had abandoned her
for hours without so much as a by-your-leave, she had every
right to be furious with him, but how could she rage at such
a woebegonefigure? He must have been totally drenched by
the storm. Hisboots were dripping muddy water as he crossed
thefloor. His hair was wet, too, and touded likea boy's. He
had stripped off everything but shirt, breechesand boots, and
his shirt was so damp that she could see his skin through it.
He might as well have been wrapped in nothing but a bed
sheet again! Marguerite tried to put that thought out of her
mind. She told hersalf sternly not to ook at historso. It was
just one more male body, like Herr Benn’s. A lady should be
able toignoreit.

Mr Jacques bent to the fire, spreading his fingers to the
warmth. 'l am very muchin your debt, ma'am, for tending to
Herr Benninmy absence. | ...1fedl | have taken advantageof
your good nature.

A little gratitude at last. Marguerite automatically re-
sponded in kind. 'After what you did for me, dr, it was the
least | could do.

Hestraightened and turned to face her. It wasonly then that
she smelled the alcohol on his breath. Shetensed. Clearly, he
had not been searching very hard for replacement cravats. He
had been making the rounds of Rognac’s bars. That wasdis-
gusting behaviour from aso-called gentleman. If shewerenot
alady, shewould tell him so. Instead, shelifted her chin and
drew back her skirtsso they were no longer touching hiscon-
taminated boots.
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He did not appear to notice. 'How is he now? Has he come
to himsdlf at all duringmy absence? Therewasahint of anxiety
In hisvoice. Or wasit shameover hisown gppalling behaviour?

Margueriteresolved to keep her anger under control. It was
beneath her to lose her temper with such a man. 'He was hot
and restless an hour or so ago, but heisimproving now. He
Is still insensible, but he may come round soon.’

Hecrossed to the bed and stood gazing down at theinvalid,
who looked very peaceful now, his breathing dow, but not in
any way laboured. 'He looksasif heisheaing well, maam.
And when hewakes, hewill thank youfor your care, | amsure.
Unless, perhaps, you plan to continuetowards Lyonstoday ?

He must know shedid not. He must have heard when Guil-
laume made the arrangementsfor them to stay. She frowned
at him, but said only, 'Travelling in such weather would be
madness." She nodded towards the window. The storm was
still raging.

Heran hisfingersthrough hisunkempt hair and attempted
aroguish smile. Y& again, he looked absurdly young.

'Carriage accidents happen all too easily, especialy in
conditions like these, when— She stopped herself just in
time. She was gabbling uncontrollably. She had been about
to refer to her mother's accident, and itsterrible consequences.
It must be the fault of that clinging shirt. It had melted her
common Sense.

Shocked at her own weakness, she took refuge in attack.
'| takeit you managed to acquirethelinenyou were seeking?
Did the haberdasher keep you waiting while some of it was
stitched for you?

He had the grace to blush alittle. 'I. ..er...I spent far too
much time enquiring for a haberdasher's. Some of thelocals
sent me off on awild goosechaseg, | fear, for thereisno such
establishment in Rognac. No doubt it amused them to roast a
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stranger so. | was gullible and got thoroughly soaked as a
result. If you chooseto call meafool, maam, | will readily
accept it.'

What a ridiculous story! She hurried across to the fire,
holding out her handsto it asif sne werecold. 'It would be
the height of impolitenessfor me to say any such thing, sr,’
she said, addressing the blackened fire surround. ‘I have no
basis for making any judgement about you.' Oh, that was a
lie. For all hisfaults, sheknew hewasagentleman, and brave,
with abody fit to gracea statue. Just as she knew that she must
not trust him with Herr Benn's secret.

'You are very generous, maam. | can but apologise for
having left you alonefor solong,' he said gently. And then he
was silent. Waliting.

His frank apology disarmed her. She gripped her hands
together, feeling the tension in her neck and shoulders and
arms. This man was such an extraordinary mixture of boyish
charm and mature decision. He seemed to revert from man to
boy intheblink of aneye. It wasthoroughly disconcerting. But
undeniably attractive. She did not know how to deal withit.

The noise that broke the silence was not made by Mr
Jacques. It was a very definite groan, followed by a mumble
that could have been words.

Marguerite raced back to the bed. Her mind was flooded
withdirewarnings. Shemust find away of getting Mr Jacques
away from here. Before he heard words he must not hear!

Sheamost pushed Mr Jacquesout of theway in her haste
to protect theinvalid. She stretched acrossthe bed, putting her
own body betweenHerr Benn and hisso-calledfriendin hopes
of muffling any words Benn might utter. She bent low to his
head, laid her hand on his cheek and then, keeping her back
to Mr Jacques, she did her fingers down until they covered
Herr Benn's mouth. 'Oh, | think he may comeround soon. s
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that not wonderful? she gushed. 'Pray, Sr, be so good as to
ask thelandlordif the kitchen can prepare somebarley water.
Herr Benn will be so very thirsty when he wakes!'

Behind her, Mr Jacques neither spoke nor moved.

Margueritebit her lip. Hewasmaking thisvery difficult, but
shewould not allow him to win. She smiled sweetly up at him
over her shoulder. 'If you please, ar.| donot think | shouldleave
Herr Benn at the moment. And the barley water would be so
very good for him. Why my old nurse swears by it. She—’

He grimaced with the sort of pain she had often seen on
her late father's face when confronted with gabbling women.
Veay wdl, maam. If youinsst.'

Marguerite fancied that his good manners had won out
over hisreal intentions. She held her breath, listening for the
squelch of hisbootsacrossthefloor and the sound of the door
closing. At the click of the latch, she raised her body and
removed her hand from Herr Benn's mouth. Hewas trying to
shake his head, asif to free himself. He was going to come
to his senses very soon.

With a muttered but heartfelt apology, Marguerite
whipped the bottle of laudanum from her pocket and deftly
forced the invalid to take another dose. ‘It is done to save
you," she whispered as she hastened to hide all traces of
what she had done. "When you are well again, | will truly
beg your pardon, | promise.’

Herr Benn was already dipping deeper into oblivion.

'l have done as you asked, maam.'

Shocked, Margueritewnhirled round, her hand to her throat.
Sheknew shemust be blushing. 'Sir. You took me by surprise.
You did not knock.' She wastrying to suggest he had commit-
ted an outrage, but her ploy was not succeeding. Hewasnot at
all abashed. Helooked large and powerful, framed in the dark
wood of the open door. He was all mature, dangerous male.
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‘The barley water will beddlivered as soon asit hasboiled
and coolcd.” Hc shut the door and crosscd to the bed once
more. 'Has Benn come round?

'Alas, no. | am afraid your friend has sunk back into in-
sengbility. It may be some hoursyet before hetruly awakes.

‘Then | will tend to him.'

No! Hemust not! 'l. ..er... Thereisno need, Sr. Since the
weather prevents my travelling onwards, | am more than
happy tonurse Herr Benn. | fancy—’ shesmiled at him, trying
to assume theimage of asimple, well-meaning femaleof the
kind who could never be dissuaded when she knew she was
doing her duty '—tha | have rather more experienceaof such
things than you do.' She raised an eyebrow at him and was
rewarded withalong sigh of resignation. "While you were out
earlier, | had Guillaume bring up my things,' she continued
quickly, giving him no chance to change his mind. 'l shall
sleep hereon the chaiselongue wherel can tend to Herr Benn
If he needs me. | must tell you that | am used to such duties.
| often nurse my invalid mother. And—

'‘Spare me the details, maam," he said gruffly. He took a
step back from the bed and made her atiny bow. 'It isnot the
sort of service that | would ever have expected a stranger —
evenoneaswadll trained as yoursdf —to provide, but Sinceyou
offer so generoudy, | shall accept. On behalf of Herr Benn.'

'It will be my pleasure to tend him," she said smply. For
It was true.

'But istherenothing| can do?Haveyou eaten?l could watch
over him whileyoy went down to the coffeeroom for amed.'

Oh, no, you—

'l may beonly amere male, maiam, but | am quitecapable
of bathingaman's brow, or caling for helpif hiscaseshould
be beyond my powers.'

He was baiting her now. She must be careful not to go too
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far. 'Guillaume brought up somefood whileyou wereout. He
will do so again later. | shall do very well, | assureyou.'

Hewastrying not to smile. They both knew good manners
prevented him from contradicting her. 'l imaginethat you do
very well in everythingyou undertake, maam,’ hesaid at last.

'Oh. Oh, thank you."' Shehad afeeling that hiscompliment
wassincere, evenif it was double-edged. What mattered here
was that she had won. Soon he would |leave, and she could
relax, alone to defend Herr Benn.

He started for the door, but stopped midway, asif remem-
bering something. He spun round. 'But | have not had a
chance to tell you what | learned in Rognac. It is not yet
totally certain, but it seemsthat the Emperor hasindeed kept
hisword to France, and i sreturning to liberate us. Wonderful
news, do you not agree?

Marguerite was caught like a bird in lime. What was she
to do, to say? He was challenging her directly now. He was
openly admitting that he was a supporter of Bonaparte and
challenging her to do the same, to make common cause with
him. 'Are you sure, sir? Her voice cracked a little on the
words. When he nodded, she swallowed hard and forced
herself to speak in abright, enthusiastic voice. '‘Why, that is
the most wonderful news. | had dreamed... All France had
dreamed, but we never dared to hopethat the day would come.
The Emperor! The Emperor himsdlf isto return to us! There
will bergoicing indeed.’

‘Vive ['Empereur! ’His voice wasflat, but strong.

What choice did she have? She had to protect Herr Benn.
‘Vive ['Empereur! ’ she echoed.



Chapter Five

CEed TS

‘ M rJacques!” Thehammering on thedoor grew louder. ‘Mr
Jacques!’ It sounded likethelandlord's voice. It must besome-
thing important, for it was only just beginning to get light.

Jack threw himself out of bed and dragged on his shirt. It
had hung all night by the dying fire and was dry at last. He
did not dareto risk appearing naked, in case MissGrolier were
outsideinthecorridor. Heflung open thedoor. "What onearth
IS the matter?

'Great news, Sir! It istrue. The Emperor landed three days
sinceand is aready on his way north.'

'By Jove, that iswonderful news.' Theliecameout without
a moment's pause. 'But are you sure, landlord? Might it not
be just another rumour?’

'No, gr. Not this time. | had it from the telegraph man
himself. It's certain, sir.” Thelandlord's grin was so wide that
It was almost splitting hisface.

Jack beamed back. 'Every able man will flock to his
standard, | am sure. But do weknow whereheis?|shetaking
the coast road from Toulon?

Thelandlord tapped theside of hisnoseand winked. '‘Not
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he. Far too wily to becaughtin that trap. Helanded well away
from Toulon. And he's taken hismeninland, acrossthe moun-
tains, where fat Louis's army would never think to look for
him. He's outfoxed them all.'

Jack could readily believe that. 'So he's already moving
north?

'‘Aye. And fast. Paris will send troops against him, of
course, but by the time he reachesGrenaoble, he'll have thou-
sands more besidesthe lmperial Guard. Fat Louiswon't stop
him now." The landlord nodded in satisfaction. Then he
narrowed his eyes and said, "You'll be wanting to join him
yourself, sir?

'Yes, of course' Jack replied at once, hismind whirling, 'out
| must see my friend safely bestowed first.'! He paused and
scratched his head, trying to look asif he were wrestling with
aknotty problem. 'Grenoble, you say?With asick companion,
| don't think | can— No, Lyons. That's theanswer. TheEmperor
Isbound to makefor Lyonsafter Grenoble.I'll join him there.’

'Wdl said, gr. I've a mind to travel with you and do the
same.'

Jack gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder. 'You are a
brave soldier, landlord, but | suggest you leave it to the
younger men. You are needed here!’

Thelandlord frowned. Therewasalook of yearninginhis
eyes, but it soon faded. ‘Aye, you're right, Sr. I'm too old to
be chasing after glory now.

Jack hoped he did not appear too relieved. 'Send up some
hot water, would you? If my friend is well enough, we'll be
able to make a start within the hour.’

'But you'll make much better time without an invalid to
dow you down,' the landlord protested. He was now invest-
Ing all hisenthusiasmin ensuring that Jack joined thecolours
as quickly as possible.



62 HisForbidden Liaison

'l cannot dothat, Jack said flatly. 'l must deliver Herr Benn
to Lyons. But fear not, landlord. We shall travel with all speed.
Every second counts now. My shaving water, if you please,
and be so good as to order breakfast at once.’

The landlord hesitated for a moment, but then the good
sense of Jack's words seemed to get through to him.

Jack stood in his doorway until the man had disappeared
down the staircase. Then he took a deep breath, closed the
bedroom door and leant against it, trying to force hisriotous
thoughts into order. Bonaparte was on his way to Paris. He
might even be near Grenoble aready, though that was
unlikely, given thedifficult terrain he had chosen to cross. He
would get there soon enough, though. And then, from
Grenoble, it was an open road to Lyons and Paris. But King
Louis would send his army, surely? Even if Bonaparte
managed to reach Lyons, he was bound to be stopped there.
In spiteof all thelandlord'sfervent hopes, Bonaparte’s troops
would be poorly eguipped and would certainly be outnum-
bered by the royalists. No, he would be stopped, though
perhaps not before Lyons.

That madeit al the more important for Jack and Ben to
travel there by the quickest possible route. Luckily, the road
north from Rognac, through Avignon andVaence, wasagood
one. With reasonabl e horses, a coach could cover it in three
days, or even less. He and Ben had intended to remain asin-
conspicuous as possible, and to travel to Paris by diligence,
but that would be too dow now. A chaise would not do, ether,
for it would not provide enough spacefor Bentolieflat. Jack
would have to hire a carriage and a team. That would raise
eyebrows. Thelandlord would be surprisedto learn that aman
who was planning to enlist asan common sol dier was wedthy
enough to travel in such luxury.

Jack pondered alittle more. Thistime, he needed to have
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hisstory prepared down to the last detail. The landlord must
have no groundsfor suspecting that Jack was anything other
than an ardent Bonapartist. Y est He would say that Herr Benn
had awealthy patron, in Lyons, who had sent money for their
journey. They had travelled in the Grolier carriage asaresult
of achance meeting with alady who was skilled in tending
wounds. But now they would travel on alone, funded by
Benn’s patron. Without the lady. Jack refused to let himsalf
think about Marguerite Grolier. She was the enemy. It was
much too dangerous to alow her any part in this from now
on. He must put her out of his mind.

Would his plan work? Perhaps he should say that he was
really looking forward to travelling in such luxury, that he had
never been ableto affordit before?That shoulddo thetrick. Had
heforgottenanything?Hewasbeginning torealise that planning
amissonwaslikesetting out afield at cricket. Thecaptain had
to work out precisaly where his opponent was likely to hit the
ball, so that he could have adefender in placeto stop theruns.
Jack could find no more undefended pointson hiscricket pitch.
It wasagood plan. Timeto put it into action.

Marguerite managed to keep control of her features until
the door closed behind Guillaume. Then she dumped down
on to the chaise longue and dropped her head into her hands.
|t wastrue! That monster was back in France and would soon
be at the head of another army of hotheads, all ready to die
for him. And die they would, of that she had no doulbt.

What on earth was she to do? She raised her head and
glanced acrossat the bed. Herr Benn was still sleeping peace-
fully. He had passed the crisis in the night. There was no
longer any sign of fever, and hiswound seemed to be healing
well. She could leave him here and hurry back to Lyons to
protect her family. Without Guillaume, Suzanne and thelr
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mother were undefended. Although the Groliers had never
talked about their royalist allegiance, even after Bonaparte's
defeat, there were thosein Lyonswho might suspect them. A
silk-weaving business, even a struggling one, was worth
taking over, and the turmoil surrounding Bonaparte's return
could provide just the opportunity their rivals needed.

Marguerite groaned. She could not stay in Rognac. She
must return to her family. But what about Herr Benn?If she
abandoned him, wouldit not beasentence of death?Sherose
and began to pace.

'‘Where am |? The words werein English, and the voice
barely athread.

Oh, no! Marguerite rushed to the bedside. 'Herr Benn,
you are at an inn on the road to Avignon,' she said, in dow,
careful French. She put her hands flat on his cheeks and
gently turned hishead so that he waslooking directly into her
face. His eyes were unfocused and barely half-open. 'Herr
Benn, listen! Bonaparte IS back in France. You are in great
danger. You must speak only French. No English. Not aword
of English. Do you understand me, Herr Benn?

'No English,' he repeated, in Englisn. 'No English." His
eyelidsdrifted closed. He had fallen asleep again.

Margueriteexclamedin frustration. But there wasnothing
she could do. She could not abandon him to the mercies of
Bonaparte's executioners. She must travel hometo Lyons, and
quickly, but she must find a way to take Herr Benn with her.
If she promised to nurse him on the way, and take him to the
Hoétel Dieuin Lyonsto be cared for, surely Mr Jacquescould
not object?

Healmost certainly would, she decided. Indeed, he would
probably insi st on accompanying them. In truth, theonly sure
way of getting rid of Mr Jacqueswould beto leave Herr Benn
behind, and she knew sne could not do that. So there was
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every likelihood that she would be travelling all the way to
Lyons with Mr Jacques's perceptive eyes on her, and on the
invalid. Shefelt her scomach turn over at the thought. He saw
far too much, that one. Besides, theeffectshe had on her were
uncomfortable. And dangerous. He could be so kind and so
charming. It would be all too easy to let down her guard and
then—boum!—she could find herself arrested, and handed
over to that monster's guards, to be shot as atraitor.

No, she would not alow that to happen. She would not
succumb to Mr Jacques's undoubted charm. She would treat
him with perfect propriety, as a chance-met acquaintance,
even if they were travelling together all the way to Lyonsin
the confined space of her carriage. She was a strong woman.
She could doit.

Her inner voicereminded her that, when they first met, he
had admired her for her strength and courage. Hiswords then
had beguiled her. Was she so very surethat she could be proof
against hiswiles?

Jack fastened his valise and straightened his back. He had
paid hisshot, and Ben's. It only remained now to preparethe
hired carriage for theinvalid. He crossed to the window. No
sign of hiscarriageyet. Theonly vehiclein theyard belonged
to Marguerite Grolier.

Marguerite Grolier. She kept intruding when he least
expected it. And just when he had been telling himsdlf he had
banished all thoughtsof her. It was lust, of course. What else
could it be? Even when he was surrounded by real danger, his
confounded body refused to seebeyond onebeautiful, and very
desirable, woman. He was becoming as bad as brother L eo!

No, hewasworse. Leo might beawomaniser, butinthegrim
businessdf spying, Leo was aways able to concentrate on his
role in the Honours. He had spent monthsin Vienna without
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thought of amistress. So why couldn't Jack do the same?After
al, Jack's vice had aways been gambling, not women.

|t had to be something about Marguerite Grolier. But why
should he lust after her, when he had been able to ignore so
many other women?

He began to pace his empty room, pondering. She was
guick-witted and courageous. She was a skilled weaver, and
a practical businessiwoman, which was quite a combination.
She was resourceful, too, and she was certainly compassion-
ate. Poor Ben probably owed hislife to those qualities.

Jack stopped by the window and rested his elbows on the
sill to look out. Marguerite Grolier was an extraordinary
woman. He had never met her like. But he knew he was not
lusting after her because she wasadmirable—though shewes.
She was aso beautiful and unconscioudy alluring. Lately,
when shetouched hishand or her breath caressed hisskin, his
body had responded instantly.

Hetold himsdlf it could only be because she wasinnocent.
And forbidden. They had been thrown together by unavoid-
able circumstance. Asin the Garden of Eden, temptationwas
al the stronger because the fruit was forbidden. And the
serpent of lust was twining itself around him, hissing its
message of betrayal. He would not heed it. He would not
betray Margueriteto satisfy amoment's craving.

| nafew minutes, once he had hisbody under control again,
hewould bid her farewel | and thank her sincerely for what she
had done. Then hewould leave her without asingle backward
glance. He was the leader of this mission. Like atrue leader,
he would not alow himsdlf to be diverted from his task.

They seemed to have reached an impasse. The charming
boy she had glimpsed so often had been replaced by agrim,
Implacable man.
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'| shall hireacarriage for mysdlf and Herr Benn, maam,’
hesaidagain. 'It would bethe height of bad mannerstoinflict
ourselveson you when we must travel sofast. Such ajourney

will be too uncomfortablefor alady.'
Marguerite refused to be beaten. She tried another tack. 'l

do understand your desire to join the Emperor as soon as
possible,’ shesaid, smilingadmiringly up at him. 'l, too, long
to seehim. But there are graverisksalong the way, especially
for Herr Benn. If royalist troops should come upon your
carriage and find a wounded man, what then?\Would you be
able to convince them that you were not the enemy?

'l would tell them the truth, maam. That he was shot by
footpads.'

She opened her eyes widein disbelief. 'And you are both
racing north to Lyons, ventre a terre? | think not, sir. A
wounded man does not travel so. The only plausible reason
for such hasteisthat you are going to join the Emperor. They
will know it. And so do you.'

Hedrew himsalf up to hisfull height and looked down his
noseat her. 'l supposeyou have a better plan?

Margueritealmost wanted to laugh. Hewas such an unpre-
dictable mixture of frustrated schoolboy and decisive man.
'Yes, | do, shesaid flatly. 'l have barely had achanceto say
a word since you entered the room, but | do have a much
better plan. Better for all of us!'

He quirked an eyebrow and stared down at her in a way
that was all adult male, and all dangerous.

'My mother and sister arein Lyons. Guillaumeis needed
there to protect them while my father is away. The Emperor
will be victorious, of course, but there may well be fighting
first. We must get home with all speed.’

'l do not see that—

'If we travel together, there will be much less danger. We
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can give out that Herr Benn is...er...my brother and that he
has a fever. We are taking him home to be nursed. Royalist
soldiers will not enquire too closely if we tell them that his
fever ishighly infectious.’

Mr Jacques looked thoughtful for a moment. 'That is all
very well, maam, but Herr Bennwill need to agreeto pretend
to be your brother. Even if he comes to himself soon, which
looksunlikely, wecannot be surethat hewill belucid enough
to understand the part heisto play.' He shook his head. 'No,
I'm afraid that your clever plan will not do. Benn and | will
travel alone. You may do as you wish.’

Marguerite felt areal urge to dlap him. She was glad she
had been brought up without brothers. Men were always so
sure they wereright. 'Herr Benn will not be lucid enough to
carry off your plan either, gr,' she said sweetly. 'What if he
should start rambling just when the royalist soldiers open
your carriage door?

He paled noticeably.

She forced hersdlf not to smile. "'There is a solution. My
plan can be made to work. Unfortunately, yours cannot.'

He raised that infernal eyebrow and waited.

'Whether inmy carriage or yours, Herr Benn will haveavery
uncomfortablejourney. Andif hebegins tothrasharoundin pain,
thereisadanger that his wound may reopen. | have aremedy
for both these problems. | shall dose him with laudanum. Then
he will say nothing, and feel none of the discomfort. Indeed, it
may even help himto heal. Well, sir?What do you say?

Hefrowned and |ooked back towards the bed. For several
moments, he was silent and pensive. At length, he said, "You
can keep himinsens blewithout doing him any lasting harm?

She warmed to him then. He was thinking, not of himself,
but of Herr Benn. 'l have considerableexperienceaof thedrug,
sr. My mother— Suffice it to say that | shall give him just
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enough to keep him from waking, but not enough to do him
harm. Trust me. | promise that, once we have him safe in
Lyons, he will wakeagain without any memory of hissuffer-
Ings. Or any ill effects.’

Veay wédl,' he said gravely. 'l will trust to your skill,
maam. | accept.’

'Excdllent.’ She wanted to shout in triumph. Shewould be
ableto administer thedoses, in all innocence, whileher Bona-
partist companion watched complacently. And when they
finally reached Lyons, shewould find someway of talung Herr
Benninto the Grolier household where he would could mend
In safety, though she was not sure quite how she would
persuadeMr Jacquesto alow it. Perhapshe would be so keen
to be off to join hisidol that he would not argue?

No, that was unfair. Mr Jacques might be a hated Bona-
partist, but he was a man of honour and of compassion. He
would insist on ensuring that Herr Benn came to no harm.

'l have one more question.'

That brought her back to earth. ‘A question, sir?

'Yes. If Herr Bennisto be your brother, what, pray, isto
be my role?

She had not thought of that. She looked Jacques up and
down assessingly. 'Herr Benn may be able to pass for my
brother, but not both of you at once. You are too unlike. It
would raise questions.’

'It would not be proper for anunmarried woman to betravel -
ling all the way to Lyonswith aman who was not ardative.'

'Nonsense,' sheretorted. 'l will betravdlingwithmy brother.’

‘A brother who will be totally incapable of opening an
eye, far less defending his sister's honour. No, maam, we
must haveaplausibletaleto tell. You have two choices. would
you prefer to travel as my betrothed, or as my wife?

'As your w—? How dare he suggest such a thing? Mar-



70 His For bi dden Li ai son

gueriteinstinctivaly stepped back from him. She bumpedinto
the bed and sat down very suddenly, trying to overcome her
snock. When she had recovered enough tolook up at himonce
more, she saw that he had not moved an inch. His features
were totally composed, but underneath, she was certain he
was laughing at her.

'Perhaps you should apply your skills now, maam? he
said innocently.

'l beg your pardon? Sheleapt to her feet in indignation.

'Herr Benn will need to becarried downstairsand laidin the
carriage. [twill beapainful process, for thestairsarenarrow and
twisting. It would be best if he wereinsensiblewhilewedolit.'

She refused to give him the satisfaction of besting her.
‘'That i1svery thoughtful of you, gr,' shesaid camly. '‘And you
areright, of course. | will doit now. In the meantime, perhaps
you would be so good as to check that Guillaume has made
roomin thecarriage for our invalid?!1 instructed him to place
as much as possibleof thesilk in the boot or on theroof. The
packages will come to no haam—they are well wrapped in
oiled paper. And the rain stopped hours ago.’

Now he was looking at her in disbelief. He still had not
moved.

'Il's something wrong, sir? she asked mischievoudly.

"You had already told hm—? He broke off and frowned,
looking down at her through narrowed eyes. 'l seethat | have
underestimated you, maam. | shall not do so again.' Without
another word, he turned and strode out of the room, closing
the door behind him with adecisiveclick.

Marguerite held her breath for fully twenty seconds. And
then her triumphant laughter burst forth.

By thetimeJack had made hisway downstairsand outinto
the inn yard, he was biting his lip to stop himself from
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laughing out loud. What a woman! She knew precisaly what
she wanted, and she made straight for it. Definitely a
managing female. She reminded him of Cousin Harriet, the
formidabl e old spinster who acted ascompanion to hismother
and who had terrified him since he was in short coats. But
MargueriteGrolier did not terrify him. Far fromit. She made
him want to selze her and kiss her until they were both
mindless with passion.

|t wasimpossible, of course. Shewasnot of his class, and
she wasa virtuousfemale. It would be dishonourableto take
advantage of her. Besides, even though she was prepared to
travel alone with Jack and Ben, her motives were of the
highest. She had saved Jack and Ben once, and now she was
proposing to do so again. She deserved to be treated like a
princess.

Guillaume sprang down from the carriage and hurried
acrosstheyard. 'Some of thesilk will still haveto becarried
inside the coach, sir. There ain't room anywhere else. But
I've made up a bed on the floor for Herr Benn, with plenty
of padding. He should be comfortable enough. Would you
like to see?

So much for Jack's belief that he had planned for every
eventuality. He had forgotten one key factor: Marguerite
Grolier. She was only a woman, but she had shown him his
error. And his arrogance. She was the one who had had ev-
erything worked out in advance.

Everything except arolefor Jack, of course. He smiled at
the memory of her shocked response to his ultimatum. She
would travel as his betrothed, not as hiswife, he decided, re-
lenting alittle. If they wereto be on theroad for two or three
days, they could not travel as man and wife without risking
her reputation. As man and wife, they might be expected to
share a bedchamber. Asabetrothed couple, they would slegp
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apart, and be expected to behave with circumspection. Her
reputation would be safe.

And so, he vowed, ignoring theurgings of hisbody, would
her virtue.



Chapter Sl X

Caed T

T hecity of Lyons was veary fine. Approaching it from the
south, Jack had seen splendid and imposing buildings and
magnificent churches, their spires and towers straining up
towards heaven, but now that the coach was actually driving
throughthe streets, he was struck by how tall the houseswere,
and how richly embellished. Lyonswasclearly avery wedthy
city, at least partly built on centuriesof silk.

'Remarkable.' He smiled across at her. 'Lyons seems to
have amost as many bridgesas Paris.

'We need them more than Parisdoes,’ Margueritereplied,
returning hissmileso warmly thatit lit up her features. 'Lyons
has two riversto contend with. The city is grown so big now
that it covers the banks of both. Wait and see!

They had agreed during thejourney that they must become
much lessformal in their use of names, as befitted a betrothed
couple. Shewasto call him 'Jacques —the name'Louis was
best avoided—and he would call her ‘Marguerite, at leastin
public. Jack no longer thought of her as'Miss Grolier'. Inhis
mind, she was now simply 'Marguerite’, though he had not
yet used her given namewhilethey werealone. Hewas sorely
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tempted to try it, if only to see her bristle, for she bristled de-
lightfully, raising her hackleslikea small pet dog confronted
by alarge and intimidating newcomer.

Teasing her was the most he dared to do now, and even that
was dangerous. Touching her, however innocently, wasout of
the question. It produced a physical response that wasall too
visible, for hislust for hislovely Amazon was growing more
uncontrollable with every passing day. Still, his torture must
end soon. They would part herein Lyons.

They had just left the Rhone bridge and were driving
straight across the peninsulathat lay between the two rivers.
Narrowing his eyes, Jack could see another bridge some
hundreds of yards ahead of them, presumably across the
Sabne. While he was focusing on that distant vista, the
carriageentered ahuge open space, and hegaspedin surprise.
It was enormous, big enough to muster an army, and sur-
rounded by tall buildingswith grandiosefacades. Very few of
them matched, but the eff ect was harmonious, softened by the
bare but feathery branches of dozens of ancient trees.

‘They say thisisoneof thefinest squaresin Europe,' Mar-
gueritesaid with anote of pridein her voice. 'lt is, or rather
was, the Place Napoleon. They changed the name |ast year,
of course, but perhapsthey will changeit back again, now that
the Emperor has returned.” She had talked admiringly of
Bonaparte throughout their journey together. Clearly shefelt
she could speak frankly to a fellow supporter. At first, Jack
had had to watch his every word, but after three days on the
road, he now spoke asif he, too, were an ardent Bonapartist.

He stuck his head out of the window to admirethe square,
so that he could respond to her sunny mood. 'That statueisnot
of theEmperor.' It wasahuge scul pturedf amanon horseback.

'No. ItisKing Louis XIV. Hedesarveshisplacethere. Like
the Emperor, he gave Franceglory, and a placein the sun.'
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True,' Jack said quietly. The sound of Bonaparte's name
on her lipswas profoundly depressing. Hetried to concentrate
on the city instead. The carriage was |leaving the square and
the bridge was only a hundred yards or so further on. He
could clearly see the oldest part of the city on thefar bank of
the Sadne. The houses were tall, and narrow, and seemed to
be piled up on one another like a child's bricks, to fill the
narrow Strip of flat land between theriver and the steep slope
behind. Almost directly ahead of them, on the right of the
bridge, was a huge, ancient cathedral, with two towers.

'Not much further now,’ Marguerite said, leaning for-
ward eagerly.

Jack could hear theimpatiencein her voice. It was under-
standabl e that she should want to get home to her family in
such uncertain times. Unlike Jack, she had not suffered
agoniesof frustration during all those hoursin thecoach. She
was too virtuousto be at the mercy of the demon |ust.

In an attempt to divert his thoughts, he had tried to draw
her out about her family during the tedioushourson theroad,
but he had not learned very much. There was a definite reti-
cence there. Her father travelled a great deal, apparently, in
order to find markets for their silk. Marguerite and her
younger sister, Suzanne, ran the business during his absence,
for their mother was some kind of invalid. With an absent
father, and no brothers, it was no wonder that Marguerite had
become a managing sort of female. He had no doubt that she
ran the business extremely well. She did everything well. In-
cluding innocently tempting Jack.

‘The arearound the cathedral, St Jean, has been the home
of silk weaving for generations. Or, at leadt, it was. Now the
jobbing weavers are setting up on the hill at the north end of
the peninsula, where the houses have the high ceilings they
need for their looms." Seeing Jack's puzzled |ook, she contin-
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ued, withashakeadf her head, 'l can seethat you know nothing
about silk, gr. The new Jacquard looms are immensely tall.
They do not fit in our old workshops.'

'l see,' Jack said, though he was not sure that he did. Did
that mean that the Grolier business was not involvedin these
new looms?From someof the thingsthat Marguerite had not
said, he suspected that their businesswasstruggling to survive.
He knew for a fact that both sisters took their turn at the
looms. Perhaps they could not afford to employ the jobbing
weaversat all ?Hewasjust about to probealittlefurther, when
the carriage turned right into the square behind the cathedral
and dowed almost to a stop. The squarewasfull of colourful
market stalls, selling everything afamily might need, fromlive
chickensto baling twine. Therewasbarely roomfor acarriage
to edge through, especially as the press of shoppers seemed
to have no intention of making way for them.

'Don't concern yoursdf, sir. Guillaume knows the width
of this coach to a hair." She sat quite relaxed in her corner.
Clearly there was no point in worrying.

A few minutes later, the coach drew up in front of afine
houseof many storeysinanarrow, gloomy street. Frominside
the coach, it was impossible to see the sky. The street was
deserted, which was as well, for the coach was blocking the
full width of it. Jack jumped out and let down the steps for
Marguerite to alight, but she was bent over Ben, yet again
checking his brow for fever. She was unlikely to find any
signsto concern her, for he was mending well. Mercifully, he
wasstil insensible. Her laudanum strategy for thejourney had
worked wonderfully well. At each night stop, Ben had been
carried into the inn and laid in a bedchamber shared with
Guillaume, who tended to hisbodily needs. Nursing was not
necessary, and so Marguerite had been able to sleep undis-
turbed. And alone.
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Jack wanted to curse aloud. Why on earth had his mind
returned to that? Again? He had been trying so hard not to
think about her in that way, though the image of Marguerite
asleep, with her fair curls spread acrossawhitelinen pillow,
had been haunting him. Especially at night. There was no
doubt that her deep had been |longer and morerestful than his.

He started for the horses' heads so that Guillaume could
climbdownfrom the box. Hehad been drivingfor hours, only
occasionally permitting Jack to take over, and then only for
short spells. The poor man must be very stiff and cold.

'Marguerite! Oh, Marguerite, we were so worried about
you!" A small whirlwind had emerged from the house and
thrown itsalf into the carriage. Jack turned, but caught only
the briefest glimpse of a very dim figure in a plain brown
dress with a mass of fair curly hair. This must be Suzanne,
theyounger sister. Her hair waslighter that Marguerite's, but
otherwise they were probably very like.

Jack strolled back to the open carriagedoor and peered into
the gloom. He had expected to see the two women embrac-
Ing, but they were not, though Marguerite's arm had been
thrown across her sister's shoulders. Suzanne was not even
looking at her sister. Her worries appeared to have vanished.
She was staring down at Ben's inert form with wide glowing
eyes, and tightly clasped hands, asif she had never seen such
a beautiful sightin all her life.

He was gone at last! Thank goodness! Now she must act.

Margueritesaized her sster's hand and pulled her away from
the sofawhere Herr Benn lay motionless. 'Suzanne, you must
listen to me. Mr Jacques may return at any moment. Suzanne!’
She was amost screaming the word into her sister's ear.

It had no effect. Suzanne was still gazing, rapt, at Herr
Benn’s face. 'What 1s his name? she asked dreamily.
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Oh, heavens! As if there were not enough dangers sur-
rounding them! Marguerite grasped her sister by the shoul-
dersand forced her to turn away from the blond vision on the
sofa. 'His nameis Benn, and he—" She broke off. It would
be best to tell no one, not even Suzanne, that Herr Benn was
an English spy. What they did not know, they could not betray.
'He isaGerman. | do not know his given name.

'Mr Benn.” Suzannerolled the sound caressingly round her
tongue. Shesounded nothingat all likeher normal, retiring salf.

'Suzanne, pay attention! We arein real danger. Have you
not heard that Bonaparteis on hisway? That he will soon be
In Lyons with an army at his back?

'Oh, yes. But the King's brother is here to defend us, and
the army has already marched out to meet the monster. |
Imagine he will be stopped long before he reaches Lyons!'

Marguerite was nothing like so certain, but she would not
frighten her sister by voicing her doubts. "You may well be
right. What mattersnow is that there are many herein Lyons
who will support the usurper. As royalists, we will be in
danger if anyonesuspectswhereour sympathieslie. We have
always been careful in the past, but now it matters more than
ever. So no onein the household must say a word, either for
or against Bonaparte. Not a word to anyone. Anywhere.'

'‘But surely we are safe enough inside our own house?
Guillaume and Berthe believein the cause, just as we do.'

Marguerite nodded towards the still figure on the sofa.
'We are not alone here. Herr Benn may cometo his sensesat
any moment. And Mr Jacques has very sharp ears.’

"You think they are Bonapartists? Suzannegasped. "Then
why did you bring them here?

'l cannot be certain where their sympathieslie, Suzanne.’
Marguerite knew the truth all too well, though it would do
nothing but harm to say so. In thelast hoursof their journey,
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she had extracted a promise from Jacques that he would not
talk about their beloved Emperor in the house, for fear, she
had said, of royalist neighboursand eavesdropping servants.
Now she must secure a ssimilar promise from her sister.
'Promise me that you will not talk about the King, or about
Bonaparte, until thisis over. Promise me, Suzanne!”

'Oh, very well.| promise, though| don't seewhy it should
be necessary .’

'It I1s necessary because men love to fight. Royalists will
attack Bonapartistswho will attack Royalists. If weappear to
have no sympathiesether way, they will have no grounds to
molest us." She put acomforting arm round Suzanne’s shoul-
ders. 'You know how vulnerable we are, my dear, with so
many other housesready to pounceon Grolier's. If they even
suspected the truth about Papa, we would have been swal-
lowed long since.’

Suzanne nodded. She had begun to look a little scared.
'Yes, I'm sorry. You areright. | promise!’

Margueritesmiledin relief. 'Now, you must talk to Berthe
and ensure that she promises, too. Don't bother about Guil-
laume. Heisalready well awareof what needsto bedone. And
he has always been close-mouthed.’

'‘But what about Mama? She would never give you such a
promise. And evenif shedid, shewould forget to keepit. You
know how it iswith her.

Marguerite had been considering that problem for hours.
'You must tell Berthe to keep Mamaas closeas possible. She
rarely ventures out of the house, which is a blessing, but it
would be best if she were not to meet any visitors.'

'‘But we cannot treat her like a prisoner!”

'No, of course not, Marguerite agreed at once. 'lIf she
should chance to meet any visitors, you and | must try to
ensure that she doesnot start talking about the monarchy and
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the importance of the aristocracy.' Suzanne was shaking her
head sadly. They both knew that, once their mother started on

her favourite subject, she was not to be diverted. 'And if we
cannot stop her, we will have to makeit clear that sheisrav-

ing." Marguerite sighed. 'That should not be too difficult to
do. No one will believe anything she says once they realise
how ill sheisin her mind.’

At that moment, Marguerite heard booted feet in the pas-
sageway outside. It was probably Jacques, returning from
helping Guillaume with the unloading. Her heart began to
race. She put a warning finger to her lips. 'How hasthe silk
been progressing whilel have been away? sneasked brightly,
just as the door opened.

'Forgive me, ladies. | was looking for— Ah, there heis!
Jacques strode across the room to the sofaand stood |ooking
down at Herr Benn.

'Suzanne, you must allow meto present Mr Jacques, who
travelled with us from Marsallles' Suzanne smiled and
curtsied. Jacquesbowed, but hiseyesremained on Marguerite.
'l think | may owehim my life, sster,’ Marguerite continued,
'‘for he saved mefrom aknife attack in Marsailles!'

Suzanne gasped. "You did not tell me that.’

Jacques was smiling warmly down at Marguerite. I am
sureshealsodid not tell you, Miss Suzanne, that she saved both
mysalf and my companion when we wereattacked by ruffians
on the quayside. If your sister had not taken usinto her car-
riage and whipped up the horses, we would have been at their
mercy. And they did not look the merciful kind." He reached
for Marguerite's handand raisedit to hislips, keeping hisgaze
locked with hersall thewhile. \We are very muchinyour debt,
maam.' Hisvoice was suddenly much deeper than usual.

Marguerite could feel hersalf blushing. Her throat was so
tight that she could not say aword. And the skin of her hand
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was burning, even from that tiny touch of his lips. It took
several secondsfor her brain to register that hewasstill hold-
Ing her hand. Why? He had been ddliberately avoiding her
touch sincethair departurefrom Rognac. Y& now he was not
only touching her skin, he was kissing her hand! It made no
senseat all.

'You exaggerate, 9r,' she managed at last, in arather shaky
voice, forcing hersaf to pull her fingersout of hisgrasp before
her legs gave way beneath her.

He shook his head, but he did not argue. She was relieved,

and grateful for yet another example of hisimpeccable man-
ners. He was most certainly a gentleman. A strange question

struck her then. Why would a gentleman wish to enlist as a
common Soldier in Bonaparte's army?She should have thought
of that before, but Jacques had created such turmoil in her
mind that she had rarely been ableto think at all.

'ls something wrong, maam? heasked gently, still gazing
downinto her face. 'For amoment, you looked quite worried.’

'Oh, it wasnothing. | was...” She swallowed hard. 'l was
thinking about Herr Benn. We need to arrange a bedcham-
ber for him.'

You are most kind, maam. But it will not be necessary.
Benn isin no danger now, so if Guillaume can lend a hand,
wewill carry himto theinn. TheCroix d’Or further along the
street |ooks respectable enough.’

'No!" Both sisters gasped out the same word in the same
Instant.

'No, gr,’ Margueriterepeated firmly. 'Y ou cannot takehim
to apublic inn. For who would ook after him? He still needs
careful nursing. You would not trust him to the merciesof the
tavern wenches, would you?’

'‘Actudly, | was planning to look after him mysalf.'

Twenty-four hoursaday?Theinnkegper certainly wouldn't
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let his servants help you. He would probably insist you had
Herr Benn taken to theHotel Dieu so that the nunscould nurse
him.'

‘There can be no question of it,' Suzanne said flatly, in a
voicemoredetermined that Margueritehad ever heard her use
before. \We owe you adebt, and we shall repay it by nursing
your companion. Here, in this house. Say no more about
moving himto aninn, | beg of you, or to the Hotel Dieu. Such
a thing would shame us. You must both remain here with us
until Herr Benn is quite recovered.’

Y our offerismorethan generous, ma'am, but |— Itisbad
enough that your sister has nursed Herr Benn all through the
journey from Marseilles. | could not possibly impose on her
to continue.’

‘There isno need,’ Suzanne said quickly. The skin of her
cheeks had turned a delicate rose, but her gaze was intent. 'l
shall nurse him mysdlf.’

'You should not be here, Miss Suzanne. Thisisa man's
bedchamber.' Guillaume sounded morethanalittle concerned.

Suzanne gazed down at theinvalid. He was g eeping peace-
fully now, and the smooth white skin of his bandaged chest
was rising and falling dowly with each long breath. With her
to nurse him, he would soon recover.

'Miss Suzanne!

'Oh, Guillaume, do not fuss so. What risk can there be to
me when heissoill? He needsanurse, not a...a paramour.’

'It isnot right for you to be doing this. You should—

Shelaid acaressing hand on hisarm. 'If it will content you,
dear Guillaume, | will confine mysdlf to dressing hiswound,
and feeding him. You may tend to his other bodily needs
yourself. Though | fail to see how you will find the time.'

'l will make the time,' he growled.
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Shetwinkledup at him. 'lf you have so much timeto spare,
you can come and chaperon us, too. Would that satisfy you?

Hegrunted. They both knew it wasimpossible. Guillaume,
as the only man in the house, had far too many chores to do.
He could not watch over Suzanne, even though she was the
appleaf hiseye. 'lf | had thetimeto chaperonyou, missy, |I'd
have the time to change his bandages mysdif.’

She seized one of his callused, work-worn hands and
rubbed it against her cheek. 'l know you mean well, Guil-
laume, but just imagine how your rough hands would feel
against tender, wounded flesh." She used her own soft hand
to strokehisstubbled cheek. 'My handswill hurt himless. He
will heal more quickly with meto tend him. Just wait and see’

He pushed her hand away. 'Enough of your wheedling
ways, young lady. You alwaysdid know how to get the better
of me, but you won't do so thistime. A lady's reputation is
her most treasured possession, and, onceit's lost, it can never
be regained. You don't understand the risk you are taking.’

His concern wasall for her, and she must not distresshim
any further, even though she was quite determined that she
would have her own way in this. 'l will nurse him while he
liesinsensible, Guillaume. Once he comesto hissensesagain,
| will consult Marguerite about what is proper. Will that
content you?

‘Aye' He smiled reluctantly. 'l suppose so. Now 1'd best
bring up some more coalsfor that fire, or your precious gen-
tleman will end up dying of cold.’

Themoment heleft theroom, Suzannesat down by the bed
and took Herr Benn’s limp hand in both her own. He seemed
so weak. Would he ever be well enough to sit up, to look at
her, to speak to her?What would he think of her?Would his
eyeswarm and hislipssmile?

She stroked his hand, just once, and then tucked it under
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the sheet before pulling the coverlet up to hischin. He was

her dear invalid, and shewas determined that it would be her
nursing, and her care, that would cure him.

Jack stood watching from the doorway of the tiny room,
but shewastotally unaware of his presence. She wasapretty
littlething, but rather unworldly. Shy, probably, perhapsasthe
result of having a managing elder sister. She would not have
had the opportunity to acquirethe steel of Marguerite.

No, that was not quiteright. Miss Suzanne had shown con-
siderabl e determination when sheinsisted that sne would be
theoneto | ook after Ben. And now, it seemed, shehad achieved
her aim, though Jack was at aloss to know why she should be
such a passionate advocate of a man she had only just set eyes
on. Perhaps such things happened in a house full of women?
Having no sisters, Jack had alwaysfound it difficult to fathom
the female mind. This time he was going to have to try,
however, for he had to ensure that, when Ben finaly came
round, neither Marguerite nor Miss Suzanne wasin theroom.

He stepped forward and coughed loudly.

She jumped to her feet. She was blushing roslly.

'Forgive me, maam. | did not mean to startle you. How
does my friend?

'l...er...heissleeping peacefully, ar.

'Splendid." Jack crossed to the bed and touched hisfingers
to Ben's forehead. 'Not a hint of fever. | imaginehe'll beon
hisfeet againin no time. | may tell you, maam, that he's as
strong as a horse, however delicate he may appear. It ismore
than generous of you and your sister to house us, but we will
be gone as soon as Benniswell enough. A few daysat mos.'

Her blush had subsided. Without it, she seemed paler than
when they had first met. Shetried to smilein responseto his
hearty words, but it was far from convincing.
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'Poor Benn. Heisin a sad way. His hair hasn't seen a
comb in days—

'l can do that for him!" she exclaimed.

'—and he is much in need of a shave,' Jack continued,
without a pause. 'If you would be good enough to order me
some hot water, malam, | could make him presentableenough
to entertain alady.' He grinned at her, and waited.

'l... Catanly,if youwill excusemefor amoment.' Shecast
along look al the figure on the bed and then made for the door.

'Do not be concerned, maam," Jack called after her. 'l
will sit with him. Our invalid shall not be left alone.’

The moment she was out of sight, he took the two steps to
reach the door and closed it silently. Then he turned back to
the bed and shook Ben by hisgood shoulder. 'Ben. Ben! For
God's sake, man, wake up!" His whisper was low, penetrat-
Ing, and in English.

To Jack's relief, Ben gave an answering groan and half-
opened oneeye. 'Jack? Hisvoicecracked. 'What on eath—7?

Jack clamped his hand over Ben's mouth. Ben's eyes
widened a little, but it seemed he was able to focus, so Jack
risked removing his hand. Ben did not attempt to speak again.

'We have vary little time. Listen,' Jack hissed. 'We arein
Lyons, in the house of Bonapartists. They are good people,
but if they suspect what we are, they are bound to have us
arrested. You must speak only French, and give nothing away.
Do you understand me, Ben? Ben?

Ben let his head roll ssdeways on the pillow. His eyes
drifted shut. 'l could do withadrink,' he croaked. In French.
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Jack stood in thedoorway of the office with hishand on the
latch. 'May we have a private word, Marguerite?

She appeared to be working on accounts. She looked up,
[rowning.

Jack realised hismistake. 'l begyour pardon. MissGrolier,
| should have said.’

Sheinclined her head gracioudly.

'May | closethe door?

She looked up again. Thistime she seemed intrigued, but
she nodded.

Jack shut the door and crossed to thedesk. 'l have kept my
promisetoyou. | have said nothing about the Emperor within
thesewalls. But much isbeing said outside, as| am sureyou
know. The Emperor will reach Grenoble soon, if he has not
doneso dready, and theKing's brother has sent adetachment
of the army against him. | must ride south. | cannot remain
hereinsuch acriss.’

You are going to enlist? She sounded worried. Was it
possible that she was concerned for his safety? '‘But what of
Herr Benn?” she continued, dashing Jack's rising hopes. Y ou
said you would do nothing until he was recovered.'
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'l amnot goingtoenlist, maam. | will fulfil my trust to Herr
Bennfirst, asl promised. But, equally,| cannotsitidiein Lyons
whilethe Emperorisindanger. | haveto—’ Hestopped. It was
such alameexcuse, but what other could he offer her?He had
to see, with hisown eyes, what was going on, so that he could
report to London. Somehow. 'l have to be there, when the
Emperor meetstheKing's army, evenif | donot actually fight.'

Hetried to assess her reactionsfrom her changing expres-
sion. Surely she would never swallow such tosh?

She pursed her lips thoughtfully. 'l see' she said dowly,
nodding to herself. 'And if you do not return, what is to
become of Herr Benn?

'Y ou haveno need to beconcerned, maam,’ hesaid, relieved.
Clearly shehad concluded that he was smply ayoung hothead
who wasdetermined tojoinin thefightingon behaf of hisidal,
but was not honest enough to admit it. Sinceareal Bonapartist
might act in exactly that way, he would say nothing to suggest
shewaswrong. 'l dointendtoreturntoLyons, and withawhole
skin, though possibly not for two or threedays.' Seeing her re-
turning frown, he added, placatingly, 'Herr Benn is himsalf
again this morning. Heis still very weak and in alot of pain,
but he appears to have suffered noill effectsof the laudanum.
Itisjust asyou said, maam.' Hesmiled downat her. He hoped
she would take that asthe compliment he meantitto be. 'l no
longer have any concernfor hissurviva. Itis Ssmply a matter
of time, and good nursing, which | know your sister is deter-
mined to provide. And you, too, of course,' he added hastily.

Sherose from her chair and cameround to hisside of the
desk. She was not returning his smile. 'Mr Jacques, | can
promiseyou that wewill take good care of Herr Benn in your
absence. Asto your mission—’

Jack started in shock. Surely she could not know?

‘As to your mission,’ she said again, 'it is not for me to
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restrainaman whoisgoing to theaid of our beloved Emperor.
| wish you God speed, sir, and a safe return.’ She looked up
Into hisfacethen. Her glorioussea-witch's eyeswereso clear
that he fancied they offered an opening on to her innermost
thoughts. She was certainly afirefor someone but, sadly, the
man of her dreams was Napoleon Bonaparte, usurping
Emperor, rather than Jack Aikenhead, English soy.

Heswallowed hisdisappoi ntment and bowed, resisting the
temptation to kiss her hand once more. That earlier kiss had
been most unwise and must not be repeated. He had intended
It to beakiss of farewell, before he removed Ben to thelocal
inn. He had told himsdf that one smple kiss on the hand
would not be an assault on her virtue. But it had rendered her
speechless, and the effects on his own body had been even
worsethan when they were cooped up togetherin thecarriage.
Only hisgreatcoat had saved him from real embarrassment.

And yet he was not sorry that the sisters had insisted they
stay in the Grolier house. Jack was going to find it very hard
to part from Marguerite, even though being closeto her was
asore trial.

She was standing with her back against the desk and no
longer meeting hiseye. Both hands were behind her back. The
message was clear. She wanted him to leave. And she did not
want him to touch her.

He bowed again and left without a word. It was only when
the cold draughtin thecorridor hit hisneck that he remembered
what he was about to do. He must concentrate on hismission,
hisreal mission, and banish all thoughtsof his beautiful, fair-
haired Amazon. Hewasriding southinto real danger. If hedid
not keep his wits about him, he might well fail to return.

Marguerite stood totally rigid, clutching the worn edge of
the old wooden desk behind her, until she heard the sound of
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his horse's hooves disappearing up the street towards the ca-
thedral . He had gone. He was going to throw himself into the
battle to save hisdamnabl e hero, Bonaparte. How ridicul ous!
She had not been wrong when she judged Jacquesto be part-
man and part-schoolboy. Thecallow youth, filled withimpos-
sible heroic dreams, had been very much in evidence this
morning. Did men never grow up?

She shook her head in an attempt to clear her thoughts. She
must be practical. Jacques might return, in afew days. Or he
might not return at all. She must not brood on that, for that
way lay nothing but pain. Surely she had too much common
sense to indulge her emotions in such a way? Whatever
happened, Marguerite had to defend Herr Benn, for only she
knew that he was an English spy. She had to ensure that he
recovered enough, herein Lyons, to continuewith hismission,
whatever it might be.

Shehad dlippedin to see him before anyone el se was about
and had found him much improved. He had greeted her
lucidly, and thanked her for her kindness, in dightly accented
French. Since he was no longer delirious, there should be no
risk that he might babble in his native tongue, but to drive
home the point, she had complimented him on his French,
stressing how fluent it was, coming from a German. He had
frownedalittleat that, but she wasfairly surethat the message
had gone home. He would surely stick to French from now
on. He would be safe.

There was a knock on the door. It was Guillaume, come
to build up thefire. Helooked searchingly at Marguerite, but
said only, 'l amglad heisgone. He askstoo many questions,
that one. | even caught him asking Berthe about where your
father might be!

The muscles of Marguerite's belly clenched to the point
of pain.
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'Y ou need have no fear there, miss,” Guillaume went on,
kneeling down in front of the fireplace next to the desk.
'‘Berthe knows better than to betray this family's secrets.
But it is dangerous to have these men in the house. What if
they were to start asking the neighbours about when your
father waslast at home? Even the neighbours might become
suspicious then, if they thought about it for long enough.
Y ou should have sent them both to the Hétel Dieu, asl said
at the time.’

Much as she trusted Guillaume, she could not tell him the
truth about Herr Benn. It was not her secret to share. She
muttered platitudesinstead, about the debt she owed Jacques.

Guillaume wasin full flood, now that there was no risk of
being overheard by strangers. 'Y our sister, too, isdetermined
to throw away all clam to the reputation of a lady. | have
warned her, but she refuses to heed me'’

‘Suzanne—

'l even asked Berthe to act as chaperon, but that did not
last above ten minutes, of course. Your lady mother—may
heaven bless herl —was soon in the bedchamber as well, en-
quiring after Berthe and talking to the invalid. When she
began to say some...er...rather awkward things, Berthe had
to take her back to her room. So Miss Suzanneis still alone
with a half-naked man in his bedchamber. You should not
permit it, Miss Marguerite. Truly you should not.'

She should not permit a servant to talk in such terms,
either, but she could not berate this man who had served
them, and cared for them, since before they could walk. His
words simply proved his deep affection for the Grolier
family, and especially for Suzanne. 'l have spoken to
Suzanne,' she said gently. 'We are both agreed that once
Herr Benn isableto rise from hisbed, shewill not enter his
room again. If hiswound needsdressing after that, she may
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do it downstairs. Or you may do it yourself, Guillaume, if
you have time. For the moment, she is in no danger from
him." He was shaking his head vehemently, but Marguerite
would not allow him to speak. "The only risk to Suzanne's
reputation would beif someoneinside this household were
to mention what is going on to an outsider.' She fixed him
with a stern gaze. 'l am sure that no one would do such a
thing, no matter how much they disapproved of Suzanne's
behaviour.'

Guillaumelooked hurt. Herosefrom hisknees, dusting off
his hands. 'You know that Berthe and | would never gossip,
he said tartly, 'and the boy isnot permitted to go beyond the
Kitchen, so he has nothing to gossip about.'

Chastened, Marguerite reached out to put a hand on his
arm. 'Thank you, Guillaume,' shesaid smply. "You know we
could not manage without you.'

He cleared his throat and swallowed hard. Then, without
saying another word, he picked up hisbucket and | eft theroom.

Margueritesumped against thedesk. Shehad notintended
to upset him, but she had so many burdens to carry that she
had not thought before she spoke. If only Mamawere ableto
share the load, or Suzanne. But it was not possible. Mama
spent most of the day in a strange world of her own, and
Suzanne appeared to have become besotted with Herr Benn
as soon as she set eyes on him. If she were ever to discover
the danger he wasin, there was no saying what she might do
to protect him. That was yet another reason not to tell her that
he was an English spy. Marguerite was going to have to deal
with her problemsall by herself.

And the first, and worst, of those problems was Louis
Jacques. She had betrayed her family's trust by bringing him
here, even though her motives had been of the best. A nagging
seed of guilt wasgrowingin her mind over that. Had sheredly
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doneit for the royalist cause? Or perhapsit was the aura of
danger surrounding Jacquesthat drew her to him?

Shetried to bring somesenseto her tumbling thoughts. She
had sworn to protect Herr Benn, whatever therisk. That had
been apatriotic decision, nothing more, for shefelt not ashred
of attraction to the man. For Jacques, on the other hand... Oh
dear, that was so very different. Unlike Suzanne, she had not
fallenat first aght —indeed, sherefused to admit that she had
falenat dl —but theirswasnot anormal relationship between
chance-met acquaintances. At least, not on her side. Every
time they were together, she found herself longing for the
touch of hisfingerson her skin. Or, better, of hislips.And his
every word rippled through her like a warm breeze through
pliant spring leaves. It did not matter that she had tried--oh,
how she had tried! —to keep him at a safe distance and to
remind hersalf that he was the enemy. For she had failed.

She began to pace, angrily. She ought to be able to control
her feelings, especially when they were so badly directed.
Shewould control them! Sheforced hersalf to think with cold
calculation. Jacques was a continuing danger to Herr Benn.
If hediscovered that Herr Benn was an English spy, hewould
bebound to havehim arrested. Then the Grolier family would
bearrested, too, for harbouringaspy. And what would happen
to Suzanne, and to poor Mama?

She shuddered. If Jacqueshad even the dightestinkling of
the truth, she would have to find away of stopping him. Per-
manently. But how? He was awily man, good inafight, and
far stronger than she. In a confrontation, she would lose, for
she could never bring herself to shoot him.

Shebegan to consider all sortsof schemes, each moreout-
rageousthan thelast. A knifethrust, perhaps, or poisoninhis
coffee?But how would the deed be concealed?And could she
ever steel herself todoit?
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It was only when she heard the horse stop outside the
housethat Margueriterealised she had beenlistening for him
almost since the moment he had left. He had been gone for
more than two days, and she had been waiting and praying
for his safereturn, hour after hour, without once admitting it
to herself. Until now. So much for her plans to make away
with him. Shewas preciouslittle use asaconspirator, and even
less as an assassin.

Sheforced hersalf to remain at her desk in thelittleoffice
off thefront hall. She would not go out to meet him.

But what if he was hurt? What if he needed help?

She was already haf out of her chair when she heard his
voiceat the street door. It wasthat samerich, strong voicethat
had first invaded her senses. And it proved that he was fully
In control. 'Send thelutchen boy round to take my horse back
to the livery stable, would you, Guillaume? He's covered a
lot of ground today, and he deservesan extraration of oats.’

Shecould not makeout Guillaume’s low-voiced reply, but she
heard the clink of coins. There would be money for the livery
stable, for the oats, and no doubt for thelutchen boy aswell.

Whatever Jacques had discovered, it could not be good for
theroyalist cause. Shehad detected real satisfactioninhisvoice.
Would he comein to her, to sharethe news of hishero?Would
she be ableto conceal her disgustif hedid?A shiver ran down
her spine. She had a fleeting vision of the Imperial Guard
marchingover bloody corpses, and shoutingfor their Emperor.

She could not face him. Sheran to thedoor and openedit a
crack so that shecould peep out. Shesaw Jacquesstill silhouet-
ted against thefading lightin theopen doorway, talking quietly
to hishorse. Onelook wasquiteenough. Shedippedaongthe
passageand ran up the stairsto her ownroom. There, with her
door firmly closed, shesank onto her bed and stared at her grim
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reflection in the glass. It seemed that every last vestige of
colour had drained fromher face. Even her hair seemed to have
faded, asif afilm of grey had been laid over her.

Jacques had returned. He was safe. But his success had
brought the death of all her hopesfor her country.

Jack ran a hand through his filthy hair. What he realy
needed was a bath. His whole body was bathed in sweat, and
his skin wastight with theclinging dust of the road. No doubt
he smelt to high heaven, too.

He was glad that Marguerite had not come to meet him.
Hedid not want her to seehim—or smell him—Ilike this. She
would be overjoyed at his news, of course. What Bonapartist
would not? Her eyes would widen and her skin would glow,
asif he weretdling her that her lover was on the way to her,
rather than her beloved Emperor. What wasi s about that little
man that inspired such adoration, in women and men alike?

He shrugged his shoulders and made for the stairs. He
would look in on Ben, and then, since a bath was out of the
guestion, he would strip and scrub himsdlf clean, inch by
Inch. He wished, now, that he had not seen that encounter on
the road. He would never be able to forget it. It had both im-
pressed and astonished him. But it terrified him, too.

Marguerite's door flew open with a crash.

‘Miss Marguerite! Oh, comequickly to your mamal' It was
Berthe. She looked distraught.

Marguerite jJumped to her feet. "What has happened?

'She is ripping her gown to shreds, mistress. And cursing
likeatrooper. | tried to stop her, but sheistoo strong for me'

|t had happened before, and there was only one solution.
Marguerite saized the bottle of laudanum from her dressing
table and rushed headlong for her mother's chamber.
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She crashed straight into L ouis Jacques.

Hegrabbed her by her upper armsto save her fromfalling.
'Why, MissGrolier. Good evening. | had not expected you to
be quite so eager to seemeagain.’ Hegrinnedimpudently, his
teeth very whitein hisdirty face. Hiseyeswere gleaming, too,
asheset her back on her feet and loosened hisgripalittie. But
hedid not quite let her go. Hislarge hands still rested on her
flesh, burning through thefabric of her deeves, whilehisgaze
was boring into hers, searching, asif for something hidden.

She could not move. She could not even begin to shakehim
off.

His eyes widened, and darkened. His mouth opened a
fraction, and the tip of his tongue moistened his upper lip.
Otherwise, he, too, stood motionless.

'Miss Marguerite! Please!"

Berthe's urgent summons broke the spell that held Mar-
guerite. She saw that her handswere against hischest, onestill
clutching the laudanum bottle. She pushed hard and fled into
her mother's chamber.

Asthedoor closed, Marguerite heard hisvoicebehind her.
'Happy to be of service, maam.' It was followed by a deep
chuckle. 'Always!

Jack held his smile until the door had closed on the two
women. A shudder ran through hisframe. What thedevil had
just happened?

He had no idea. But he could tdll that it mattered. It cer-
tainly proved he had been right in his resolve to keep Mar-
gueriteGrolier at adistance. Onetouch, oneinnocent contact,
and his exhausted body was amost fully aroused. Inexplica-
ble, uncontrollablelust, all over again!

When her gaze had flickered to his lips, his mouth had
dried instantly. With hot, blistering desire. For one mad
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moment, holding the soft warmth of her so tantalisingly close,
he had been on the point of kissing her on the lips!

Shocked by his own weakness, he turned on his heel and
ran up the stairs to his own bedchamber on the floor above.
Ben could wait while Jack splashed cold water on his over-
heated face. A few moments delay could make no different
to Ben, but it would make all the differencein the world to
Jack's self-possession.

When Jack returned to the first-floor landing, it was
empty and silent. He refused to think about where Mar-
guerite might be. He must concentrate on Ben and on the
next stage of their mission.

He tapped quietly on Ben's door. There was no response.
He put an ear to the panel. PerhapsBen wasad eep? He would
just peepintocheck. Sowly and quietly, Jack raised thelatch
and pushed the door open.

'Oh!" Suzanne Grolier sprang up from the bed where she
had been sitting. Her face was scarlet. Ben, too, |looked dis-
tinctly uncomfortable, and there was just a hint of ablush on
hisneck. Wdl, well, well. So that wastheway of it. How very
Interesting. And how very dangerous.

'‘Good evening, maam.' He bowed. 'l trust | seeyou well?
| can seethat | need not ask after my friend's health. He looks
to haveimproved beyond measurein thetimel havebeenawvay.

She tried to reply, but no words came out. Defeated, she
dropped him a sketchy curtsy and rushed out of the room.

'Oh, dear. | seem to have frightened her away.’

'Looking like that, you would frighten anyone. What on
earth haveyou doneto yourself, Jack”? Ben's embarrassment
had vanished in atrice. His customary sharp-witted sdf was
back, to Jack's relief.

Jack laid afinger along thesideof hisnoseand crossed the
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room to check that the door was securely fastened, beforere-
turning to take Miss Suzanne's place on the bed. 'l have
ridden more milesthan | can count theselast few days, hence
my disreputable state. But, more important, | have watched
the most astonisning sight of my life. If you are well enough,
| will tell you about it.'

He raised an eyebrow at Ben, who nodded dightly and
settled back on to his pillows with a satisfied sigh. 'In your
wholelife, en? Now that | really do want to hear.’



Chapter Eight

Caed T

T heswish of Suzanne's skirtsas she ran along the passage
to her room was enough to rouse Marguerite's curiosity and
take her to the door. What was the matter? She glanced back
to check one last time that all was well. Mama was slegping
peacefully at last, with faithful Berthe by the sideof her bed,
holding her hand.

Margueriteopened thedoor just in timeto seeHerr Benn's
door close. Yes, of course. Jacques had gonein to seehiscom-
panion and had found him closeted with Suzanne. No wonder
Suzanne had fled. She must have been mortified.

Margueritelooked up and down the passage and craned her
neck to seedownthegtaircase. Therewasnosgnaf Guillaume.
Berthe would not stir from her mistresss side. Marguerite
strained her ears. The only sound she could hear was the low
murmur of men's voicesin Herr Benn'’s tiny bedchamber. En-
couraged, she swallowed her scruples, crept across the bare
floorboards, and put her ear to the thinnest panel of the door.

She could hear Jacques remarkably clearly through the
wood. There was excitement in his voice. Perhaps that was
why he had not lowered it to a whisper?
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'It wasextraordinary. If | had not seenit with my own eyes,
| would not have believed it." That voice was unmistakable.
Jacques was not excited; he was jubilant.

Margueritebegan to listen moreavidly, her heart pounding.

Tel meall of it. From the beginning.' That was Herr Benn.
He was bound to want as much detail as possible to pass on
to his mastersin England.

'As you wish. | reached Grenoblewith no difficulty. There
were plenty of soldiers on the road, all wearing the white
cockade, but none of them challenged me!

'I'm not surprised, Jacques. Even in those appalling
clothes, you look and ride like a gentleman.'

Jacqueslaughed. 'Thank you for the compliment. | think.'
The amusement in his voice prickled down Marguerite's
spine. 'In Grenoble, | saw at least a regiment of soldiers
spread all over the city. Obvioudy, | had to be careful not to
arouse suspicionshy asking questions, but it looked to melike
avey neatly laid trap. Riding south to Gap, | found the road
pretty well deserted. So much so, that | began to wonder if |
would ever find them. And then, at the top of anarrow pass,
there they all were, right in front of me.’

'All?

'Yes. The King's soldiers were blockading the full width
of the road, muskets at the ready. The Imperial Guard was
drawn up facing them, just out of range. Their formation was
Immaculate. They didn't look in the least like men who had
struggled over trackless mountain passes. And even | could
tell they were spoiling for afight. It's no wonder they strike
terror into opposing armies. They look formidable. | found
mysdalf feeling rather sorry for the royalists who had to stand
against them.’

'And Bonaparte was there?

Marguerite caught her breath. Would Jacques notice that
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Herr Benn had betrayed histrue allegianceby referringto the
usurper in such a disparaging way?

|t seemed not. Jacques continued his tale, the excitement
In his voice mounting all the time. 'At first, | amost missed
him. | had expected more splendour, | must say. His horse
didn't look particularly fine to me, and his dress certainly
waant—a plain grey coat and thekind of broad black hat that
any merchant might wear. He sat hishorse at the front of the
Guard while the two formationsjust stared at each other. The
slencewasuncanny. | thought theroyalistsmight advanceand
fire, but they didn't move. The Guard didn't advance, either,
but | suppose they'd have been shot to piecesif they had.

'So what did he do?

'He scrutinised theranksof royalist troopsas minutely asif
hewerethereviewing officer on aparadesguare. Then, onceall
their eyeswerefixed on him, he walked hishorseforward, cool
asyou like, until he was well within musket range. | expected
them to fire on him, but no order came. Even the officers must
have been trangfixed, wondering what he would do.'

'And?

'He dismounted—quite casualy —and walked forward
towards the muskets. You should have seen him, Ben. One
small, vulnerable figure apparently advancing into certain
death. Such supreme confidence. Such courage." Jacques
paused and swallowed audibly. 'By then, the silence was
absolute. When hestopped, | even heard thethud asheplanted
his boots in the dust. He looked slowly along the front rank
of faces, and | could have sworn| saw the hint of asmile, as
If he had recognised them. Hecertainly addressed theregiment
by name. And he made sure every one of them heard him.'

'‘What did he say, exactly?

'He hasafinecarrying voice. " Soldiersof the Fifth, don't
you know me? And then he put his bare hand over his heart
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and shouted, "'If therei sany manamong you who would shoot
his Generd —his Emperor—Ilet him do it!"" By God, it was
magnificent. The two armies just held their breath. It felt like
alifetimebeforeanyonemoved. Theshoutsstarted inthefront
rank and soon the whole of the Fifth was yelling “Vive
[’Empereur!” and surgingforwardto touchhim. | tell you, Benn,
the Emperor Napoleon has truly comeinto hisown again.'

Marguerite could not bear to hear any more. This was not
just hero-worship, it was blind adoration. How wasit that a
man like Jacques, a man of such sterling qualities, could fail
to see what a monster Bonaparte was?

A bitter sob rosein her throat. She managed to swalow it,
but she knew that the combination of nausea and fury was
going to overwhelm her at any moment. Besides, shehad heard
enough. Shecrept back to her ownroom, barred thedoor behind
her, and threw hersaf onto her pillows. Hot tearswerecoursing
down her cheeks. She wiped them away impatiently with the
back of her hand, berating hersalf for such childish weakness.
Shewasagrown woman. Shehad known, almost fromthefirst,
that L ouis Jacques was a Bonapartist and thereforean enemy.
But somehow, until the moment when she heard that soaring
jubilationin hisvoice, shehad believed, in atiny corner of her
heart, that he might be redeemed. How ridiculous! There was
not theleast chanceaf redemptionfor such aman. Shehad been
afool toimagineit, even for a moment.

Sheroseand scrubbed at her eyes. They werered, but only
a little swollen. She poured some cold water into the wash-
basin and splashed her face vigoroudy. When shelooked in
the glass again, the result was much improved.

She would sit here alonefor alittle while, to recover com-
pletdy. And then shewould emergeasthe woman shehad been
before that disastrous visit to Marsailles. She would be Mar-
gueriteGrolier, migressof aLyonsslk business. And of hersdlf.
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'He may beonly apuffed-up little Corsican, but | tell you
Inall honesty, Ben, | cannot fault hispersonal courage. Or his
understandingof men. Theold soldiersof the French Empire
are clearly longing for the victories and the glory they
achieved when he led them. When he faced them, and ad-
dressed them by name, they flocked to him like chicksto the
mother hen. They love him. And everything he stands for. |
have no doubt they are all ready to diefor him.’

‘That isa very potent mixture,' Ben said with adeep sigh.
‘There is no Allied commander who inspires such selfless
devotion. Wdlington may be admired and even respected.
But heisnot loved.’

'I fear you're right. When | came back through Grenoble,
thewholeof the Seventh Regiment wasstood to arms, waiting
for him. Whatever their officers may intend, | doubt very much
that the Seventh will shoot where the Fifth would not. Bona-
parte will soon be marching into Grenoble with his Guard at
hisback, and now theFifthaswdll. | would wager good money
that the Seventh will join him. Heisrecreating hisold legend.
Grenoblewil| fall to it. And probably Lyonsaswell.'

Ben was beginning to look very tired now. It wastime to
leave him to rest. But before Jack did so, he had tofind away
of broaching an even moredifficult topic. He began breezily.
'Look, old man, | know you're not really fit to travel yet, but
we've got to make sure this newsgets back to England. They
need to know that Bonaparteis on the loose again, and that
there's not one of the French King's regiments will stand
against him. They'll have to muster the Allied armies again.
And quickly, too, or Bonaparte will have hisarmieshafway
across Europe.’

Bentried torasehimsdf fromhispillows, but with only one
goodar mit wasan awkward movement, and hefe | back, curang
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hisown weakness. 'I'm not fit to go, Jack. We both know that.
You must go on aone. The mission comes first, remember?

'No! We'll manage somehow. We can—

'Stubble it, Jack! You know wecan't. You're theleader. It's
your responsibility.|'m only afoot soldier, and a pretty poor
oneat that.' He grimaced down at the bandages that swathed
his upper body.

Jack shook hishead sadly. "You're right,' he admitted after
amoment. 'l shall haveto goaone. I'll makethe arrangements
tonight and leaveat first light tomorrow. Don't worry, I’1l see
you beforel go and bring you up to date on everything. And
| should have timeto get you out of thisnest of Bonapartists
and into somewhere safer as well. If you stay here, you'll
probably end up being shot. By afiring squad thistime!

Ben shook hishead, smiling lazily. "You know, my friend,
| take leave to doubt that. Somehow | fancy that the Grolier
household s the safest placein the world for me at present.’

'Oh? Then the truth dawned. 'Oh. So that's the way the
wind is blowing, isit?1 had not imagined it had gone so far.
Wadll, | wish you joy of her, Ben. Just make sure you don't
end up in parson's mousetrap with a Frenchwoman you
daren't present to your grandfather.' Jack stood up and grinned
down at the helplessfigure on the bed. 'And make sure you
get home in one piece, too. | give you fair warning. The
Honoursneed you back in England. If you don't appear, | shall
be back to collect you, pretty French mistressor no.’

With that, he strode swiftly out of the room, totally
Ignoring the spluttered invective that was thrown at his back.

Marguerite examined her facein the glass once more. She
looked quitenormal, shedecided. She could ventureout now,
without risking awkward questions from the servants. Or,
worse, from a solicitous Jacques.
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But just that passing thought of him had sent her heart
racing all over again. She sat down with a bump on the edge
of the bed and clasped her handsin her lap. What on earth was
she going to do? He seemed to be haunting her, like afierce,
evil spirit. She needed to berid of him. Oh, for those earlier
fantasies of shooting him, or stabbing him, or lacing his cup
with poison! Sadly, they were only fantasies. She could not
kill any man, not evenin order to defend her country. Not even
to protect Herr Benn.

Goodness! She had almost forgotten Herr Benn. What on
earth must he have thought while hiscompanionwasrelating
tales of Bonaparte's extraordinary personal courage? Herr
Benn had said very little apart from a few neutral questions.
He would know where Jacques's sympathieslay. Marguerite
was quite sure Herr Benn would never be foolish enough to
jeopardise his mission by dlighting Bonaparte to such an
ardent supporter.

|t had been astonishing, to her, that Herr Benn was prepared
to travel with such a man. But then again, what better cover
could hefind than a Bonapartist? No doubt, Jacques could talk
them both out of any difficulty they might encounter.

Marguerite's respect for Herr Benn was growing by the
moment, and so was her ambition to learn to detest Louis
Jacques. Unfortunately, in spite of her best endeavours, she
was failing there. Her rebellious body continued to respond
every time he appeared. The closer he came, the more her
heart raced and her skin burned. She could not understand
what was happening to her. Even as a green girl, she had
never reacted in such a way to any man.

In a flash of burning insight, she understood that it was
uselessto wonder why it wasso. It smply was. And therewas
no helpfor it.
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Guillaume drew Marguerite into the deserted kitchen.
'He's leaving tomorrow. Your Mr Jacques.’

'‘What? But surely not. Herr Benn is nowhere near well
enough to leave his bed.’

‘That's as may be, mistress. All | know is that he had me
send the boy to the livery stablesto arrange a horse for him.
It's to be brought round at first light. He's in his room now,
making ready.'

For a moment, Marguerite was speechless. She could not
understand what the man wasabout. He had promised tofulfil
histrust to Herr Benn. He couldn't leave, surely? Perhapshe
was smply riding out for another glimpse of hisidol? 'lIs
there any news of Bonaparte?’ she asked, hoping that she
sounded suitably innocent. 'He should have been arrested by
now, surely?

‘The rumour isthat he'll be arriving here soon, mistress.’

'Here, in Lyons? No, that's impossible. There's haf an
army between him and us. He's bound to be taken.’

‘That's your heart speaking, and not your head, if you'll
forgive my saying so,” Guillaume said bleakly. 'We had all
thoseyearsof him before. You know, just aswell as| do, how
much thearmy loveshim. They'll not touch so much asahair
of hishead. You mark my words!

Marguerite gulped. More than anything she had |earned
today, the old servant's words had brought home to her just
how much danger surrounded her family. "What can we do,
Guillaume? she whispered.

'We must keep our heads down, and our mouths shut,' he
said bluntly. 'And, if you'll alow me to give you a word of
advice, you'll get rid of those two men you brought fromMar-
seilles. They're trouble!

'‘But you said that Mr Jacqueswas going tomorrow, in any
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case? Or did | misunderstand?” She was playing for time,
now. She had tofind out just how much Guillaume suspected.
Sheneeded to decidehow far shecould trust him, with another
man's life. Ononeissuehewasright, though—Louis Jacques
was most certainly trouble.

Guillaumegaveheralong, nglook. When shereturned
his gaze unflinchingly, he nodded to himsalf and glanced over
hisshoulder to thekitchendoor. It wasfirmly closed. Thekitchen
boy had not returned. 'l think you have suspicions, just like
mine, MissMarguerite. | reckonthey're Bonapartists, thosetwo,
and that Mr Jacques will be off to join his Emperor tomorrow.
What he said about looking after hisfriend—I reckonit wasall
lies, to enlist our sympathy. He's adeep one, and 9y’

'So what do you think we should do?

'Let him go, and good riddance. And the moment he's out
of the house, send t'other one to the Hotel Dieu. We can't
afford to have strangersin the houseif Bonapartedoesreturn.
Hisinformerswon't be far behind.'

Sensibleadvice, if thesituationwereassimpleasit seemed
to Guillaume. But it was not. Marguerite took a deep breath
and laid aconfiding hand on the servant's arm. 'Y ou areright,
but only in part,’ shesaid softly. 'Mr JacquesisaBonapartist,
just as you suspected. And Herr Benn pretends to share his
companion's views. But he—’ She swallowed. 'He is an
English spy, Guillaume.!'

'‘What ?” Seeing Marguerite's sudden frown, he lowered
his voice and said, ‘A spy? No, you must be mistaken,
mistress. He'll be a Bonapartist, just like hisfriend.’

Marguerite shook her head vehemently and quickly ex-
plained what she knew of Herr Benn. 'So you see, Guil-
laume,’ she finished, 'we must protect Herr Benn until heis
well enough to continue with his mission. And we must
prevent Mr Jacquesfromdiscovering that he has been duped.’
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'Best et him leave tomorrow then, as he plans.

It was the obvious solution, but Marguerite felt sure,
somehow, that it was the wrong solution. 'No, we dare naot,
however tempting it may be. We do not know what he plans
to do, nor how much he may suspect about Herr Benn. Hemay
be waitingfor an opportunity to come back to arrest him. And
us, too, if Bonaparte wins power again.'" Her mind seemed to
be filled with quarrelling voices, some arguing that Jacques
would betray her, others that he would never do such adis-
honourable thing. She was beginning to feel asif her head
would burst asunder.

Guillaumestroked hischin. "There aretoo many unanswered
guestionshere. What weneedistime. After al, Bonapartemay
be captured, or even killed, long before hereachesLyons'

She had forgotten to tell him! She must belosing her wits.
'No, Guillaume, you wereright about that,' she said quickly.
'When the usurper met thefirst of thetroopssent toarrest him,
they disobeyed thar officers and changed sides. No doubt
Bonaparte will bein Grenoble by now.

'How doyou know that, mistress?I've heard only rumours,
nothing definite.’

'Mr Jacques was there. He saw. | overheard him telling
Herr Benn. And hewasjubilant. Guillaume, we must stop him
from leaving. He may betray usall!'

Guillaume picked up the kitchen knife from the table and
weighed it in his hand.

'No! There must be no killing!" It did not matter what
Jacques was, or what he might do. Marguerite could never
dlow himtodie. Inhisownway, and in spiteaf hismisguided
allegiance, he was a fine and honourable man.

'No? Helaid theknife down on thetableonce more. 'Well,
perhapsyou're right, mistress. It would be plaguey inconven-
lent todisposedf abody just at present, with all thosesoldiers
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In thecity. So... Yes | think | can seeaway. But, for this, |
will need your hep.’

Shewould agreeto anything aslong asJacqueswasal lowed
tolive. 'You shall haveit,' shesaidfirmly. "Whatever you need.



Chapter Nine

Caed TS0

Jack had barely dept. Hisbody had been tired enough, after
amost two solid days on horseback, but his mind would not
be still. He was struggling with pangs of guilt at leaving Ben
behindin acity which waslike to welcome Bonaparte at any
moment. Ben was cavalier about therisks; hewascertain that
he was safe in the Grolier house, because the younger sister
was making sheep's eyes at him. Jack was not nearly so sure.
Thedecisionsin the Grolier family were made by MissMar-
guerite, and she was a Bonapartist to the tips of her elegant
little toes.

Herolled over and tried to ignore theimagethat word had
conjured up. But he could not. It was so real that she could
have been there beside him, standing in the doorway of her
room in that mean littleinn, her feet bare, her glorious hair
spilling around her shoulders, and her wrapper loose, asif her
body were beckoning him to reach behind the fabric and
sample the exquisite body beneath.

He groaned into his pillow. His imagination was playing
tricks, but his body continued to respond in the most incon-
venient way, even though she had never made any deliberate
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moveto enticehim, If her wrapper wasundone, it Wasbecause
she had given him the belt to tie up a would-be robber, not
because shewanted Jack's handsto explorethedelightsaf her
body. She would doubtless have made him another victim of
her candlestick if he had tried! And every subsequent en-
counter had been just as innocent. On her part.

He must stop thinking about her. He must focus on his
mission. He wastheleader and responsiblefor its success, or
failure, though he had made a pretty poor fist of it thusfar.
He had been much too unwary in Marseilles, blithely saun-
tering into thefirst harbour inn they cameupon. Dominic and
Leo never took such chances. He remembered it now, much
too late, and he burned with shame at his own failings. His
brothersalways spent timein the taproomsof a town, listen-
Ing and talking to the regular drinkers, before they decided
on anew lodging. They usually checked on emergency escape
routes, too. Why had Jack forgotten all thosesimplerules?lt
was at least partly because of hislack of care that Ben had
been shot. And it was certainly Jack's fault that Ben was now
dangeroudy lodged in a Bonapartist household where one
unwary word could betray him. Dominic and Leo would never
have allowed mattersto come to such a pass.

Jack had to admit that both his brothers were a great deal
more experienced, and a great deal wiser about this spying
game than he was. Game? At the outset, back in Vienna, it
had seemed to be just a jolly spree, a replacement for the
thrill his reckless gambling had previously provided. There
would be no more gambling now. Without L eo's generosity,
Jack would havefaced public dishonour, to add to hisprivate
guilt and shame. That waswhy this mission mattered. It was
a chance for Jack to redeem himself with his brothers, and
to serve his country into the bargain. He had been immensely
proud that Wellington himsdlf had selected him to lead the
mission. He had laughed at any mention of danger, for heand
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Ben had been in many scrapesin the past, and had always
come through with a whole skin. In the event, he had
behaved like an utter fool. He was bidding fair to be just as
reckless over this French mission as at the gaming tables.
From now on, thingswould be very different. As soon as
It wasfully light, Jack would haveto rideout fromLyons, and
somehow make hisway hometodeiver hiscrucia burden of
Information, gathering more along the way. From now on,

every inn would have to be carefully checked, every chance
acquaintance viewed as suspect. That was what he should
have done from the moment they set foot on French soil. But
he had been too hot-headed, too puffed up with his own im-
portanceas mission |eader, to bother with the most basic pre-
cautions. And, as aresult, he would be leaving Ben behind,
wounded, to face he knew not what.

He had been thoroughly irresponsible. He should never
have alowed Marguerite Grolier to take them beyond the
gatesaof Marseilles. The Aikenhead Honours always worked
aone. He should have remembered. But he had been be-
witched by amass of fair curls and more cool courage than
any woman should ever possess.

It would be best if he never set eyeson her again.

He continued to toss and turn for what seemed like hours.
Eventually, he gave up and got out of bed. He would wash in
cold water and dress by candlelight. He might even manage
something approaching a shave. Then he would creep down
to Ben's chamber to say hisfarewells. At least he had had the
forethought to identify which creaking stairs to avoid. With
luck, he would be able to |eave the house undetected, before
anyoneelsewasstirring. Heknew wherethelivery stablewes.
He would ssimply walk there and collect the horse himself.

If he did not see her again, he might one day beableto put
her out of his mind.
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By the time he was more or |less presentable, it was defi-
nitely lessdark outside. He peered out through the crack be-
tween the shutters, trying to get aglimpseof the sky, but even
here, near the top of the housg, it was very difficult to see
beyond thewindowsaf the houseimmediately opposite. If he
opened the shutters, he would be able to stick his head out,
but he doubted he could do so without making a great deal of
noise. As far as he could tell, it was not raining, which was
all that really mattered.

Heturned back into theroom, automatically checking that
nothing had beenleft behind. Everything but hisshaving gear
had been packed away. He crossed to the dressing table where
he carefully dried hisrazor and shaving brush, beforereturn-
Ing themto their placesand tying theleather roll. He was just
about to tuck it down the side of his valise when he heard a
tiny knock on the door.

He only just managed to bite back the curse that rose to
his lips. It could not be Ben. He was improving, but not
enough to manage a flight of stairs. It was probably Guil-
laume, up far too early, bringing him hot water.

Careful, Jack! Thisisjust thekind of situation whereyou
need to think before you act!

For amoment, hestood stock still, desperately tryingtore-
work his plans. It would not matter if he was unable to creep
out of the house unseen. His reason there had been nothing
vital, smply areflection of his own childish desire to avoid
any further meeting with Marguerite. He could revert to the
original plan. He would accept the hot water gracioudy —he
might even take a few minutes to give himsalf a proper
shave—and he would do everything el sequite openly, leaving
only when the livery horse was delivered to the door. At this
early hour, Marguerite was bound to be still asleep.
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Hecrossed to thedoor and pulled it open. 'Good mo— Oh!'

|t was Marguerite. She was carrying a heavy wooden tray
with ajug of steaming water, a cup of coffee, three dices of
bread and a lighted candle. The single flame made ahalo of
her beautiful hair and cast strange upward shadows on to her
face. Shelooked ethereal, he decided, though there wasacast
of almost grim determination in her features.

Heswallowed hard, and bowed to her. ‘Miss Grolier. | had
not looked for such an attention from you. |—

'If you would allow meto lay down my burden, sir? She
smiled and took apaceforward, forcing Jack to make way for
her. Hereachedfor thetray, but sheignored him. Without the
dlightest sign of embarrassment, she walked straight across
his bedchamber to put her tray on thedressing table. Then she
took up her candle and turned back to him.

He saw that she was wearing a white cook's apron that
covered her amost completely. She might seem as pale, as
Insubstantial as a ghost, but she was a working ghost. Who
elsewasthereto prepare coffeefor himat thishour?Thedally
cook did not arrive until much later than this. Apart from
Guillaumeand the kitchen boy, who was biddable but ssimple,
the household consisted of only the two sisters and the old
female servant who cared for the invisible invalid mother.
Besdesdoing their own weaving, and running their business,
the two sisters must also do many of the household chores.
Did they ever have timeto sleep at all?

He should beashamed that, by accepting her hospitality for
himsdf and a wounded man, he had increased her already
heavy workload. That had been arrogant of him, and selfish.
Now hewascontrite, even thoughit wastoo lateto make prac-
tical amends. 'There was no need for you to take so much
troubleover me, malam, though! do thank youfor it," hesaid,
and meant it. 'l would—
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"You would do meakindness, gir, if you were to drink my
coffeewhileitishot." She picked up the cup and held it out to
him. Shewaslooking steadily up into hisface. A brief flicker
of her candle showed him eyes that seemed to have turned a
deep, forest green. It would be how he would remember her.

He took the cup with a murmur of thanks and swallowed
amouthful. 1t washot, bitter and delicious. He almost gasped
aloud at the realisation that hisfeelingsfor Marguerite were
all of thosethings. Embarrassed, and trying to avoid her gaze,
he tossed back the rest of the coffee and held out the empty
cup. The movement wasalittleawkward, for he had splayed
his fingers round it, in hopes that her hand might touch his.
Just for a second. One last touch. One last, searing memory.

She avoided his childish trap without the least difficulty.
She was still staring up at him, but for some reason her face
was becoming quite indistinct, as if a heavy vell had been
drawn down between them. Asif—

Marguerite almost tossed the cup back on to the tray, but
even with both hands free sne was unable to do more than
break hisfall alittle. Thedrug had worked much morequickly
than Guillaume had predicted, perhaps because Jacques had
taken it on an empty stomach.

Hehad crumpled into an untidy heap on thefloor. Shetried
to straighten hislimbs, but hislegs were too heavy, and awk-
wardly trapped beneath him. All she could do was to free his
right arm and to fetch apillow for hishead. Guillaumewould
have to do therest.

She knelt on the floor, staring down at his unconscious
body. She must not feel in the least sorry for him. She had
doneonly what she had to do to protect Herr Benn. If Jacques
had to suffer alittle, it was on his own head, hisjust reward
for supporting a mongter. Such was the way of war.
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But nevertheless, she could not resist laying ahand gently
on his cheek, savouring the contact with his warm, vibrant
body. His cheek wassmooth, with delicate shadowed skin just
below hisclosed eyes, but hisjaw linewasalittlerough. She
peered more closely. He had certainly shaved, but he had not
doneit very well, with no hot water to soften the stubble. Poor
Jacques. He was young, and brave, and committed to his
cause. In many ways he was admirable, but he—

Her musings wereinterrupted by acreak on the stairs. She
jerked her hand away and jumped to her feet. What on earth
had she been doing, allowing free rein to such treacherous
thoughts? She would not alow it to happen any more. She
would keep herself under rigid control.

She reached the open door, just as Guillaume appeared.
One look at the body on the floor was enough to produce a
grunt of satisfaction, but it did not remove hisworried frown.
He pulled Marguerite further into the room and closed the
door. "The stablelad hasjust arrived with thehhorse. He brings
bad news, and not mererumour. Theregiment was ordered to
muster at first light, for review by the Comted’ Artois. |t was
a shambles. Instead of saluting the King's brother as they
should have done, half of the regiment made facesat him. It
wasarabble, not anarmy. Oncethey started shouting for their
Emperor, the comte knew that it was all up with him. He's
ridden off for Paris!

'Oh, God help us!'

‘Just so, mistress, for the regiment will not. They are
waiting for their Emperor to enter Lyonsin triumph. Heis
expected within hours!'

Marguerite realised that she had been wringing her hands
throughout Guillaume's appalling story. She forced them
apart and held them tight to her sides. This was a time for
action, not hand-wringing. "There i snothing wecan do about
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that, Guillaume. If he comes, he comes. We must concentrate
on dealing with him." She nodded towards the body on the
floor. 'Help me get him up.’

|t took their combined strength to lift himon to the ladder-
back chair. Marguerite propped him up and supported his
poor head while Guillaumeknelt to tie hisanklesto thechair
legs. Jacques's thick hair wasfalling softly over hisface. He
must have washed it. Without thinlung, she stroked it back
from histemples. Itfelt likestrong silk under her fingers. It—

Guillaume rose again to bind Jacquess wrists and she
stepped back quickly. The limp body slumped forward, held
only by its bonds. 'That won't do. You must find something
to tie around his chest, to anchor him to the chair.’

Guillaume's eyes lit upon the unconscious man's belt.
Without hesitation, he pulled it free and tightened it round
Jacques's chest and the back of the chair. 'Have you a hand-
kerchief, mistress? he said finaly.

'‘What for? She could guess. Jacqueswas aready trussed
like a chicken for the pot. Now he was to be gagged. It was
the ultimate indignity.

You know what for, Miss Marguerite. This may be the
only occupied room on thisfloor, but his voice could still be
heard beow, or down in the street. We dare not take therisk.'

Shenodded glumly and produced aclean handkerchief. Guil-
laume lifted thelolling head and gagged Jacquestightly. "That
will do for now, he said, with satisfaction. 'Once the drug has
worn off, I’ll come back and unbuckle the belt so that he hasa
little freedom of movement. But the bindings on wrists and
anklesmust stay. As must the gag. Yaou do see that, mistress?

She nodded again. 'How long do you think we will need
to hold him? When they had made their plan, they had not
expected Bonaparteto arrive so soon. They had hoped to have
enough timeto get Herr Benn on hisfeet, and on hisway out
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of Lyons. Everything had changed with the stable lad's
shocking news.

'l don't know. It will depend on how soon the usurper
arrives, and how soon he moveson to Paris. We may end up
having to keep both our guests hidden until after Bonaparte
has left Lyons. Once Herr Benn is well enough, we can tell
him what we have done. He will decide on the best tactics.'

'‘We could ask him now," she said eagerly. 'He may be
prepared to take Mr Jacques's parole. Then we would not
need to keep him bound.’

"You are too soft-hearted by far, mistress,' Guillaumesaid
with awry smile. 'But it will not do. Herr Benn is still ex-
tremely weak. | thought | detected a hint of fever when |
tended to him last night, so we must do nothing to cause him
concern. Besides, you know we must keep his true identity
from your sister. If we tell Herr Benn the truth now, heis
bound to betray it to her.'

'But he—

'She is normally the soul of discretion, and biddableto a
fault, mistress, but sheisin love with Herr Benn. Have you
not seen the steely determination she has acquired where he
IS concerned? She would belike atigressif she thought that
Mr Jacques, or any of us, was like to harm her darling. She
must learn nothing of this!

Guillaumewas probably right. Everyoneel sein the house-
hold must be given to understand that Jacqueshad ridden off,
as intended, at first light. Then no one would enquire after
him. Guillaume would see to hisneeds. There was no reason
for anyone else to come up to thisfloor, or to enter the room,
though it was a pity the door had no lock.

Then she saw thereal flaw. 'What about the horse?

'l thought of that,’ Guillaume said rather smugly. 'l sent
the stablelad about hisbusiness. Oncehe wasgone, | told the
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kitchen boy to lead the horse out of the city and keep him
hidden for a few hours. He's to let the animal loose a few
streetsaway from thelivery stable, so that it will return home
of itsown accord. Horsesalwaysdo. Itsowner will think only
that there was somekind of accident. Hewon't caretwopence
provided his horseis unharmed. He was paid in advance.'

|t wasa good plan and would probably work. Jacqueswas
fated to remain a prisoner, undetected, until Herr Benn should
be well enough to decide hisfate.

The body in the chair was stirring. Marguerite heard a
muffled groan.

Guillaume pushed her roughly towardsthe door. 'He must
not seeyou,' he hissed. 'Go quickly, and do not return until |
tell youitis safe!

When Jack finally managed to open his eyes, he was sur-
prised to see Guillaumestandingin front of him, with hisfeet
firmly planted and an aggressivelook on hisface. Jack tried
to move. It was only then that he discovered he was sitting
down, and that he was bound and gagged, to boot. He began
to struggle.

'l wouldn't wasteyour strength, Sr," Guillaumesaid equably.

Jack shook hishead fiercely, straining against the gag. He
would not yield. He had been drugged, and he was a helpless
prisoner. With a pounding headache.

'You won't be harmed,” Guillaume said, 'unless you do
something rash, like trying to escape.’ He paused, scrutinis-
Ing Jack's mutinousface. 'If you stop struggling, I'll remove
that belt from round your chest, and fetch somelotion for that
bump on your head. You did that yoursaelf when you fell,' he
added, asthoughit worried him that Jack might believe hehad
been struck from behind.

Jack ignored the pain. He saw that he wastied to the chair
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with his own belt. So much for his careful planning! It was
the ultimateignominy! Theleader of the Aikenhead Honours
In France had been overcome by a grizzled old servant.

No, that waswrong. Theguiding hand wasnot Guillaume's,
but Marguerite's. She had given him the coffee and encour-
aged him to drink it. She had smiled, too. If he ever got free
of this, he would wring her beautiful neck!

Jack's initial fury had abated a little. Guillaume had
removed the belt, though he had then passed it round Jack's
biceps and through the dats of the chair. He could not move
hisarms, but he could breathe moreeasily. Guillaumehad fed
him the bread from Marguerite's tray, washed down with
water from the shaving jug. Since it was almost cold by the
time he drank it, Jack knew he must have been unconscious
for aconsiderabletime. It must be nearly noon.

Guillaume had said he would come to no harm, but Jack
did not believethat. If they freed him now, Jack would find a
way of taking his revenge on them. They must know that.
Somehow, they must have discovered that he was not the
Bonapartist he claimed to be. No doubt they would deliver
him to the usurper's forces at thefirst opportunity. At best, he
faced prison; if they discovered he was English, he would be
shot asa spy. His mission was afailure.

And what of Ben? Had they secured him, too? That would
requireno elaboratetrick with drugged coffee. They had only
to keepBenin hisroom, for hewasstill too weak to fight back,
or to try to escape. Ben did not deserve to be shot. If he died
here, it would be Jack's doing. Hismissonwasdoubly afailure.

Marguerite Grolier had won, curse her!

Shehad brought thedrugged coffeeto himherself. Did she
suspect how hisbody reacted to her presence?Or wasit Ssmply
that he was bound to be surprised, and grateful, for such
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kindness?If Guillaume had brought it, Jack might well have
setit aside, impatient to be on hisway. But it would have been
theheight of ill manners to do so to Marguerite. With her clear
green gaze on him, he had drunk it down. And she, no doubt,
had smiled while she watched him crumpleto thefloor.

Ye he could not hate her. Why? What was it about this
fierce and formidable Frenchwoman that stopped him from
hating her, for theenemy shewas?He pondered that for along
time without arriving at any very clear answer. She was ex-
traordinarily brave and resourceful, as she had just proved by
besting him so efficiently. She was beautiful, hard-working
and dedicated to her cause. She would make a wonderful
matefor a man who shared her beliefsand matched her qual-
Ities, but he doubted she would ever find aman worthy of her
among the artisans of Lyons. She was only a weaver's
daughter, but she had the manners of a lady, and the clear-
sighted virtuesof a queen.



Chapter Ten
CE T

‘ Marguerite! Guillaume! Come quickly!” It was Suzanne's
voice, from the floor above. She sounded to bein complete
panic.

Margueriteraced out of the kitchen and up the stairs with
Guillaume at her heels. The door to Herr Benn’s little room
stood open. Inside, Margueritecoul d see Suzannekneeling on
the floor near the end of the bed.

'Suzanne, what on earth is the matter? And then she saw.
'Oh, goodness. Guillaume, fetch hot water and fresh bandages.
Quickly.'

Margueriteflung hersdlf down besideHerr Benn's motion-
less body. His head was bleeding copioudy, and the bandages
round hischest and shoulder wereturning redder by theminute.
Whatever had happened, it had reopened his wound. Shefelt
for apulse. It wasthere, and fairly strong, but irregular.

'When Guillaume returns, we will get him back on to the
bed and dresshiswounds. Do not ook so concerned, Suzanne.
Head wounds always bleed like this." She mopped away the
blood with her handkerchief so that she could gently spread
the hair around the new injury. She examined it carefully. 'It
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Isnot so very deep. | expect Herr Benn hasa hard head. | am
sure he will soon mend.’

Suzanne was shivering. Her eyes were wide and staring
from the stark whitenessof her face. Had she heard asingle
word? Marguerite took ablanket from the bed to wrap round
her sister's shoulders. Herr Benn would not need it until his
wounds had been dressed. By then, Suzanne would be
herself again.

Guillaume rushed back into the room. He had been re-
markably quick.

'Put the water down by the bed, Guillaume, and help me
tolift him. Once we havedressed hishurts, we must not move
him again.’

Guillaumetook Herr Benn’s shouldersand Margueritehis
feet. Suzanne, still shivering and staring vacantly, did not
move an inch or react in any way.

'‘Good. Now wel'll start with thishead wound.' Marguerite
bathed it gently and bound a pad of linen over it. The
bandage covered most of hisleft eye, too, thoughit had sus-
tained no injury. 'He will have to use only one eye for a
while. Heads are remarkably difficult to bandage,' she added,
trying to sound light-hearted. She looked round to see
whether Suzanne was responding to her feeble quip. But she
still had not moved.

'Do you lift his shoulders, Guillaume, whilel take off this
bandage.' The wrappings round his upper body were gradu-
ally unwound. Underneath, the pad was soaked with fresh
blood. Marguerite said nothing. She smply cleaned the
wound, applied a new and larger pad, and bound it in place.
'Now we must make him comfortable and keep him warm.'
Sherinsed her bloody fingersand rose. 'Suzanne, | shall need
the blanket you have there. Herr Benn is becoming chilled.’

'‘What? Suzanne turned to face the bed, ignoring the
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blanket, which fell from her shoulders. She gazed wide-eyed
at Herr Benn asif for thefirst time. 'Heisdead!' Her face was
more grey than white. Her eyes werefilling with tears.

Marguerite helped her sister to her feet. 'He is not dead.
Come and see for yoursdlf,' she said in rallying tones. She
picked up Herr Benn's wrist, checking the pulse. 'His heart
beats strongly. He will soon recover.'

In arush of emotion, Suzanne threw herself on her knees,
clasped Herr Benn’s hand in both her own, and carried it to
her lipsfor apassionatekiss. Her tears wereflowing strongly
now, but the warm flesh seemed to reassure her alittle. After
a moment she looked up at her sister. 'You swear he will re-
cover? It wasthe hesitant voice of a child seeking certainty
from an all-powerful parent.

'He was mending very well until now, my dear. | amcertain
that he will again." When alittle of Suzanne’s colour began
to return, Margueriterisked a question. 'Were you with him
when it happened? How came he to be out of bed?

'It was my fault.' Suzanne gulped and dug out a handker-
chief to blow her nose. 'l was telling him about Bonaparte's
arrival in Lyons and about how the Comte d’ Artois rode off
thismorning with histail between hislegs. | thought no harm.
Benn isaGerman, after all. What isit to him whether we have
aking or an emperor to ruleover us? But he becameagitated.
| tried to keep him in bed, but he pushed me away. He fell
heavily and hit his head on the corner of the chest. He muit-
tered something, and then he passed out. Thatiswhen| called
for help.'

Veay wise, my dear. And by the sound df it, therewasnoth-
Ing you could have done to prevent this...um...unfortunate
accident." Marguerite put a comforting hand on her sister's
shoulder and sgueezed gently. "You said he was muttering,’
she added, airily. 'Could you make out any words?
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'No, notreally. It sounded alittlelike" Jacques” butit was
not that. Hecould barely speak, you see, for hewasfacedown
on thefloor.'

Marguerite was in no doubt that Herr Benn had indeed
referred to his travelling companion. He would know that,
now Napoleon had entered Lyons in triumph, Jacques pre-
sented a very real danger. What had Herr Benn intended to
do? Therewas no way of knowing. But it was certain that he
would now be confined to bed for a considerabletime. Mar-
gueritesighed. She had hoped to be able to speed Herr Benn
on his way as soon as Bonaparte left Lyons for Paris. There
was no longer any chanceof that. For all sheknew, hiswhole
mission might have been put in jeopardy by this new delay.
Suzanne should have known better.

'‘Suzanne, why did you tell him about Bonaparte? |
thought we had agreed to say nothing to anyone about either
king or emperor?

'1...I'm sorry, Marguerite. I'm afraid | didn't think about
that. Herr Benn and |, we have become so comfortable
together theselast few days. He said he was bored, having to
liein bed all the time, and so | told him about the Comte
d’ Artois in hopes of making him laugh. The comte may be
the King's brother, but he is a ridiculous little man, and
deserves to be laughed at,' she added, with venom. 'Benn
became agitated, and asked me whether Bonaparte had
actually arrived in Lyons. | could not lie to him, Marguerite.
And then he pushed himself out of bed, and—

'Say no more, my love. You have had a shock. | suggest
you return to your room and rest.'

'‘But | should stay to—

'Do not concernyoursalf about Herr Benn. Guillaumeand
| will look after him, | promise.’



Joanna Maitland e

Jack swallowed thelast of the stewed meat from the spoon.
'‘What was all that commotion | heard earlier? A woman's
voice, screaming for help.'

Guillaumefrowned but said nothing. He retrieved the gag
from thedressing table. 'If you havefinished, gr, I'm afraid
| must put thison again.’

Jack shook hishead. 'l need adrink. Surely you have some
water, or somesmall ale? Hedesperately wanted toavoid the
gag for aslong as possible.

Guillaume poured water into aglassand held it to Jack's
lips so that he could drink. 'If you freed one of my hands,
Guillaume, | could shift for myself. It would saveyou agreat
deal of trouble.

Guillaume grinned briefly down at Jack. 'Now that, gir, is
what | would call a plumper. You know, and | know, that if |
freed even one of your hands, you'd have your fingers round
my neck beforel could say aword.’

Jack laughed. He was beginning to think that the old man
did indeed mean him no harm. But if Jack was not to be
handed over to Bonaparte's agents, what on earth did they
Intend to do with him? 'Perhaps you should experiment with
releasing only afinger or two?| cannot strangle you without
a thumb, you know.'

Guillaumeraised an eyebrow. 'Don't think I'd put anything
past you, ar. 'Fraid | have my instructions. Bound and gagged
atal times.' Heoffered Jack morewater but, when that wasdone,
he madeto replacethe gag. Hewould doit withan gpology, and
adegreedf gentleness, but he would ensureit wastight.

A moment, Guillaume. | have a bargain to propose.'

Guillaume stood in front of the chair, the gag dangling
threateningly from hisfingers. 'Sir?

'You do accept that | am a gentleman? He waited for
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Guillaume's nod before continuing. 'If 1 giveyou my word of
honour that | will not cry out for aslong asyou hold me bound
here, will you not agreetoforgo thegag?l1t is suffocating, you
know," headded confidingly, 'besides undignifiedfor any man.'

Jack could seethat Guillaumewasal ready half-persuaded.
Guillaume himsdelf had a certain dignity. Jack's words had
struck home.

You give me your parole that you will not snhout, or call
for help?You will not even call attention to the fact that you
arein thisroom?

Jack's mind wasracing. He must respond without hesitation.
'l giveyou my parolethat | will not use my voiceto call atten-
tionto mysdf inany way, if youwill agreenot to restorethegeg.'

Guillaumeconsidered that, but seemed to detect no flaw. 'l
cannot seethat MissMargueritewould object,’ hesaid carefully.

That wasthefirst time Guillaume had admitted, in terms,
that Jack wasimprisoned by Marguerite Grolier's command.
Jack had knownit, and yet the confirmation settled likealead
weightin hisgut.

'l accept your parole, ar. | will leave aside the gag.' He
bowed and | eft.

Jack listened for the sound of Guillaume's boots on the
floorboards and then on the stairs. He needed to be abso-
lutely sure there was no one within earshot before he
embarked on hisplan. It was the slimmest of chances, but he
was not prepared to sit and wait for whatever fate Marguerite
Grolier had decided toinflict on him. He wanted to meet her,
face to face, and on equa terms. There would be no more
lusting after her glorious body. It would be abattle. And only
one of them would emerge victorious.

After amost an hour of rocking methodically back and
forwardsin hischair, and banging thelegsdown on to the bare
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floorboards, Jack was beginning to lose heart. He had been
so sure that he was above the room where Marguerite's sick
mother was nursed. It stood to reason that someone would
come up to find out who, or what, was creating all the noise
and disturbing theinvalid.

Thusfar, nothing. Jack had never set eyes on Marguerite's
mother. Indeed, hehad had only afew glimpsesof old Berthe,
the maid who looked after her. Berthe seemed to spend almost
all her time on her nursing duties, though, just occasionally,
Jack had seen her performing chores such as changing bed
linen or sweeping floors. Obviously, the mother was a de-
manding patient who needed constant nursing. So, either
Berthe was stone deaf, or she was out on some errand.

Should he stop? 1t was a useful way of moving round the
room, and he was now close enough to the window to beable
to peer out through the chink in the shutters. On the other hand,
If theinvalid mother waslying downstairsalone, and unable
torisefrom her bed or to call for help, thenoisecould well be
driving her to distraction. But perhaps she wasnot even there?

Jack's consciencegot the better of him then, and he stopped
banging hischair. His plan was not working. Besides, evenif
the noisedid bring someoneupstairstoinvestigate, therewas
no certainty that it would help. Berthemight be part of the plot
to hold Jack captive, just as Margueriteand Guillaume were.

And yet he wondered about that. Marguerite and Guil-
laume were very close-mouthed. Nothing had been said to
suggest that even Miss Suzanne knew what wasgoing on, far
|less Berthe and theinvalid mother.

Jack sighed. Hewould have to think of something else. Or
he might try again later, after dusk, when the mother wassure
to be back in her bedchamber.

'l do think a gentleman should rise when a lady comes
Into the room.’
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The voice came from behind him, by the door. It was a
clipped, cultured voicethat reminded Jack very forcibly of his
French mother.

Hetwisted hishead round, but he could not seeher. Hehad
to rock thechair backwardsand forwards several timesbefore
he turned it round far enough to see. His jaw dropped. There,
In the open doorway, stood a lady who was an older version
of Marguerite—the same features, the same height and neat
build, and the same hair. Apart from the colour, which was
grey. Marguerite's mother.

Thislady wasno helplessinvalid. She appeared well nour-
Ished and healthy. She was dressed in what Jack took to bea
silk gown, though the style might be a little old-fashioned.
Another sign that the Grolier silk business was | ess prosper-
ous than it had been, Jack decided.

'Have you lost your tongue as well as your manners,
young man? she asked waspishly, taking a couple of paces
Into the room.

Jack craned his neck to see beyond her, to the door. It
seemed she was quite alone. Berthe, for some reason, had
abandoned her vigil.

'l beg your pardon, maam. Most humbly. It was not my
Intention to offend you in any way." He sat absolutely still,
waiting to see what she would do.

'Hmmph." She came dowly across the room, and then
walked round the chair, frowning down at Jack asif he were
an exhibit in amuseum. Jack could not help noticing that she
had a remarkably e egant carriage, again very reminiscent of
his mother. Most odd in the wife of alowly silk weaver.

'It's afineday, shesaid suddenly. 'Spring hascomeat last.
A young man should not beinsidedoing nothing when there's
work to be done on theland. The peasants will be doing the
ploughing. They need a master's supervision.’
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Jack held his breath, waiting.

When he did not respond, her voice began to rise indig-
nantly. "Young men today. | don't understand them at all.
Thoroughly work dhy." She cuffed Jack around the ear. ‘Now,
get along with you, do.’

'My lady," he said humbly, judging it the best form of
address to use with this strange female, 'it would be my
pleasure to obey you but, unfortunately, | seem to have got
mysalf caught in thischair. The fault of my own clumsiness,
| readily admit. If your ladyship could perhapshelp meto free
my hands, | would be able to go out straight away. Heaven
knows what kind of furrows the peasants may be ploughing
without me there to supervise them.'

She seemed to benoticing hisbondsfor thefirsttime. 'I'm
not at all sure,' shesaid, beginning to untie hisleft hand, 'that
a man who can tie himsdlf in knots like this should be en-
trusted with any kind of supervison.’

Don't let her stop now! ‘I am clumsy with my hands, as
your ladyship has said, but | know what needs to be donein
thefields. | can direct others, evenif | do not have the manual
skillsto do the work mysdlf. | came highly recommended.’

‘An aristocrat does not need recommendations,’ she said
flatly. She had freed his left hand, but was making no move
to start on theright. Shefrowned. 'l had taken you for agen-
tleman, not a mere steward. Clearly | was mistaken.’

Surreptitioudy, Jack flexed thefingersof hisleft hand. He
would be able to free himsalf now, but it would be so much
quicker if she did it for him. He would have to humour her
strangefancies. | amnosteward, my lady.' Hehadinjected the
appropriatenoteadf prideintohisvoice. 'l amthesonaof aduke.'

Shenodded, asif it wasall perfectly normal, and began to
untie hisright hand.

The moment both his hands were free, Jack bent to untie
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hisankles. Thelady had taken a step back and appeared to be
watching him. She had not spoken again, however, and a
rather vacant |ook had comeinto her eyes. Jack wasnot at all
sure that she had thefirstidea of what was happening.

He resolved to continue this weird charade. As soon as he
was able, he stood and made her hismost elegant bow. Evena
duchess could not have expected more. Shedid not seemat all
surprised. She acknowledged it with a dight nod and an airy
waveof thehand asshewalked acrossto the shuttered window.

'If your ladyship will permit, I will be off about my
duties at once.’

Shedid not turn. Shewasfiddling with thelatch. "You have
been very remiss until now, young man. Do not repeat your
failings. You may go.'

Hardly daring to believe his luck, Jack fled out into the
passage and silently closed the door on that extraordinary en-
counter. Hewasfree! But hestill had to rescueBen, and to get
them both out of thishouse. He had very littletime. Someone
might come searching for Madame Grolier at any moment.

Hedlipped down the stairs, carefully avoiding thecreaking
treads. The passageway below was empty, and there was no
sound from any of the bedchambers. He crept forward to put
hisear against Ben's door. No voices. No movement. He must
take therisk. He put his hand to the latch and began to raise
It, afractionat atime. Mercifully, it did not grate. In atrice,
he wasinside, the door was closed again, and he wasleaning
against it, letting out along breath.

Youl'

Marguerite Grolier had sprung to her feet. On the bed, as
motionless as a corpse in a coffin, lay Ben, his eyes closed
and his head swathed in bandages.

'What haveyou doneto him? Jack cried, starting forward.

'Stand whereyou arel’ she spat.
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That stopped himin histracks, but only for asecond. 'And
If I do not?You will shoot me, | suppose? he asked sardoni-
cally. Her hands were empty, and he could see no sign of a
weapon in the room.

Her responseflashed back at him. ‘I shall scream for Guil-
laume, and he will shoot you without hesitation.’

Jack moved quietly to theend of the bed, only acouple of
paces from her.

'Kegp your distance,' she hissed, 'or | warn you, | shall
scream.’

Helungedfor her, pulling her closeagainst hisbody so that
she could not strike him, and clamping hislarge hand across
her mouth. "You waited too long, maam. Don't be afraid. |
will let you go, but only if you promise not to scream. And if
you tell me what you have doneto Herr Benn.’

She responded by sinking her teeth into the fleshy part
of his thumb.

‘Argh!” hegasped, instinctively pulling hishand away. She
was still pressed firmly to his chest, but she was opening her
mouth to scream at the top of her lungs.

Therewas no help for it. He kissed her.

In all her twenty-three years, Marguerite had never been
kissed by aman. She had hardly ever had the time to wonder
how it might be, except on thosefew occasions when she and
Suzanne sat alone together, late at night, spinning stories
before the dying fire. Suzanne had mused about a man who
would carry her off to alife without hardship, or care. Mar-
guerite had dreamed of a man who would ssimply love her, a
man whosekisses would transport her to paradise.

This was not paradise.

Jacques was determined to silence her, and she was deter-
mined tofight him. Shetried to bite him again, but thistime he
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wasready for her. No matter how much shetried, hewould not
permit her to open her lips wide enough to bare her teeth. And
shecould hear him laughing, deepin histhroat, though henever
oncelifted hislipsfrom hers. Hewasenjoying this, damn him!

| n desperation, she began to kick him, but he laughed all
the more. With only soft house shoes on her feet, she was
probably hurting herself more than him.

'Mmm." Itwasalong moanaf satisfaction. Hedid onearm
up her back until hisfingerswere onthe napeof her neck, and
thenin her harr.

She shivered. It wasacaress, and shedid not dareto think
about being caressed by this man.

He moved her head a little, so that he would have easier
access to her mouth. He moaned again, never for a moment
breaking thekiss. Thistime, it wasadeeper, richer sound, the
voicethat could makeher wholebeing vibratelikethestrings
of aviolin. Shefound hersdlf longing to return hiskiss.

Hemust have sensedit, for hegentled thekissand touched
his tongue to her lips. She could have bared her teeth then,
but she had lost all desire to attack him. Instead, she parted
her lipsin welcome. When thetip of histongueflicked along
thelength of her upper lip, ashaft of pure molten gold lanced
Into her belly. She clung to him, and began to return his kiss
with sudden, unstoppabl e fervour.

'Mistress, where are you? Thereis terrible news.' It was
Guillaume's voice, from thetop of the stairs. Thedoor swung
open with a crasn. 'That monster Bonapartehas—’ The old
servant stopped dead, his mouth open.

Jacques drew Marguerite more tightly against him. Both
her handswerestill trapped between their bodies. 'And what,
pray,” he beganin animpudent, lazy drawl, 'nas that monster
Bonaparte done, exactly?



Chapter Eleven

Cad T

B ehind hisdeliberately cool fagade, Jack's mind was turning
somersaults. And his body's reactions were under even less
control than his mind. Kissing Marguerite Grolier had been
a mistake, especially once she had begun to kiss him back.
Though she was clearly untutored in the art of kissing, her
innocent responses had set him ablaze, asif alighted spill had
been touched to dry tinder.

Hewasstill holding her crushed against hisbody. They were
so closethat shemust be perfectly awareof how hewasreacting
to her. Sincehe had been ableto feel thepouting o her nipples
through the combined layersof thar clothing, she must surely
havefelt hisequally physica response. Unlessshewassuchan
innocent that she understood nothing at all about men?

At that moment, she began to push against his chest with
theflat of her hands. 'Let me go!' she muttered.

Helooked downinto her face. Shehad turned quite scarlet,
but whether with passion, or withfury, hecouldnot tell. 'l said
| would let you go when you promised not to scream. And
when you told me what had happened to Herr Benn. Thefirst
of those is of no moment now.' He glanced towards Guil-



134 His For bi dden Li ai son

laume, who was standing thunderstruck in the doorway. 'But
| am still waiting for the second.'

'It s not Bonaparte who is a monger,' she cried angrily.
It Isyou!" She pushed hard against him, and thistime he let
her go. It was so sudden that she stumbled backwards. He had
to grasp her arm to stop her from falling.

‘yau— Shelooked totaly confused, and totally adorable,
likearuffledlutten. 'Oh, aplagueon you, sir!* Shedragged her
arm free. For amoment, it seemed she was about to stamp her
foot in vexation, but then sheremembered her dignity and drew
hersdf up, tryingtolook down her noseat Jack. [t wasmorethan
alittledifficult, of course, ance hewasso muchtaller than she.

Jack turned to the servant, deliberately giving Marguerite
amoment to collect hersdlf. 'Close thedoor, Guillaume. | want
to talk to you,' he added. This was much more serious than
kissing. Hewasquitesure hehad not misheard. Guillaumehad
referred to Bonaparte as a monster. So had Marguerite. Had
Jack been mistakenin thinking they wereardent Bonapartists?
Surely not?Marguerite had spoken at |ength about her beloved
Emperor. She had been utterly convincing.

Guillaume did not move. 'This has gone on long enough,’
Jack snapped and marched round the bed to put himself
between Guillaume and the open door. When Jack turned to
closeit, the servant retreated to stand protectively alongside
his mistress. He was glaring at Jacques with acute didike.

Poor Ben wasstill lying motionless, and he must be Jack's
Immediateconcern. ‘Now tell me, oneof you, what happened
to Herr Benn.’

'It's more important that you tell us— Guillaume began
hotly.

'He attempted to leave hisbed." Margueritesilenced Guil-
laume with a sharp gesture. 'He was far from well enough to
do s0. It seemsthat he swooned, and hit hishead when hefdl.’
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'It seems? Jack repeated, the question clear in hisvoice.

'Nether of uswashereat thetime' Margueritereplied firmly.
'‘But Suzanne was. There can be no doubt of what happened.’

Jack nodded dowly. MissSuzanne would havedonenothing
to harmBen. It had probably been an accident, for why would
they harm a man they had spent so long trying to heal ?

'It was not a bad wound." Marguerite was beginning to
sound a little more confident. ‘Unfortunately, the fall also
wrenched his shoulder and his first wound reopened. It
will take him much longer to recover than we had previ-
ously thought. But he will recover,’ she added, with
renewed steel in her voice. 'No onein this house has done
anything to harm him.'

Jack was in no doubt that she was telling the truth. She
was clearly concerned about poor Ben and truly sorry that
he had come to further harm. One mystery was solved. But
the other—much greater, and much more important in the
complicated dance of European politics—remained to be
unravelled.

'Now, tell me' Jack said softly, directing his question at
Guillaume, 'what wasit that you were about to report?1 think
you mentioned "'terrible news"?

Guillaume's face wasfull of thwarted fury. Jack suspected
he had been assessing the chance of fighting his way out of
the room and had concluded that he would never succeed
against a younger, stronger man.

' am waliting,' Jack said silkily.

'And | amwaiting to learn how you come to be standing
here,' Guillaumeretorted, his voice rasping, 'when | left you
bound and helpless not two hours ago. | should have known
better than to accept the parole of a Bonapartist.'

At Guillaume's side, Margueritenodded vehemently. Jack
fancied she was trying to force herself into an outburst of
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fury. But what on earth wasgoing on?Marguerite Grolier had
given him to understand that she supported Bonaparte. Why?
Heracked hisbrains, trying to remember precisely when she
had first declared where her sympathieslay. There had been
nothing said at the Marsallles harbour inn, he was sure. She
had been much too busy with her candlestick. And in the
coach? He could not remember anything there, either. No, it
had been later, at theinn at Rognac. Wasit only after she had
heard Jack repeat the surgeon's heartfelt ‘Vive I’Empereur!’
that she had spoken?

Wasit possiblethat she had been lying to him, humouring
him, because she believed him to be a Bonapartist? He shook
his head, trying to clear his thoughts. Y& that one solution
refused to bedismissed. It wasthe only onethat fitted all the
facts. She had claimed to support Bonaparte because she
believed that Jack did. But now it was clear, from her own
words, that she did not.

Therewasonly oneway to be absolutely certain. Ignoring
Guillaume's angry question completely, Jack fixed his stern
gazeon Marguerite's face. She paled alittle, but continued to
meet hiseyes. 'You will tell me, pray, maam, wherethesym-
pathies of thishouselie. You claimed to support, to love, the
Emperor Napoleon. | takeit that wasalie?

She raised her chin proudly. 'Of courseit was a lie. |
could not put Guillaumeor my family in jeopardy by telling
you the truth. Though | might as well have done so, for you
hold all the cards now. Your hero, your idol, has arrived in
Lyons. Just yesterday, he established himsalf in the royal
rooms vacated by no lessa man than the King's brother. And
heis surrounded by the cheering soldiersof the King's army,
every one of them forsworn. Since you have broken your
word, just asthey have, | am sureit will not troubleyour con-
science to break thelawsof hospitality aswell. Are weto be
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delivered up to your little Corsican smply as foolish royal-
Ists? Or as spies?

By God, she was magnificent! He cared not awhit that she
was accusing him of breaking his word. That mistake could
easlly be remedied later. What mattered now was that, even
when she was convinced she was about to be executed, she
was holding steadfastly to the cause she bdieved in. King
L ouisdid not deserve such loyalty.

' must ask you, Marguerite,' Jack said, speaking very
dowly and distinctly, 'to accept that | do not, and never will,
support Bonaparte. | swore the oath to uphold my king, and
that iswhat | continue to do.'

Her mouth opened, but the only sound she produced was
a weak, strangled cry. For a second, all her limbs were
shaking so much that she seemed on the point of collapse.
When she eventually mastered herself enough to move, she
picked up her skirts and fled, her hand extended in front of
her to push Jack out of the way.

He did not attempt to stop her. She needed time aone.
And so did he.

Jacques was not a Bonapartist. In spite of everything, he
was not!

She could scarcely believeit. Wasit possible that he was
still playing a part? But why should he? Bonaparte was here
In Lyons, and triumphant. There was nothing to stop Jacques
from declaring himself, and bowing the knee to his Emperor.
Except that Bonaparte was not his Emperor. Jacques had
sworn his oath to the King and would hold to it.

It had all been a charade, a terrifying, dangerous, mis-
guided charade!

She stopped pacing and sat down on the very edge of her
bed, clasping her hands together in an attempt to stop them
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from shaking. Her body felt as though she wasin thegrip of
the ague. Her bones ached, her every limb trembled, and her
skin burned hot as fever. Could it really be true? 1t must be!
There was no other explanation.

And she had drugged him, and imprisoned him, as if he
were the enemy. She had even dreamt, however fleetingly, of
what it would be like to shoot him. Even if he never |earned
of that, could he ever forgive her for what she had done? He
had every right to feel revolted, just as she now did.

She dropped her head into her hands, but the bloody
pictures that rose before her closed eyes were too much to
bear. Sheraised her head again and stared unblinkingly at the
blank partition between her chamber and the silk store.

Her thoughts became as clear, and as smple, as that flat,
whitewashed wall. Louis Jacques was no longer her enemy.
|t wasnot wrong to beattracted to him, to valuehim. It would
not be wrong to love him.

Her heart began to thump in an erratic rhythm, racing and
missing beats by turns. Wasthat what shefelt for him?Love?

Thesoaring joy that flooded her showed her wherethetruth
lay. Y es sheloved LouisJacques. Now that sheknew thetruth
about him, she could at |ast dlow her battered heart to fedl.
She had denied it to herself, and shrunk away from her own
emotions, but she had loved him the very first time she saw
him, wrapped in that ridicul ous bed sheet.

Shelaughed at the memory. It waslike being released from
a dark dungeon to gaze in wonder at the sky. She loved him.
Y es, he had |ooked ridiculous, but he was also brave and chiv-
arous. How many other men would have raced, unarmed, to
theaid of alady they had never met, tofacean unknowndanger?

L ouis Jacqueswas certainly worthy of her love. But, after
all she had done, what chance did she have?Would he ever
forgive her enough to accept that she was worthy of him?
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So Bonaparte had expelled émigrés, confiscated lands, and
abolished all feudal titles. Guillaume had announced it as
terrible news. Mama would agree, if she understood what it
meant. But Marguerite did not care. A silk-weaver's family
had no interest in such things.

What really mattered was that Guillaume refused to trust
Mr Jacques. Jacques had given his word of honour not to
escape, and had then broken it, according to Guillaume. No
royalist supporter would do such a thing.

It had taken Marguerite some time to convince the old
servant that Jacques could not be a Bonapartist. If he were,
he would have joined Bonapartelong since. And given up the
Grolier family, to boot. Jacques had to be a royalist. It was
the only explanation that fitted the facts.

It was the only explanation that allowed her to love him
without sacrificing her honour. It was the only explanation
that gave her a chance to prove that she was worthy of him.

Marguerite's mind wasin confusion. Her thoughtskept re-
volving round that one fixed point—she loved Jacques with
her whole heart. She had to protect him, just as she had to
protect Herr Benn. But she could not predict how Jacques
wouldreactif helearned Herr Benn wasan English spy. Many
Frenchmen, even ardent royalists, would be horrified at the
thought of helping the country that had caused so many French
deaths. Dare she trust Jacques with Herr Benn's secret?

After much painful thought, she decided that she must not.
Herr Benn could decide who was to share his secret. It was
his neck, after all. And he might regain his wits sooner that
anyone expected.

She had sent Guillaume downstairs with orders to make
sure she was not disturbed. Then she crept across to Herr
Benn's door and put her ear against it. She had been right! She
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could hear men's voices, two of them. Herr Benn was con-
scious, and recovered enough to speak to Jacques.

She was tempted, for a moment, to march into the room
and order Jacques to leave, to insist that Herr Benn needed
his rest. But the opportunity to discover exactly what was
going on between these two proved irresistible. She leaned
even closer against the panelled wood and strained to hear
every single sound.

'I've got the devil of aheadache, Jacques.' That was Herr
Benn's voice. 'Do weredlly have to keep speaking French?
It would be so much easier on my poor wits if —

"You must stick to French.' Jacques sounded very forceful.
'Please keep trying.Your...er...native tongue might beeas er
on your cracked pate, but it could be dangerous. Walls have
ears, you know.'

Herr Benn mumbled something, but Marguerite was barely
listening any more. Herr Benn’s pleahad started awild train of
thought in her brain. Did Herr Benn wish to revert to German,
or toEnglish?Andif to English, did that mean that Jacquesspoke
English, too, and knew Herr Benn’s identity?What if —

Thiswasall becoming so convoluted and confusing that she
could not unravel it without time alone to think. Better she
should concentrateon just listening. She bent back to the pandl.

'—odd meit was an accident. Is that true?

'My own stupid clumsi nessagain. Whenyou did not return,
| suspected something waswrong. Then Suzannetold methat
Bonaparte had arrived in Lyons, and | knew something must
have happened to you. Must say I'm not totally sure what |
intended to do oncel got out of thisroom, but..." Herr Benn's
voicetrailed off ruefully.

‘Thank you for trying. As it happens you were right. |
was...er...unavoidably detained. Butl amfreenow. Sincewe
cannot go on together, | must complete the mission aone.’
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Fear ripped through Marguerite. There could be no doulbt.
Jacques and Benn were collaborators. Jacques was a py for
England, too! He was intent on fulfilling their mission,
whatever it was, by himsdlf, inspiteaf thehugerisks. If hewere
caught by Bonaparte's men, he would besent to theguillotine,
or shot. They might torture him, too. They would aways be
harder on aFFrenchman than aforeigner, for betrayal cut deep.

|t was too dangerous. He must not go alone.

She had just put her hand to thelatch when she heard a soft
laugh. It was Herr Benn. How could he?

'Why not enlist with Bonaparte, Jacques? No reason why
you shouldn't passfor oneof hissupporters. You alwayswere
aplausiblerogue. The army will certainly be accompanying
their precious Emperor to Paris, so you would have plenty of
opportunitiesto gather information. Onceyou reached Paris,
you could melt away. It's a good plan, don't you think?

'‘Another one of your hare-brained schemes. Still, it
might work if —

Margueriteflung open thedoor and marched into theroom.
Hands on hips, she glowered at the two men, 'No, itisnot a
good plan. It isaridiculous plan. Have you no idea how the
army operates?Soldiers who "mdt awvay", asyou call it, are
shot as deserters.'

Herr Bennlooked thunderstruck. Jacquesroselazily tohis
feet and bowed to her. He was laughing.

Still furious, Marguerite tried to frown him down, but he
continued tolaugh. Herr Benn, however, waslooking exceed-
Ingly embarrassed. He gulped and made to speak.

Jacqueslifted a hand to silence him. 'It seems| wasright
to say that walls have ears, Benn,' he said, fixing Marguerite
with hisfierce blue gaze.

Sherefused to be cowed. 'No, gr,' sheretorted. '‘Not walls.
Doors’
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Hereally laughed then, though it had been afeeble saly.
Thetiny sun-kissed creases at the corners of hiseyesfolded
together as crisply asthefinest drapery. Hewasenjoying this.
And, whatever lay before him, he was not afraid.

Whereas Marguerite was terrified. Not for her family, not
for Herr Benn, but for Jacques. There must be a solution. It
was up to her to find away of reducing therisk, for Jacques
would never be persuaded to abandon his mission. She knew
that as surely as she knew she loved him.

Perhapsit was her love that provided the inspiration. "You
cannot join the army, Jacques, and you cannot travel to Paris
alone. It would be suicide. The roads are teeming with Bona-
partists, al just waiting for a chanceto curry favour with their
Idol. Delivering you up asaspy could be extremely good for a
man's prospects.' Sheglared at him. 'Not for yours, of course.’

'No," he agreed airily, 'l imagine my prospects would be
rather...er...limited." He grinned at her. He seemed to be re-
lishing this battle of wills. 'l am grateful for your concern,
Marguerite, but this is men's work." When she bristled, he
added, 'Forgive me. | know | can trust your discretion, and |
know you will protect Benn, but | must do my duty. | will t ake
NO unnecessary risks, | promise.’

|t was not hisreassuring words that soothed her heart, but
the way he was gazing at her. Asif they were the only two
peoplein thewholeworld. Asif their spirits had touched, and
lingered, and held. He reached out to her heart like a shaft of
sunlight reaching down to warm the cold earth after rain. And
her heart sang.

'If you are determined to go to Paris, Jacques, | shall go
with you.'

'No! You cannot! You—! *

|t was the obvious solution. She could seeit all so clearly.
She dared to reach out and silence him with a finger across
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hislips. 'We shall travel to Paris together, as silk merchants.
We shall be carrying the Duchess of Courland's silk.’

"'The Duchess of Courland supports King Louis,' Jacques
growled against her finger.

She smiled at him, shaking her head. 'We shall makeclear,
to anyonewho enquires, that our only interestisin selling our
wares. We make no distinction between royalists and Bona-
partists, provided their coin is good. Believe me, there will
be no difficulty. | have done this before.’

He took a step backwards, but not before he had placed a
tiny parting kiss upon her skin. Or had sheimagined it? No.
It had been redl. It tingled, still.

‘The times are too dangerous. It is out of the question. |
forbidit.'

Marguerite opened her mouth to demand by what right he
sought to order her life, but Herr Benn forestalled her. In the
most reasonable of tones, he said, 'l think you should listen
to her, Jacques. Oh, don't turn your temper on me. I'm an
Invalid. And immune' He grinned mischievously. 'The truth
IS that you are thinking about your own sense of chivalry, of
obligation, to MissMarguerite, when you should be thinking
about our mission. It hasto comefirst. If Miss Margueriteis
prepared to help us, for the cause that we all believein, we
must consider, coolly and rationally, whether her planismore
likely to succeed than yours.

'We cannot—’

'l haveto tell you candidly, my friend, that | think sheis
right. You should travel to Paristogether.’

Theargument continued for sometime. In theend, Jacques
was persuaded to agreeto Marguerite's plan. 'But, at thefirst
hint of danger, you will place yoursalf under my orders. You
will do asl| say. Do | have your word on that, Marguerite?

Shebridled at thethought. No doubt he would decidethere
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was danger whenever he wanted her to do as she was told.
'‘Why should | agree to such a thing, when—?

'One of the things I've learned, working with Jacques,’
Herr Benn drawled, 'is that thereare timeswhenitisbest not
to argue with him. Just occasionally, he actually does know
best. | think, MissMarguerite, that thisisoneof thosetimes!'

'Oh.! Sheglanced up from Herr Benn's bland countenance
to see how Jacques would react. For afleeting moment, she
fancied she saw tendernessin hisface. Thenit was gone, and
his expression became unreadable. 'Very well,' she said
quietly, holding hisgaze. 'On Herr Benn’s advice, | agreeto
your terms.



Chapter Twelve

CFAN %D

It was decided. They would leaveon the morrow, at first light.
They would have to carry the fabric for the Duchess of
Courland's gown, and enough samplesof silksand velvetsto
give the appearance of silk merchants, but they would not
carry enough to need the lumbering old coach. They would
travel post. Jacques, it seemed, had plenty of ready money.
Were spies aways so well endowed?

Thekey to their success, Jacques had admitted once he had
come down from the boughs and begun to confide in Mar-
guerite, was to be out of Lyons before Bonaparte. By al
accounts, the man was relisning hisreturn to absolute power;
he was certainly 1ssuing decreesright and left. He would need
to appear in Parissoon, of course, but hewould remaininLyons
for aday or two yet. He was very sure of himsdf now. It was
rumoured that he had summoned hiswifeand son to hisside.

Marguerite had finished packing the samplesin ther pro-
tectiveoiled paper. They were waiting in the storeroom next
to her bedchamber, ready to be carried downstairs in the
morning. Now she must decide what to takefor herself. How
long was shelikely to befrom home?Where werethey likely
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to go?Shehad noidea. Theonly certainty wasthat she would
havetowait ontheDuchessof Courland. For that, Marguerite
would need to be dressed in her best. She took down her fa-
vouriteevening gown from the clothespressand foldedit care-
fully. It was more than ayear sinceshe had sawnit, but itscut
was so simple that it would never look out of fashion. It was
thefabric itself that drew every gaze, afigured silk in a deep
vibrant bluethat brought out the colour of her eyes. Sheknew
It became her. Would Jacques admire her when she woreit?

Therewasno timefor daydreaming, she reminded hersalf
sternly. She must finish her packing and then she must talk
to Suzanne. And her mother. Marguerite was not looking
forward to that encounter. With Suzanne, it would be ssimply
aquestion of ensuring she was content to take charge of the
business during Marguerite's absence, and that she would
protect Herr Benn. Marguerite had no more doubts on that
score. The danger was that she would protect him too well,
and lose her own virtue in the process. Marguerite ought to
have stem words with Suzanne before she | €ft.

But what would their mother say? Would she remember
that Marguerite had planned to travel to Paris to deliver the
Duchess of Courland's silk? Would she assume that Mar-
guerite would travel with Guillaume, as she usualy did? It
would be best if Mama learned nothing at all of Jacques.
Mama was the most passionateroyalist of the whole family,
and she would not willingly do anything to harm a man so
closaly linked to her cause, but her mind was increasingly
fragile. Often, she hardly knew what she was saying.

Margueritelaid thelast few itemscarefully into her valise
and placed it on the floor by the bed. In the morning she
would add the final things—her nightrail, her hairbrush, her
tooth powder. There was no more to be done now.

She straightened and tried to ease the tensionin her shoul -
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ders. The interview she dreaded would have to be faced
tonight, whether Mamawas lucid or not. But first, shewould
speak to Suzanne.

She went along the landing and knocked on Suzanne’s
door, but there was no reply. She should have known. There
was only one place where Suzanne was likely to be.

With a dightly grim smile, Marguerite knocked on Herr
Benn’s door. As she had expected, her sister was there. For
once, she was not sitting on the bed, but Marguerite was
amost sure that something improper had been going on,
since Suzanne was blushing. Perhaps they had been holding
hands?Margueritedoubted it could have been anything more,
for Herr Benn was still unable to sit up, and much too weak
to indulgein anything at all strenuous, like kissing.

Jacques, on the other hand, was certainly strong enough to
indulge in kissing. But would he wish to? The two of them
would be closeted together for hoursat atimein asmall post-
chaise. Thethought of being closeto him, being near enough
to touch, sent shivers down her spine. It was a chance,
however dim, for her to win his regard, perhaps even his
love. Shewould takeit, for she would never have another op-
portunity. Hehad kissed her beforeand, if sheencouraged him
enough, he might do so again. Oh, she fervently hoped that
hewould, for it had been glorious. Sheknew there wererisks
attached, of course. She was not acompleteinnocent. Berthe
had explained exactly what happened between man and wife,
and Margueritehad seen for hersdlf that men could bedriven
by their passions. Was Jacques such a man? She found that
she was hoping, rather daringly, that he was.

'‘What isit, Marguerite? Suzanne's blush was fading.

'If you will excuse us, Herr Benn, | need a private word
with my sister.’

He smiled up at Marguerite. She sensed that he had said
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nothing to Suzanne of their plans. He would understand that
Marguerite needed to tell her sister herself.

Suzanne nodded and came round the bed. 'Shall wego to
my bedchamber?

'No. It's too cold in there. Let usgo downstairsand sit in
front of thefire! Marguerite smiled at a sudden memory. ‘It
will be just the two of us, asit wasin the old days.

Suzanne smiled, too, but it wasdirected back at Herr Benn.

Marguerite's explanation did not take long, for Suzanne
barely spoke. Her eyes widened, and gleamed with pride,
when she learned Herr Benn's trueidentity and that she was
to have the responsibility for his care, but she was not in the
least disconcerted at the thought of taking charge of the
weaving business.

'Are you sure, my dear? Marguerite asked. 'Guillaume
will be here to advise you, of course, and there are unlikely
to be many new customerswhile the timesare so uncertain.'

'If they should come, | shall deal with them,' Suzannesaid
firmly. 'l havetaken charge before. | candoit agan.'

'But that wasfor afew daysonly. Thistime, | might begone
for—’ She stopped. In truth, she had no idea how long she
would be away. And what was the point of saying things that
could undermine Suzanne’s new-found confidence?'l amsure
you will cope extremey well. | know you to be very capable.’

‘Thank you.' It seemed that Suzanne had accepted the com-
pliment as no less than her due. Marguerite's shy little sister
was coming out of her shell.

‘About Herr Benn.” Margueritesuckedinadeep breath before
continuing. ‘It isnot appropriatefor an unmarried girl to nurse
him, epecially without achaperon. Guillaume can—

'No! Benn needsgentlecare. Guillaumehastoo muchelse
to do, and Berthe's handsareroughand clumsy. | amtheonly
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one able to dress his wounds properly when he is so weak.
Heis no danger to my virtue, Marguerite. Even you must be
able to see that.'

'Even |7 Marguerite repeated, shocked.

"You really do not understand, do you?| love Benn, and |
amsure helovesmeinreturn. | know | amin no danger from
him. But, evenif | were, | would be prepared to take therisk.
For love. For me, itisall that matters. But you, Marguerite,
you have too much sense to alow yourself to fall in love.
Once, | used to wish | was as sensible, and as clear-sighted,
as you are. No longer." She smiled a faraway and rather
superior smile.

There was nothing Marguerite could say in response. She
had always prided herself on her sound common sense, but
where was it now? Suzanne might not see the change, but
Marguerite knew her own failings. She had tried so hard to
keep her fealings within sensible bounds, but in the end they
had won through. It was as if Jacques had stolen away her
ability to reason.

She was not about to parade her hidden love before her
sister's critical gaze. It was a fragile thing, and private. It
might never see the light of day, for Jacques might never be
abletoforgivethethingsshehad done. If that washisverdict,
she would learn to abide it. For as long as they remained
together, she would be able to see him, to thrill to the sound
of hisvoice, perhapseven to touch his skin. It wasnot much,
the merest crumb to a beggar, but it would be something she
could hoard against the cold, bleak future when shewould be
without him. Thiswas for her alone. No one would learn of
her feelings, not Jacques, not Suzanne, NO ONe.

Her behaviour was the complete opposite of her vaunted
common sense. She had agreed to be quite alone with Louis
Jacgues, a man shebarely knew, but loved beyond reason. She
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had convinced hersdf that she was accompanying him out of
duty, but it was only a pretext. If Jacques were lying here
wounded, and Herr Benn were about to take post for Paris,
would she have volunteered to go with him? Duty should
have prevailed, but sherather suspected that, like Suzanne, she
would have chosen to stay behind, to nursethe man sheloved.

She reached out her hand and laid it over Suzanne’s. Her
sister was gazing into the fire, her thoughts far away, but she
turned at Marguerite's touch and smiled lovingly at her. She
was just about to speak when the door opened.

'Mamal' Suzanne jumped up and helped her mother into
her own place, closest to thefire.

Out of the corner of her eye, Marguerite could see that
Berthe was hovering by the door, ready to sweep Mamaaway
If she became too agitated. 'Close the door and come to the
fire, Barthe,' Marguerite said encouragingly. '‘May | bring
you aglassof wine, Mama? At her mother's nod, Marguerite
rose to fetch it. Now was the moment. Now she must tell
Mama what she was about to do.

'Mama, | have to leave for Paris at first light tomorrow.
You remember, do you not? The Duchess of Courland's silk
has to be—

At that moment, the door opened again to admit Jacques.
Hehad not knocked. Hewas making freeaf thair sittingroom
asif he owned it. And Guillaume was at his shoulder. Why?
They had barely exchanged a civil word since Jacques had
escaped. Marguerite began to fear that Guillaume was
planning something. Why el sewould he have brought Jacques
Into this family gathering?

Both men bowed low to Marguerite's mother.

'l know you,' she said.

'Yes, Mama. ThisisGuillaume, who has served you faith-
fully since beforel was born.'
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'l will thank you not to patronise me, Marguerite. | know
perfectly well who Guillaumeis. | wasreferring to the other
one. The duke's son." She nodded towards Jacques.

Marguerite was aghast. Where on earth had Mama got
such anidea?'Mama, allow meto present Mr L ouisJacques.
He came to my aid when Guillaumeand | encountered some
dight difficultiesin Marsailles. When we were there to meet
the new agent. You remember? Mr Jacques was kind enough
to escort us hometo Lyons. But heis leaving tomorrow.'

'And you areleaving tomorrow. For Paris, did you not say,
Marguerite?

1— Yes Mama, | am.’

'Areyou proposi ng to travel with this gentleman?Without
a chaperon?

Oh dear. Unfortunately, Mama was awake on all suits
today. What if she should forbid Marguerite to leave? ‘Mr
Jacques has kindly offered to escort me, yes. Guillaume
cannot be spared, you see, and neither can Berthe!'

'Suzanne may go,’ her mother said firmly. 'You may
chaperon each other.'

'No!" Suzanne had jumped to her feet. 'No, Mama, that is
not possible. | am needed here, to...er...to take chargeof the
business while Margueriteis away.'

‘There is no causefor you to be concerned, Mama," Mar-
guerite said, improvising quickly. ‘Mr Jacques and | shall
travel asbrother and sister. 1t will be quiteinnocuous. No one
will pay ustheleast heed.

Marguerite's mother roseto her feet and fixed astern gaze
on her errant child. 'The daughter of the M arquisede Jerbeauix
doesnot travel alonewithaman whoisnot arelative. No lady
of breeding would do suchathing." Sheturned to Jacques. 'Do
you tell me, sir, that you have agreed to this outrage?

Jacques stepped forward and bowed again. '‘My lady, this
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journey cannot beavoided. But if it will set your mind at rest,
| will gladly give you my word of honour to treat your
daughter throughout as though she truly were my sister.’

Guillaume snorted loudly. 'We know what his word of
honour is worth.’

‘That isenough," Margueritecried. 'Leave us, Guillaume.’

Stay!’

Marguerite cringed. This was Mama at her most aristo-
cratic, and her most unpredictable.

'Fetch thefamily bible, Guillaume.'

Guillaume smiled dyly. 'At once, my lady.'

No onesaid aword until hereturned. Helaid thehugebible
onasmall tableand placedit at hismistress's hand beforere-
turning to stand by thedoor. Margueritecould seethat Mama
was beginning to look agitated, and anxious. Her fragile
control might break at any moment.

'Step forward, young man," she ordered. When Jacques
obeyed, shesaid, in adightly querulous voice, "You offered
me your word that you would treat my daughter honourably,
asadsster. Now lay your hand on thisbible, and swear it." She
reached out to grasp his hand, to pull it down and placeit on
the dark leather, but she migudged the distanceand began to
topple. Berthe started forward with acry. Therewas no need.
Jacques caught Mamain his arms and set her safely on her
chair before anyone else could reach her.

He turned for just a second towards the door where Guil-
laume stood. The look they exchanged explained much to
Marguerite. In Guillaume's eyes, she saw gleeful triumph; in
Jacques's, shesaw stiff-necked pride and shrewd calculation.
Guillaume had not won yet. Jacques turned back and placed
hisright hand flat upon thebible. Inaclear voice, hedeclared,
'l swear that, so long as your daughter Margueriteisin my
company, | will treat her with all honour. | will protect her
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from harm, if needs be with my life. And any dishonour to
her shall be dishonour to me. On this holy book, | swear it.
He took his hand from the bible and raised Mama's fingers
to hislips. 'On my honour, my lady," he said softly.

Marguerite's mother had begun to shake in agitation. "What
Isthisbibledoing here? shecried. 'Y ou know wenever bring
It into thisroom. Guillaume, take it away. Take it away!

Berthehurriedforward and put an arm round her mistresss
shoulders, urging her towards the door. '‘Come back to your
chamber, my dear lady. You will feel much more comfortable
there, with your own thingsaround you. | have built you afine
fire. And there are macaroons for you to dip in your tisane.”

'l like macaroons.' Nothing more was said. Bertheled her
mistress gently towards the staircase.

Margueriteforced hersdlf to appear icy calm. She did not
so much asglancetowards Jacques. Such an oath! Mama had
asked him to treat Marguerite like a sister but, goaded by
Guillaume, he had sworn to treat her like a queen, and to be
her champion! No, on second thoughts, it was even worsethan
that. It was asif she were a goddess and he the worshipping
high priest at her feet. And all to spite Guillaume. She never
would understand men. If they were so much at odds, those
two, why had they not smply brawled in the street until one
of them could nolonger stand?It would havedoneagreat deal
less harm, in Marguerite's view.

She had been so close. She had found the man she loved
and learned that he was worthy. She had seen her one chance
to win hislove and she had determined to seizeit. But it was
now crushed under the weight of a petty male squabble over
honour. Men! She would like to horsewhip them all!

'You did what? Ben gasped.
' had no choice, Ben. | had Guillaume on the one hand,
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declaring that my word was worthless, and the mother on the
other, daring meto put my hand on her bible. If | had refused,
Marguerite would have believed the worst of me. And no
doubt her mother would haveforbidden her to travel. You did
persuade methat | needed her, remember? Jack tried to grin
down into Ben's worried face, but he knew he was not being
very convincing.

'So what exactly did you swear? Ben wasnot to bediverted.

'Exactly? Jack paused, trying to recall the scene. 'I'm not
realy sure. | was so determined to scotch Guillaume's con-
founded lies, and so furious, that | decided to make a grand,
sweeping gesture, withan oath full of finewordsabout treating
Margueritewith all honour, likeasster, and putting my lifeat
her service. You canimaginethekind of thing, probably.'

Ben snorted. ‘A littledifficult toimagine, old man. Not the
kind of gesture one encounters every day.'

Jack had to laugh then. After a moment, Ben began to
laugh, too. Jack was glad. It wasimportant for Ben not to be
concerned about Jack. He must concentrate on getting well,
and then on getting safely back to England. 'l've been
thinking, Ben,' he said casually, not wishing to insult his
friend, 'that once you're on your feet again, it might be best
to go home by ship. Travelling across France on your own
could be very dangerous, now that Bonaparteis back.'

Ben did not bridle, as Jack had feared he might. ‘Suzanne
said something very similar earlier. But we have agreed to
walt and see. After all, by thetimel'm able to leave, it may
all be over. Bonaparte may beaprisoner of the King's army.’

Jack raised an eyebrow. "You believethat the French army
will remain loyal to fat Louis when they could have Bona-
parte? And glory?

Bentried, unsuccessfully, to shrug his shoulders. It clearly
hurt, for he was unable to prevent himsdlf from groaning.
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'‘Confound this blasted shoulder! | shall be mightily relieved
when I'm back on my feet.'

'If you paid a little more attention to where you were
putting your feet, my clumsy friend, you would beagreat deal
stronger than you are,' Jack said, trying to hide his concern.
Then, looking round the tiny, gloomy room, he added, 'Not
all your fault, I admit. This chamber is very cramped. The
ones on the floor above are much bigger.’

'‘Suzanne said this was the only vacant chamber on this
floor. She didn't want to be carrying bandagesand hot water
up two flightsof stairs.’

'‘And shealso wanted you to be conveniently close, | think.'

Ben coloured alittle. 'I shall be closer after you've gone,
asit happens. MissMargueritehas said that | amto be moved
Into her bedchamber, after you have both | eft for Paris.'

'Does it happen to be next to Miss Suzanne's chamber, by
any chance?” Jack asked with awry grin.

'Certainly not! Thesilk storeliesbetween Suzanne’s bed-
chamber and her sister's. According to Suzanne, the silk is
much too preciousto be stored downstairswhereit might get
damp or be pilfered by strangers visiting the house. So it is
kept up here!’

'l see. | had wondered where that door led. I'd assumed it
was another bedchamber. | was more than alittle insulted to
be sent up to the top floor. | assumed they did not think it safe
to adlow meto beonthesamefloor asthe Grolier young ladies!

‘They would probably have been right, too,’ Ben said,
giving hisfriend aknowing wink. 'But now that you've sworn
on the bible to treat Miss Marguerite like a sister, you'll be
no threat at all to her virtue, will you?

Jack had to struggle hard to prevent the memory of their
one searing kissfrominvading his sensesand making hisre-



156 His For bi dden Li ai son

bellious body react likeaschoolboy's. | sworean oath to the
Ma—to Marguerite's mother that | would treat her daughter
as honourably asasister. And | shall, even if it killsme!'



Chapter Thirteen

Ced T

Jack thrust thepurseof silver down into the hidden pocketin
thesideof hisvalise. Hisgold coins, and therest of theslver,
werestitched into hisclothing, asever. A valisemight belost,
or stolen, and he could not risk being without blunt, for they
would be severd days, perhapsas much asaweek, ontheroad
toParis. Thehireof post-chaisesfor such adistancewasgoing
to cost a great deal. However, once he had secured a safe
refugefor Marguerite in Paris, he could always travel on to
Calaison horseback, if hefound himsalf getting short of funds.
Therewas no need to make a decision on that now.

He took a last look around his bedchamber, bare now that
most of his belongings were packed. Only his coat, hat and
glovesremained, lying across the chair wherehe had sat as a
frustrated captive, until freed by Marguerite's mother. He still
did not understand why she had done it. Was it possible to
understand her? She was the strangest combination of the ap-
parently normal and the apparently demented. The poor lady
was obvioudy subject to delusions, for why else would she
clamto beamarquise?What wasthat name she had used?He
could not quiteremember, but it had been nothing like Grolier.
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|t occurred to Jack that, once heand Margueritewerealone
together in the post-chaise, he might be able to probe alittle
into the circumstancesof her family. Shemight rebuff him but,
then again, she might welcomea chanceto share her problems
with someone she could trust to be discreet. Why was her
father so seldom at home to look after his business and his
sick wife? No responsible father would leave his daughters
to shoulder such burdensalone. Y& neither of the daughters
had uttered a word of complaint in Jack's hearing. They
seemed to accept their huge responsibilities as the most
normal thing in the world.

They were remarkable women, both of them. Remember-
Ing Margueritewith her candlestick, Jack smiled. Yes, shewas
certainly remarkable. At first, he had thought that Miss
Suzanne was quite different, a meek, retiring girl. She had
avoided hiseye, and spoken barely aword when Jack and Ben
first arrived. But thingsweredifferent now, for MissSuzanne
was deep in love with Ben. She was prepared to face any
danger, takeon any responsibility,in order to defend him. Did
love do that to all women? Jack had no idea. It was just
another of the disadvantages of growing up in a family
without sisters.

That pulled him up short. Confound it, he was going to
haveto pretend to beabrother to Marguerite. Or at least ahalf-
brother. How did a brother and sister behave to each other?
Onething hewassure of : abrother's behaviour did notinclude
passionate kisses, or bodies pressed against each other and
straining towardsfulfilment. All thoughts of that description
must be banished completely.

He had begun to realise that it was going to be a very
trying journey, cooped up together for days in the narrow
confines of a post-chaise. He would have to keep the
maximum possi bl e distance between them. There must be no
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touching, and only the most decorous of conversation. Mar-
gueritewould be of the same mind, Jack was sure. Shewasa
clever, practica woman. She would be able to see all the
risks, just asclearly as Jack did.

Marguerite finished tying the ribbons of her bonnet and
beganto pull on her gloves. Guillaumewasjust about to carry
her valise downdtairs.

A moment, Guillaume.'

He turned back, a look of enquiry on his lined face.
'Yes, mistress?

'‘While | amgone, | should likeyou to keep an eyeon Herr
Benn. None of the neighboursknowsheishere. That is how
It must say. It isdangerousfor himto remain here, but wedare
not allow him to leave.'

'l understand, Miss Marguerite.'

Did he?Did he know what wasgoing on between Suzanne
and Herr Benn?Margueritehad intended to ask Guillaumeto
extract the samekind of oath from Herr Benn as her mother
had extracted from Jacques. Her conscience was urging her
to do so, for Suzanne’s sake. Once Herr Benn was himself
again, there would be nothing to stop him from taking advan-
tage of Suzanne. Wasit not Marguerite's duty to protect her
younger sister's virtue?

Suzannewould not seeit in that light. Margueritegrasped
that in a trice. No, Suzanne would be incensed, just as Mar-
guerite had beenlast evening, when Guillaumehad interfered
In that officious, mule-headed way. He had behaved asif Mar-
guerite were a mere child, unfit to make decisions about her
own life. Was Marguerite about to do the sameto Suzanne?

'l shall rely on you, Guillaume, to ensure that no harm
comes to him." She nodded his dismissal.

Once he had gone, it wastoo late to change her mind. Had
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she done right by her sister? Truly, she did not know. She
hoped so. Butin the back of her mind, sheknew that Suzanne
was not always sensible in her decisions. She was a quiet
dreamer, and sometimes her dreams intruded into the real
world. She believed that Herr Benn loved her. She probably
saw him asa preux chevalier, a chivalrousknight who would
carry her off on hissaddle-bow. Aswell he might. But would
hisgoal be avirtuous union? Or would thislove destroy her?

Margueriterefused to let feelings of guilt overwhelm her.
Suzannewasin love. Shewas old enough to decide about her
own future, and she was wise enough to understand the con-
sequences. UnlikeGuillaume, Margueritewould not interfere.

She turned back to her glassfor one last check of her ap-
pearance. The deep green bonnet with its grosgrain trim
becameher very well, with her fair curlsgleaming against the
dark silk. Her pelisse, in matching fine green wool, hung in
beautifully draped folds to her ankles. She flattered hersalf
that shelooked her best. Jacqueswas not going tofind it easy
to keep to that stupid oath. On that she was determined!

Sheranlightly down the stairsto the hallway. Suzanne was
waliting by thedoor, and |ooking anxious. Margueriteembraced
her sister warmly. ‘Do not be concerned, my love.Weshall take
every care. | expect to return with the payment for theDuchess
of Courland’s silk, and some new orders, besides!

Suzanne made a choking sound that could have been asob
and hugged Margueriteeven moretightly. It wasalong time
before they parted.

Out of the corner of her eye, Marguerite saw Jacques
appear through the street door. He looked her up and down
assessingly. He did not smile, or speak, but she thought his
eyes warmed. Then he stepped forward to take her valise
from Guillaume. 'The silk is safely stowed. Have you made
all your farewel|s?
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Marguerite nodded. It was one of her mother's bad days.
She had not risen from her bed. She had seemed to understand
when Marguerite kissed her goodbye, but it was impossible
to be sure.

'‘Good. Then we had best be off at once. Miss Suzanne, |
must thank you again for your care of my friend Benn.! He
took her hand and kissed it gallantly. Suzanne blushed and
murmured something inaudible. 'And | promise | will take
equally good care of your sister.” With adistant nod to Guil-
laume, he strode out to the waiting chaise and stood by the
door, ready to hand Marguerite up.

'‘God gpeed,’ Suzanne whispered.

Marguerite reached out to give her sister's fingersaquick
squeeze. 'May God protect you al,’ shesaid, and hurried out.

He was standing by the step, hishand outstretched, waiting.
She fancied there was a degree of impatiencein his expres-
sion. So that wasto betheway of it, wasit?Heclearly thought
he was to be master here. Wdll, she would show him other-
wise. Ignoring him completely, she climbed nimbly into the
chaiseand began to settlehersalf comfortably in thefar corner.

A moment later, he had climbed in beside her and they
were off.

Neither spoke while the chaise threaded its way slowly
through the narrow, bustling streets of the city, but soon they
were climbing away from the river, the horses pulling
strongly. Marguerite could feel a child's excitement welling
up inside her, for she had never thought to travel in a post-
chaise, especially one drawn by a team rather than a pair. It
must be costing a fortune. The Grolier family had not been
able to afford such luxury since their arrival in Lyons.

Margueriteexamined thechaisewithinterest. It looked and
smelled amost new. The seatsweredeeply cushioned and the
buttoned |eather showed no signs of wear. The paintwork
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gleamed, inside and out. Their journey to Paris would be
more than tolerable, especially if they found adequate horses
at every change.

‘This iIs a remarkably comfortable vehicle, Mr Jacques'
shesaidpolitely. 'l should evensay sumptuous. Did you select
It yourself?

He had been sitting motionless, staring out of the window,
but he half-turned towardsher and said coally, 'l did, ma am.
And the team also. | have found that a little attention at the
start of ajourney paysdividends by theend of it.'

How pompous he sounded! Was that intended as retribu-
tion for her having mounted without his assistance? Petty,
then, as well as pompous.

She was taxing her brain to think of a suitably pithy
response when he leant towards her alittleand said, in some-
thing morelike his normal deep voice, 'If you will allow me
to adviseyou, maam, it would besafestif you did not address
me as “Mr Jacques". We are travelling as brother and sister,
remember?Wedo look very different, as you remarked once
before, but | have a solution to that. You shall be the daughter
of our father's second wife. We must use the Grolier name,
of course, sinceitisGroliersilk weare tryingto sell. Sol shall
be JacquesGrolier. Thusyou can call me" Jacques’, and | can
call you "Marguerite”, as we did on the journey north to
Lyons. What say you?

'| say itisremarkably convenient that you have asurname
which can double as a given name. Do you not agree?

He smiled rather smugly, Marguerite thought, but he did
not reply, merely raising hiseyebrows, and waiting for her to
agree to his proposal.

'‘Obvioudy, we must use those names in company and
when thereisany risk of being overheard,' she began. 'But to
use them when we are quite alone suggests of a degree of
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Intimacy that could become...er...uncomfortable." Shesat up
very primly and frowned across at him. Sheintended it to be
achallenge.

'l had credited you with more sense, maam,' heretorted.
"You believe you can spend hours in this chaise addressing
meas “Mr Jacques" and then remember, the moment you step
out of it, to call mejust " Jacques' ?With never adlip?

He was being truly superior now. Shewould haveloved to
give him a sharp set-down, but she could not. Unfortunately,
he was right. 'l had not thought of that,’ she admitted gener-
oudly, with arueful smile. She had expected him to unbend a
little in response, but he did not. His eyes remained hard. 'l
will call you "Jacques’, even when we are alone. In return,
Jacques, you will have to stop addressing me as'"maam’. |
may haveno direct experienceof brothers, but | am quitesure
no brother would addressayounger sister with such courtesy.’

'l bow to your superior understanding, maam. Marguerite,
he added quickly, with just the tiniest twitch of hislips.

He was trying so hard not to unbend. Had he resolved to
be cool and distantin order to makeit easier to fulfil hisvow?
Marguerite smiled inwardly. She had the whole journey to
makehim repent of that ridiculous gesture. Heand Guillaume
had reminded her forcibly of a spitting contest she had once
seen among the local urchins, with each little boy making
strenuous effortsto prove himsalf ableto spit further thanhis
fellows. She had assumed that boysgrew out of such childish
rivary when they became men. Perhaps they did not? She
could not tell whether Jacques's behaviour was typical. She
understood so little of men.

They droveoninamost total silence until thefirst change.

Jacques opened the door and jumped down. No doubt he
wanted to ensure that the replacement team was up to his
exalted standards. To her surprise, he did not immediately
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march off to consult the ostler. 'Would you like me to order
somecoffeeto be brought out to you, sister”? he asked politely.
'It would not delay ustoo muchif we waited whileyou drank
it

That wasdefinitely intended asa set-down, and Marguerite
was not about to accept it. It was time she put her plan into
action. It was time Jacques discovered that swearing such a
stupid oath had consequences. Uncomfortabl econseguences.

Sherosein her place. 'No, brother dear, thereis no need.
| prefer to drink my coffeein the comfort of the inn. | shall
become intolerably stiff if | sitin this chaise all day. Be so
good as to help me down." She sounded, as she had intended,
like a silly empty-headed chit who had been too much
indulged by her family.

His brows contracted into a black frown, but there was
nothing he could do. Hereached up ahand. Smiling vacantly,
Marguerite put her fingersinto hisand made to step down. It
seemed as though she was not paying proper attention, for she
missed her footing and had to grab his shoulder with her free
hand. Even that was not enough to save her. Her whole body
fell against his with so much force that he staggered back a
pace. It wasawonder that he did not overbalancecompletely
when Margueriteflung her arms around his neck.

'Oh, goodness. How clumsy of me!' she exclaimed. 'But
for you, dear brother, | should have measured my length in
the mud." She smiled innocently up at him. There was con-
siderable suspicion in his eyes, but what could he say? The
postilionswerewatching, and listening to every word. 'Thank
you for saving me' Marguerite gushed. In a spirit of pure
sisterly mischief, she tightened her arms into a hug and
reached up to place akisson his cheek.

She might have gone just a mite too far there, Marguerite
decided, on reflection, for his face was flushing a deep red.
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Anger, was it? Or embarrassment? It was a very satisfying
reaction, whatever the cause. She dowly unwound her arms
and took a step back. He waslooking daggersat her. And yet
there was something more behind that furious gaze. She
guessed that the touching of their bodies, and her lipson his
skin, had produced a reaction he could not control. And he
clearly wanted to bein control.

You will find me in the coffee room when you have
finished making your arrangements, Jacques,' shesaid airily.
'l shall order coffeefor two.' Without allowing him a moment
to reply, she started towards the inn, allowing her hips to
sway provocatively as she waked. She did not once ook
back. She knew he was unable to take his eyes from her.

A little more care thistime, sister, if you please.’

|t wasdifficult to resist the urge to smile, but she managed
it. Just. It really would not do to give him any cluesto her be-
haviour. He was puzzled and aready a little frustrated. She
Intended that he should remain that way.

‘Thank you, brother dear." She took the hand he offered to
help her back into the chaise. She wobbled atiny fraction on
the step, and gripped hisfingerstightly. '‘Goodness,’ shesaid,
glancing over her shoulder at him, 'l am not normally so
unsteady. | declarethat you must have put brandy in my coffee.
Fie on you, brother, for playing me such a dastardly trick.’
Behind hisback, the postilionshad begun to laugh. Shesensed
that, If Jacqueshad not been atrue gentleman, he might have
lifted her bodily and thrown her into the chaise.

You try my patience, Marguerite,’ he muttered grimly,
pulling hisfingersfree. Then he spun round to glower at the
grinning postboys. 'If you have quite finished, gentlemen,
perhaps we might be on our way?| fear that we havelost a
great deal of time." He pulled out some coins and began to
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jingle themin his hand. 'Unless we can makeit up, | fear |
shall haveto keep my silver in my pocket.'

The chaise was moving again almost before Marguerite
had taken her sedt.

Margueritewaited afull quarter of an hour. Then, without
looking at Jacques, she dowly began to remove her gloves,
finger by finger, smoothing the fine leather down her skinin
long, sensuous movements. Next, sheundid theribbonsof her
bonnet and droppedit onto her lap. ‘Ah, thatissucharelief,’
shesaid, asif toherself, beforedriving her fingersthrough her
hair and shaking out her curls. 'Travelling in abonnet gives
me the headache.' She turned an enquiring look on Jacques.
'l hope you do not object to my disrobing?

He made a sound that was something between a groan
and a snort.

'l beg your pardon, sir?Oh, forgiveme. | should treat you
as a brother. Could you repeat what you said, brother dear?|
did not quite catch it.'

He was staring straight ahead, refusing to look at her. She
could seemovementin themusclesof hisjaw. 'l seemtorecall,
sgter, that you woreyour bonnet for thewhole of our journey
fromMarsealllesto Lyons.' His voice seemed to have risen by
amost haf an octave. She could hear thetensioninit.

'Ah, but that wasa much more comfortablebonnet than this
one,' shereplied brightly. 'This oneis new, and alittle tight.
We poor females have to suffer to befashionable, | fear.'

He did not reply, but hisfist clenched against histhighin
the most satisfactory manner. He had begun to shiftin his sedt,
too, asif he were unableto find a comfortable position. Un-
fortunately, those movements made M arguerite conscious of
his body in away she had, thus far, managed to avoid. She
cursed sllently. She wanted him to suffer, to lose control, but
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she could succeed thereonly if her own control was absol ute.
Until now, she had not allowed hersalf to think about how it
felt to touch him. For that brazen kiss, shehad told herself she
was kissing her sister. It had worked at the time, but it was
not working now, for she was starting to remember the feel
of hisskin, the beginningsdf hisdark stubble, rough against
her lips, and the all too masculine scent of his body. Some-
where, deepin her belly, something began to quiver and melt.

She clasped her hands together and forced herself to con-
centrate on the passing landscape until her strange feelings
had subsided. She had been trying him too far, she concluded.
And hersdlf too, perhaps. She would give them both a little
respite. 'One thing | did not have a chance to ask you,' she
began, keeping her eyes fixed on a distant stand of trees.
'How wasit that you came to escape? Guillaumeassured me
that you had given him your word not to do so. | know nothing
of that,’ she added airily, 'but | will admit to being intrigued
as to how you removed your bonds. Guillaume promised me
they were astight as could be!

'l can assure you that they were exceedingly tight.'

She waited. He said nothing more. His jaw was working
again. Wasit theindignity of being a prisoner that roused his
fury?

'l am sure Guillaumewould be pleased to hear you say 0,
she continued, almost without a pause. "'Though, to hismind,
that was not the most important matter. | am afraid hefelt he
had been deceived, wronged even. You—

'‘Guillaume was not deceived by me!' he thundered. 'He
deceived himsdlf.'

She turned to face him then, looking suitably incredul ous.
Wide-eyed surprisehad the advantageof drawing attention to
thecolour of her eyes. 'Indeed? Might | ask how hedid that?

'Certainly, maam." This time, he made no attempt to
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correct his mode of address. "Your man, Guillaume, hears
what he wants to hear. | gave him my word of honour that |
would not use my voiceto draw attention to myself. Inreturn,
he did not replace the gag. | can tell you—though | hope,
maam, that you have no need of such reassurance—that | did
not use my voice. Not in any way.

'No, of courseyou did not,’ Marguerite sad quietly. She
understood everything now. "You found another solution, did
you not? A solution that you had already decided upon, well
before you offered Guillaume your parole.’

She thought he looked guilty for a second or two, but he
said only, 'l gave Guillaume my word. | did not break it.'

'No. You would not have done so. | have not the least
doubt that you always keep your promises. To the letter.’

He bowed dightly. 'As you say, maam.'

What on earth had possessed him to agreeto travel alone
with Marguerite Grolier? And what a fool he had been to
assume that she would understand the difficulties of their
situation, and behave.

Herisked a quick glance out of the corner of hiseye. She
was gazing camly out of the window, asif shehad not acare
In the world, but her right hand was softly stroking the
fingers of her left. He could almost sense the gentleness of
that touch. He needed those fingers to be on his skin,
stroking his—

Heonly just succeeded in swallowing the groan that rose
In his throat. He shifted in his seat and adjusted his coat,
trying to conceal the evidence of hisarousal. Confound the
woman, she must be doing it on purpose! She could not fall
to be aware of the effect she was having on him, could she?

Of course shecould. She wasacompl eteinnocent. He had
known that, the moment he kissed her. But if she continued
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In thisven, he was going to find the journey very uncomfort-
ableindeed.

She turned and smiled at him. With her fair curls dancing
around her face, and the sparkle of excitementin her eyes, she
looked good enough to devour. 'You were going to tell me
how you escaped from your bonds,' she said calmly.

He had thought he had diverted her from that. 'No, Mar-
guerite, | wasnot. Thefact that you ask aquestion—twice in
this case—does not mean that it will be answered.' Let her
makewhat shewould of that. He was not going to betray what
her mother had done, at least partly because he felt guilty
about having taken advantage of thelady's weaknesses. 'l did
not break my word to Guillaume, but | did find a way of
escaping from my prison. The prison, | should add, that you
and he conspired to put mein."' Yes, that had turned thetables
on her at last. She was blushing, consciousthat she had done
something outrageous.

'l...] apologisefor drugging you, and for...for the redt. |
thought you a staunch Bonapartist. | did what | believed was
necessary to protect Herr Benn.' She was staring down at her
bare hands. They were clasped together now, so tightly that
the knuckles were turning white.

He felt truly ashamed then. What way was thisto treat a
woman who was risking her lifefor Jack's cause? |t was not
her fault that hisbody was responding so eagerly to her every
movement. She was beautiful, and unconscioudy seductive.
But as a mature man, he should be able to control himself,
and to behave as a gentleman should.

'Pray do not blame yourself, Marguerite,' he said, trying
to appear much calmer than he felt. ‘It would have been an
excellent planif | had been the enemy you thought me''

'Sir, | think you seek to belittlieme." She sounded hurt.

He was tempted to reach acrossand put hishandsover hers,
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to ease that painful clasp, but he did not dare. Distance, he
reminded himself, was the only defence he had. But hecould
not alow her to believe that he looked down on her. For al
her strange starts during this journey together, she was still
the most admirabl e, the most courageous woman he had ever
met. 'No, Marguerite, | would never do that. | swore on your
mother's bible that any dishonour to you would be dishonour
to myself. | swore to treat you with all honour, asasger.'

Her head whipped round to stare at him. 'But you d —
She stopped suddenly, in mid-word. Some of the tension
seemed to leave her body. ‘T take it that you will keep your
oath, to theletter, as you did your promise to Guillaume?

He sat alittletaller in his seat and spoke proudly. ‘Most
certainly | shall,' hesaid. 'As long aswetrave together, | will
treat you as an honoured sgter.'



Chapter Fourteen

Cad T

Marguerite hugged her new-found secret to herself. She
was hard put not to laugh at the absurdity of it all. Not only
had he sworn aridiculous oath in order to spite Guillaume,
he could not even remember the way of it. Oh, it was deli-
cious! And she had so nearly spoilt everything, by blurting
out the truth.

She continued to gaze out of the window, with all sorts of
madcap ideas racing through her mind. So far, she had been
tempting him, punishing him, in order to makehimregret that
rash oath and view her asan object of desire. He had become
uncomfortably aware, she was sure, that treating her with all
honour was more than his body was prepared to do. But his
position was even worse than she had imagined. He truly
believed he had sworntotreat her asasister. Ways might have
been found to satisfy his urges while sticking to the letter of
what he had actually sworn. But therewasno leeway atall in
an oath to treat her asa sider.

L ouisJacqueswould never, ever break hisword. That was
oneadf the many reasonswhy Margueriteloved him. Hewould
suffer the torments of the damned before he would be
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forsworn. Poor, poor Jacques! How on earth was he going to
survive the remaining days of ther journey together?

Her conscienceintruded then. Should sne not tell him the
truth, or at |east stop her wicked teasing? She considered that
carefully —for at least ten seconds—before rgjecting it. No,
her main purpose here was to make him burn for her, as she
burned for him. Behaving demurely, likea sister, would cer-
tainly not achieve that. In this case, the demands of con-
science must give way to the demandsof Marguerite's heart.

They had stopped for thenightin Macon, at apostinginn on
the quay overlooking the River Sadne. Jack assumed that M ar-
gueritewasvery tiredfromthejourney, for shespokevery little
during the supper they shared, and took thefirst opportunity to
retire to bed. Apart from her parting shot—she insisted on
wishing him good night with asisterly kisson the cheek—dhe
behaved with admirable decorum. Perhaps she had thought
better of her actionsearlierin theday?Hehoped so. Hedoubted
he could endure many more days of watching her from a
distance of barely a couple of feet. After only one day, the
chai se seemed to befilled with the scent of har—not an expen-
siveFrench perfume, but thescent of fine soap plusthelavender
she no doubt used in her clothes press to keep away the moth.
|t was, he decided, the scent of a very desirable woman.

Except that he had sworn to treat her asan honoured sister.
Desire, in any form, was taboo.

Hedid not retireearly. He knew that he would not be able
to slegp, and he feared where his thoughts might turn. If he
had travelled on horseback, instead of ridingidly inachaise,
his body would have been tired enough to alow himto s eep.
Asit was, he must find something to occupy himself. Prefer-
ably something involving physical activity.

He could vigt a brothel, of course. That would certainly
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Involve physical activity. Macon might be small, but it was
bound to have at least one house to cater to the needs of
travelling men. Jack glanced across at the landlord, standing
behind the taproom bar. He was the sort of man who would
be ableto point acustomer in theright direction. Provided he
was properly greased in thefist.

Jack finished his brandy and started acrossto the bar. Trav-
eling withMargueritehad shown himjust how much heneeded
a woman. He could not have hee—he had sworn it, had he
not?—but hecould find somerdlief el sewherefor histormented
body. He might even be able to degp soundly afterwards.

Heleant hiselbow on the bar and raised an eyebrow to the
landlord who came forward eagerly to serve him. 'Tell me,
landlord, Jack began, 'do you—? Hestopped dead. What was
he thinking of ? He couldn't do such athing. Was he about to
neglect hisduty for aquick fumblethat would probably bring
him no more than momentary relief?

'Sir? You wanted something?

Jack quickly turned his unfinished sentenceinto areguest
for abottleof good red and carried it dowly back to histable.
It was not ssimply that he had a mission to fulfil. It wasMar-
guerite, and only Marguerite, he wanted to bed, not some
small-town whore. Why hadn't he realised that before? She
was eminently desirable. Each move she made, each tiny
touch made her more so. If only she knew how much shewas
torturing him. When she had removed her glovesand bonnet,
shehad looked so alluring, soincredibly beddabl e, that he had
begun to think he would soon explode. She, poor innocent
Marguerite, the lady with no brothers, had not the least idea
of what she was doing to him.

Or did she?

Jack took a large swig of his wine and concentrated on
allowingitsmedley of flavourstofill hissenses. He had never
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visited Mécon before, but he knew its reputation for fine
Burgundy. One day, if he survived long enough, he would
have the estate that his brother Dominic had promised him,
and a cellar full of wines as good as this. He took another
mouthful and let the flavours tease and tempt his taste buds.
Truly remarkable.

Marguerite Grolier was truly remarkable, too. He knew
that. He had admired her courage and daring from the first
timehe had set eyeson her. She was strong, and quick-witted,
and prepared to risk her lifefor the cause shebelievedin. But
was sheasoaflirt?Could her teasing actionstoday have been
deliberate?

Hetried to remember exactly what she had done, and how.
That was a mistake, for even the thought of her was enough
to arousehim. Thankfully, hewasditting at atable, in agloomy
corner. No one could see. But Jack could fedl. It wasinfuri-
ating to think that she might have done it all on purpose,
teasing himinto agoniesaof frustration with the skill of aprac-
tised courtesan. And all the while knowing that he would
never dream of touching her, for that would break his oath.

Hefinished hiswineand stood up. That final surge of anger
had doused hislust. There was nothing at all to be doneabout
Marguerite tonight, but tomorrow, he would watch her much
more carefully, and hewould not begullibleenough toassume
that her actions were innocent. If he became sure she was
doing it deliberately, hewould challengeher, and tell her pre-
cisely what he thought of her.

The one thing he would not do, tonight or ever, would be
to allow her to best him. No matter whether her teasing was
innocent or deliberate, he would not visit abrothel or givein
to hisfrustrationsinany way. If hedid that, Marguerite Grolier
would have beaten him. That he was not prepared to allow.

He would spend the rest of the night doing something
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useful, he decided. This posting inn was frequented only by
peopleof means. Heneeded to try somelow taverns, thekind
of places where old soldiers gathered. He would shell out
some of hisslver there and discover whether tongues could
be loosened by afew bottles of the local red. His mastersin
London would expect him to report on the morale and dispo-
sition of thearmy, and on the level of loyalty to the Kingin
thetownsthey passed through. He had garnered preciouslittle
of that since they left Lyons. It was high time he started.

'Did you sleep well, brother? Marguerite was calmly
spreading cherry preserveon adlice of bread.

'Wdl enough, thank you," Jack lied. He had trawled the
tavernsfor hours, but at |east he had managed toresist thelure
of thelocal gambling. Although the stakeswerelow, for Jack
It was a point of honour not to play any more. Heowed it to
his brothers. Hehad relied on thelocal red to get mentalking,
but he had discovered only that in Macon there were both
royalist factionsand Bonapartist factions. The royalistswere
cowed, and truculent. Their victory had been short-lived and
they now faced defeat all over again. Oneor two of theBona-
partists were cock-a-whoop, boasting of what they would do
when their hero resumed thethrone, as he surely would. M ost
were uncertain about thefuture, and were much morecircum-
spect, even fearful. Jack supposed he would discover much
the same shades of opinion wherever they went, as long as
they stayed ahead of Bonaparte's advance. In Lyons, royalist
sentiment had ssmply melted away once Bonaparte appeared.
Jack imagined it would be the same almost everywhere.

Neither thewine nor the exercisehad helped Jack to sleep.
In spite of all his endeavoursto concentrate on the informa-
tion he had gleaned, he had spent too many hours debating
whether Marguerite Grolier was a deliberate tease.
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She glanced up at him and smiled innocently. Then she
lifted the bread to her lips and took a dainty bite, her small
white teeth cutting easily through the layers. Some of the
preservedripped on to her fingers. Instead of wiping them on
a napkin, she put them to her lips, one by one, and dowly
licked them clean. The look on Jack's face could not have
escaped her, for she reddened noticeably. 'Forgive me,
brother,' shesaid quickly, 'but these preservesare so good that
It would be a crime to waste even a drop. Will you not try
some? She pushed the bowl! across the table towards him.

'No," hereplied abruptly and roseto hisfeet. 'l shall check
whether our chaiseisready to leave. | pray you, sister, do not
delay us. We havealong way to travel today.' He marched out
of the coffeeroom beforehistemper got the better of him. He
could not berate her where others might overhear, but once
they werealonein the chaise, with doorsand windowsclosely
fastened, he would make her sorry she was ever born. How
dare sheact so, running thetip of her tongue along the length
of her finger, curlingit back into her mouth with such obvious,
sensual relish? And then doing the same thing all over again
with the next finger? That was not the action of an innocent.
He had been afool to think so for a second.

Margueritehad fully intended to continue Jacques's torment
today, but hisreactionover breakfast giveher pause. Her tactics
could be working too well. She had not expected him to react
with such passion so early in the morning. She had assumed
that, at such an hour, a man was more intent on breaking his
fast than on dlaking his lust. Could she be mistaken there?
Quite possibly. It might be unwise for an unschooled girl to
make assumptionsabout what aman might do whendesirewas
driving him. Sheresolved to behaveasdemurely asasster, at
least until she had the measure of him once more.
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She hurried out to the chaise and allowed one of the pos-
tilions to help her in. Then she took her accustomed place,
folded her gloved handsin her |ap, and sat motionless, watch-
Ing the bustle of theinn yard.

Jacques appeared by the door. 'Ah, there you are.' He
sounded surprised to find her waiting in the chaise.

'l hopel have not delayed you, Jacques,’ she said kindly.

"You know youhavenot,” hegrunted. 'Y ou haveeverything?

'Of course.' She smiled sweetly down at him.

'‘Good. | must just pay the landlord, and then we can be
off. | shall be five minutes, no more.’

Marguerite wriggled her bottom into the back of the seat
until she was perfectly comfortable. She was more than con-
tent to wait. Asasister should.

In less than the promised five minutes, Jacques was back
and the postboys were urging the new team out of the yard
and on to the main road north to Tournus. For some distance,
1t followed theriver, which was high and flowing fast through
the town, its waters swollen by the first melt water from the
distant mountains. The river was a strange, cloudy-grey col-
our. It seemed to absorb the spring sunlight totally, so that
there was not atrace of sparkle, not even a passing snimmer,
to be seen. Like the icy River Styx, the River of the Dead,
Marguerite thought, with a shudder of foreboding. She pre-
ferred to look up at the bold, fierce blue of the ky. That, at
least, seemed to offer no hint of shadow.

'How far do you meantotravel today, Jacques? sheasked,
when the tense silence had become more than she could bear.

To Autun, if the weather holds. But it will bealong jour-
ney. | doubt we shall arrive before nightfall.'

She risked a flirtatious sideways glance from under her
lashes. He did not seem to be looking at her. 'Are you pro-
posing that we should be alone together, in the dark? Her
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voicewas unusually low, and rather breathy. Thistime, it was
not deliberate. She could not help it. It was the result of
thinking about being so closeto him, inadark carriage, where
not even the postilions could see what they did. He would do
nothingindiscreet, of course, nothing at al, and yet shesorely
wished he would. She would settle for a single kiss, if it
would carry her back to paradise.

'l am proposing, Marguerite, that we should make our way
to Paris with all possible speed, so that we may fulfil our
mission,’ he said brusquely.

Clearly, he did not share her longings. Her tactics seemed
to befalling. She resolved to try a different tack. 'And what,
pray, 1s our misson? she asked coolly. She had discovered
that Herr Benn was an English spy, and that Jacqueswas his
French accomplice, but she had never been told what they
planned to do. Since she might be risking her life, she
believed she was entitled to sharein the secret. Especidly as
he had called it 'our mission’, not merely 'his.

'l amnot at liberty to tell you." He turned to her then. His
expression was quite blank, impossibleto read.

'And if you should be injured, or killed, who would fulfil
our mission then, may | ask?

'‘Kegp your voice down, Marguerite,' he urged, gesturing
towards the bobbing postilions. 'There isonly a single sheet
of glass between us and them. We must not take any risks.'

'Say you so? shehissed. 'And yet you risk your own life,
and our mission, because you are not prepared to trust me.'

'No, |—

"You sworeto honour measlong as weweretogether. Y ou,
dr, have a very strange concept of honour.’

Jacquesflushed to his hairline. His exaggerated sense of
honour made him vulnerable, Marguerite realised. She must
press home her advantage. 'We embarked on this mission



Joanna Maitland 179

together, Jacques. We both know the dangers we may en-
counter. | am more than prepared to face them, but you must
not treat melikea...like apieceaof troublesomebaggage.' His
barehand lay along histhigh, hisfist clenching and unclench-
Ing rhythmically. He seemed quite unaware of what he did.
Margueritelaid her gloved fingers reassuringly on top of his
and sgueezed.

She might as well have dliced a dagger through his flesh.

He snatched his hand away as if it had touched a naked
flame. 'No!" The word seemed to betorn from him. 'No,' he
repeated in alow voice.

Marguerite raised her chin. 'That was uncalled for,
Jacques. As your loving sister, | was only offering a little
comfort. You appeared troubled.'

He narrowed his eyes, but said nothing.

'l imagine your conscienceis troubling you. Asit should
be' she added, with a touch of quiet venom. 'For we are
partnersin this enterprise, yet you would treat me like an
underling.’

'l am trying to protect you, Marguerite. Can you not see
that?

"Your protection will follow me all the way to the guillo-
ting, | daresay. | finditironic that I might mount the stepsto
the scaffold, condemned, but still unaware of the true nature
of my crime." Shereached out again and, with sudden daring,
laid her fingerson histhigh. He could not pull away thistime.
The chaise was too cramped. But she felt hisflesh contract,
even through thefineleather of her glove. Hewould do almost
anything to avoid her touch.

'‘Marguerite!" he hissed warningly.

'Do not concern yoursalf,’ she answered blithely. "'The
postilions are not looking in our direction. And, evenif they
were, they would not be able to see anything, for the panel
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obscures the lower part of our bodies.' It was only after the
words were out that she understood what could be read into
them. And into her rash move to touch him.

'You forget yourself, madam.' He lifted her fingers and
dropped them back into her lap as if they were unclean.
'Remember, pray, that we are travelling as brother and sister
and that |, at |east, have sworn to behave with honour. Sedly,
your actions lead me to believe that you are ready to forget
your own. You have spent thelast twenty-four hours trying to
tease, and tempt, and tantalise meaway from my swornword.
You will not succeed in that, | can assure you. Marguerite,
your outrageous behaviour must cease. You will only succeed
In making this journey intolerable, for both of us!'

'Sir, | must protest. |—

'Let me remind you, Marguerite, that you agreed to obey
my orders.'

'Only in times of danger,’ she shot back, desperate to
concede no advantage to him.

'You agreed to obey my orders when we were in danger.
True.And | may tell you, my dear sister, that wearein danger
evary step of the way.’

Margueritedid not think so, not for amoment. It washisway
of trying to exert hisauthority over her. She would not haveit.

He gaveher along, meaningful look. There was exaspera-
tionin hisface, and a hint of wearinessin his eyes. Had he
not slept at all?

'Marguerite, | think itistimeyou stopped arguing. It isdan-
gerous. We may easily be overheard.' He dropped his voicea
littlemore. 'Now, thelast timel had toslenceyou, | kissedyou.’

Shefelthersdf blushing. Andlongingfor it to happenagain.

'Such aremedy isout of the question now, sincel swore
an oath to your mother. That means| might have to resort to
other, more disreputable methods.’
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"You would not dare!”

Hesmiled. Heknew hehad the upper hand at last. 'My dear
girl, I would hazard much to protect the reputation of my
innocent Sister. | would not...er...chastise you in public, but
| varn you, Marguerite, if you continue with theseridiculous
starts, | will certainly take steps to put a stop to them.' He
reached into his pocket for a handkerchief which he pro-
ceeded to spread out and then refold across the diagonal into
alongband. 'l have someexperienceaof gags. | have no doubt
that this would be quite adeguate.’

"You could not! Thepostilionswould think you amonger!'

'l do not care what they think me, Marguerite, as long as
they make good time along these infernal roads. Besides, |
shall tell them that my sister is an insufferable gabblemonger
and that, driven almost to distraction, | decided to gag her for
a stage, in order to get alittle peace. I'm sure each of them
will be able to think of a chattering woman he would like to
silence. They will sympathise with a fellow man, suffering
from a woman's unstoppabl e tongue. Provided they see that
| have doneyou no harm—no permanent harm—they will not
Intervene.'

Marguerite fancied that was all too likely. The more she
came to understand about the ways of the male sex, theless
she understood, and the less comfortable shefelt.

'However, | think that must wait,' he said, with aquiver of
excitement in his voice. 'Look!'

One of the postilions was waving his whip and pointing.
Ahead of them, at the approach to Tournus, theroad wasbarred.

'Soldiers!” Jacquesexclaimed. 'They areguarding theroad.
We must be very, very careful here, Marguerite. Thisisreal
danger, for we do not know whose side they are on. Follow
my lead, and say nothing morethan you haveto. Yau promised,
remember”?



182 His For bi dden Li ai son

Hesmiled at her then, almost thefirst genuinesmile since

they had |l eft Lyons, Margueritethought. Her first impulsewas
tomeltin response. But asterner mood prevai Ied Shenodded

i e ShEALIVI e it

would keep her word. To the letter.



Chapter Fifteen

Cad T

T h e chaisedowed asit approached the party of soldiers. A
sergeant stepped forward to exchange a few words with the
first postilion. Probably asking who we are and whither we
are bound, Marguerite thought, but she said nothing. At her
side, Jacqueswasidly playing with hisshirt cuffsand looking
extremely bored.

The sergeant marched up to the door and pulled it open.
He nodded to Jacques but, on seeing Marguerite beside him,
saluted with exaggerated courtesy. | must ask you your des-
tination, sir, madam,' he said curtly.

'We are travelling to Paris, sergeant,’ Jacques replied.
'On business.’

'Oh, and what business might that be?

‘The tiresomebusinessof sellingsilk, I'm afraid.' Jacques
stifledayawn. '‘Unfortunately, our father hasabrokenlegand
remainsin Lyons. He would normally have made the journey
himsdlf, with my sister here.' He waved adismissive hand in
Marguerite's direction. 'She has excellent skills when it
comes to displaying our wares and encouraging the great
ladies to buy, but of course she cannot possibly travel alone.
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In any case, it needs a man's head to deal with financial
matters. Sadly for me, | am the only son and obliged to take
my father's place. Believe me, sergeant, I'd much rather be
doing amost anything else.’

'He, brother,' Margueriteexclaimed. 'It isthefirst timeyou
have been called upon to take our father's place. You are a
good-for-nothing, | do declare. | wonder you could tear
yourself away from thelow tavernsof Lyonsto make such a
journey. It may seemarduoustoa manasidleasyou, but Papa
and | have made it together many times, and without com-
plaint. We secured good business, too. | despair of your ability
to do even haf aswell. And—

‘That 1s enough, sigter,' Jacques hissed. He turned to the
sergeant and shrugged his shoulders. 'You will appreciate, |
think, why I find thisjourney tedious. Fivedaysshut up alone
with my sister is something of a trial. | have even had to
threaten to gag her.! He lifted the folded handkerchief and
waved it from side to side.

"You have my sympathies, sr. And such apretty lady, too.'

'Wdl I" Margueritejudged it appropriate to ook indignant
and to turn her shoulder on the sergeant.

'Quite, Jacques said with apparent fellow-fedling. 'l think
you havethemeasured her. Pretty, but with avenomoustongue.
Now, was there anything el se you needed to know, sergeant?’

Therapport had been established. The sergeant wasaready
well disposed towards them. He listened very carefully,
though, to Jacques's explanation of the kind of wares they
carried and the customers they were seeking. 'M'father is
right about one thing. He sayshedon't care whose money he
takes for our cloth. If the money's good, he'll sell to anyone.
How else are we to earn enough to keep body and soul
together?Politicsisaluxury we poor weaverscannot afford.'

The sergeant began to frown. He ran his eyes over the
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opulent post-chaise and then over Marguerite's expensive
clothes. 'Seems to me, g, that you're not so poor as you'd
have me believe. Perhaps you would be good enough to step
down out of this'ere vehicle?

Marguerite spun round in her seat. Oh, heavens! Jacques
had overdone it. Now they truly werein the suds. She held
her breath and offered up a desperate prayer.

Shewould willingly sacrificeher ownlife, but Jacques, her
bel oved Jacques, must be saved.

Jack could hear the sound of Marguerite scrambling down
from the chai se benind him. Hedid not dareto turn. Hewished
shehad stayed safely insidethechaise, but of courseshewould
not. Hisindomitable Amazon was going to try to save them,
even though it was Jack who had made such a mull of every-
thing sofar. Why on earth had helet histonguerun on wheels?

'Sergeant. Sergeant!” She sounded increasingly like ater-
magant, bless her.

The sergeant turned back to face her. As he did so, he
wiped thegrimaceoff hisfaceand replaced it with an expres-
sion of polite enquiry. 'Madam?

'Sergeant, you will want to see what we are carrying. You
wish to be assured that we are what we say we are. That is
guite natural. You have your duty to do and we, as loya
citizens of France, would not for one moment try to impede
youin carryingit out. Let mehelpyou. My brother may think
heisinchargeof thisexpeditionof ours— shetossed Jacques
a withering glance '—out | must tell you that he knows
nothing at all of the silk business. He can neither weave our
silk nor sdll it. In fact, the only things he is good for are
drinking and whor—’

'Sster! *Jack roared, judging it was timeto intervene.

Margueritewaved himaway. 'l am saying nothing lessthan
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the truth, brother. The sergeant may judge for himsalf which
of us knows more about this business of ours." She took the
sergeant by thearm and towed him round to look at the trunk
of samples. She dug into her reticulefor the key. 'My father
does not trust him with this,' she said waspishly, wavingitin
Jacques's direction, 'which only goes to prove what | have
been saying, does it not? She flung open the lid to display
her carefully stacked parcels. "They areall wrapped in oiled
paper, as you see, so that they will come to no harm if the
journey should be wet. One cannot depend on this trunk to
keep out every drop of water, you see, and | am most particu-
lar in the care of my silk. | wrapped every single parcel
mysealf, you know." She glared across at Jack. 'l certainly
would not trust my brother to do it.'

By Jove, she was wonderful! The sergeant was clearly
wilting under her barrage of words. Jack was even beginning
to feel sorry for the man.

'Now, | take it you would like me to open some of these
parcels, sergeant, so that you may check the contents. Pray
choose." When the sergeant did not move quickly enough for
her, she urged him on by picking out one package after
another. 'Shall it bethisone?Or this?Itisvery muchthesame
to me, you know. All contain precisaly what | have said.’

The sergeant, unableto get aword in, pointed rather help-
lesdly to asmallisnparcd that still lay in thetrunk. Marguerite
seized it and carefully unwrapped it, talking nineteen to the
dozen about the importance of dow careful wrapping so that
the oiled paper could not tear or fail in its task of protecting
the precious fabric. "Therel' she said a last, clearly trium-
phant. Shelifted the silk and shook it out. It was patterned in
rich reds and golds that glowed and shimmered as the light
caught it. 'I's that not a work of art, sergeant?| may tell you
that | woveit myself, and—
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'l do not need to seeany more here, madam.' The man had
had to raise his voice almost to parade-ground pitch in order
to make himsdf heard. 'Pray take your time to wrap it up
again.' He marched hastily back round to where Jack was
standing and looked up at him with something like relief in
hisface. 'Now, g, do you have any other luggage with you?

'Why, yes, sergeant. We have a travelling valise each. In
thechaise.' He pointed helpfully. 'If you wish to search them,
pleasedo. Asmy sister hassaid, we havenothing to hide." That
was not true, of course. Jack really did not want to have to
explain the substantial storeaof silver concealedin hisvalise.
He was beginning to concoct astory to use, when Marguerite
appeared at his side once more. She still looked like a
harridan, but a particularly bad-tempered one now.

'Are you proposing to search my valise, sergeant? She
sounded outraged. 'That isnot the kind of treatment | should
have expected from a man of your standing, | must say.
Pawing over a lady's most intimate garments...” She put a
hand to her throat as though the mere thought of such beha-
viour was giving her palpitations. Undeterred, the sergeant
had opened her valise and was beginning, very gingerly, to
move aside some of the clothing in order to search under-
neath. 'Why, | do believe your hands are not clean!" She
rushed forward and snatched the valisefromhim. '‘Let medo
It!" She picked up one layer after another of her carefully
packed clothing, allowing him barely time to squint under-
neath before replacing them. "There! And there! Are you sat-
isfied, sir?

The sergeant admitted that he was and turned gratefully
to Jack's valise. Marguerite was still repacking hers, so she
could not see thelook of exquisite anguish on the sergeant's
face. In spite of thelr predicament, Jack found it very diffi-
cult not to laugh.
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The man had just begun to poke his fingers into Jack's
valise when Marguerite turned on him again. Jack could not
Imagine what she was going to do this time. If she went too
far, they might both end up being arrested.

'Be careful of his clean linen, if you please, sergeant. |
laundered and ironed it mysdlf, you know, though he cer-
tainly doesnot deserve such devoted service, considering the
abuse he hurls upon my head. Oh, no, please don't pull out
that shirt! It will never —

'Madam, | have seen enough,' the sergeant announced.
‘There s nothing here to suggest you are anything other than
silk merchants, asyour brother said. Thissearch hasobvioudy
delayed your journey, but it was a matter of duty, you under-
stand. If you start again quickly, you will find that you have
not lost too much time." The poor man could not be moredes-
perateto berid of them.

‘Thank you, sergeant, but beforewedriveon, | should like
to say that—’

'No, sister, you will not," Jack interrupted quickly. It was
time for the foppish brother to reassert himsalf and start an
argument with hisimpossible sister. That would be the last
straw for the poor sergeant and would certainly dispel any lin-
gering doubts. 'The sergeant is right. We have lost quite
enough time already and neither he nor | wish to hear your
opinions. On anything.'

‘But |—’

Jack saized her armand half-dragged her to the chaisedoor.
'Up with younow,” he said sharply, bundling her up the steps.

Sheamostfell into her seat. 'Well! Such appalling lack of
manners.” She continued to rail at him while hereplaced their
valisesand climbed in beside her.

Jack nodded to the sergeant. The soldier looked relieved
that his own ordeal was over and more than alittle sorry for
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Jack, whose ordeal wasabout to continue. Jack shrugged and
smiled wryly.

The chaise began to move forward quite dowly. Ahead of
them, thelineaof soldierspartedin the middleat the sergeant's
signal. There was just enough room for the chaise to pass
between the two ranks. Marguerite, awarethat danger was still
all around them, continued to berate Jack energetically. The
soldiers might not be able to make out her words, but they
would certainly hear the angry tone and see her agitated,
frowning face.

Jack was staring straight ahead, with an appropriately
pained ook on hisface, as they drove through. He needed to
thank her, now, and he could think of only one way. Helaid
hishand gently on top of Marguerite'sand pressed her fingers
lightly. She caught her breath for a split second, and then she
continued ranting at him in the same colourful language.

But out of sight of the soldiers, she squeezed his hand and
held it fast.

Marguerite clung to the memory of that magic moment
throughout therest of their journey to Paris. It took much longer
than they had hoped, for the news of Bonaparte’s advance
seemed to have created turmoil everywhere. Posting houses
were without sufficient horses or postilions, inns were full to
overflowing with royalistsfleeing north to escapethe manthey
called 'the monster', and soldiers seemed to be everywhere,
stopping, searching and questioning travellers, but rarely clear
about the purpose of their actions. Their officersclaimed they
weresarving King Louis, but theill-conceal ed mutteringsinthe
rankssuggested otherwise. Margueritefound hersalf becoming
Increasingly nervous. Shedid succeedin continuing to play the
part of theharridan 9 ster, whenever it proved necessary, but she
felt her acting was becoming less and less convincing.
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With each successive encounter with jJumpy soldiers, she
had become more afraid for Jacques, even though he showed
no fear at al. Indeed, he seemed to be enjoying each brush
with danger. Perhaps his buoyant good humour was because
Marguerite had ceased to taunt him? That first search had
taught her afrightening lesson—she and Jack were dependent
on each other to get through thisjourney unscathed. They had
to trust each other. Her wicked teasing had made him cross,
and frustrated, both of which might lead him to say or do
thingsthat might betray them. The momentary satisfaction of
punishing himfor hisstupid oath wasof no moment compared
with their survival.

She had even begun to think they were becoming friends.
Hestill refused to disclosethedetailsof hismisson—she had
asked just once more, and been rebuffed agan—~but on other
subj ects he was happy to talk, and his views wereinteresting
and thoughtful. He seemed to have travelled all over Europe,
In spite of his comparative youth. From a chance remark he
had dropped, Marguerite deduced that he had even visited
England. That seemed strange to her at first, but then shere-
membered that he was spying for England. No doubt his
masters had insisted on a secret visit there, so that they could
assess hisrdiability. It must have been something of the sort
for, when she asked him what England waslike, he turned the
subject. He did not actually deny he had been there, but he
did not admit it, either.

She did not attempt to pursue the issue. She contented
herself with the knowledge that he had avoided lying to her.
Perhaps that touch of their fingers had been more than just a
sign of relief after all. It had certainly been sofor her.

"You arelooking pensive, Marguerite,' hesaid quietly when
they were on the final approachesto Paris. 'There isno need
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to worry. We shall reach our goal soon now, largely thanksto
your astonishing acting ability. | must say | do pity the poor
Idle brother of the termagant from Lyons,' he finished, with
a broad grin.

She decided on the spot to share her concerns with him.
After al, thair mission must soon beover. He would makehis
report, she would deliver her silk to the Duchessof Courland
and seek afew new customers, and then they would be able
to start back south for Lyons. Suzanne, with her new-found
confidence, might becoping perfectly well, but it did not stop
Marguerite from worrying about her. 'l was wondering how
long we are to remain in Paris and where we are to Say. |
Imagine you will wish to be close to the British embassy, so
that you may make your report without being observed?

'l...1..." Goodness, he was actually blushing. He ran a
finger round the inside of his collar and swallowed hard.
'‘Marguerite, there are things | have not told you—things |
may not tell you. For your own safety.’

He reached for her hand and held it for a moment. It was
their first real touch for days, and it made her blood fizz like
shaken champagne. One moment, she felt light-headed and
unsteady, the next she was soaring up into the clouds.

' must ask you a question, which you may find odd, but
| beg you to answer it none the less. You told me, before we
left Lyons, that your father isin the Low Countries, seeking
orders. Heis bound to return to Lyons to protect his family,
as soon as he hears of Bonaparte's return. Any father would.
His obvious route will take him through Paris. Where would
you expect him to lodge in the city?

Marguerite was so shocked that her jaw dropped. She had
told Jacques the same practised lies that the whole family
used, both in Lyons and elsewhere. Papa Grolier was travel -
ling abroad on business, or Papa had been at home but he had
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just left again and would not return for some months. No one
had ever called her bluff before. Why did Jacqueshaveto do
so? To play for time, shesaid, 'l really don't know, Jacques.
Why do you ask?

'l...1..." He was looking increasingly uncomfortable. At
|ast he sald rather hoarsaly, 'l thought your father could
escort you home to Lyons!

'‘But surely you will do that?What about Herr Benn? Do
you not have to return to collect him?

'Er...no. | do not plan to return to Lyons.

'‘But Herr Benn—7?

'Herr Benn iswell aware of what | am planning.’

' see' Marguerite said crosdy. 'So you and Herr Benn
have discussed everything, but | amnot to be trusted with any
Information at all. | takeit you intend to deposit mein Paris,
like a parcel for collection?

'Marguerite, | cannot remain in Paris with you. | have
to...er...go on. Alone!'

'Why? Surely you can ddliver your information here, tothe
embassy?\Where el se would you go?

His jaw worked for amoment. Then, very softly, he said,
'l have to go to England.’

'What? And you would go alone?But that is madness! All
theroadsand the portswill bewatched. Thejourney from Paris
to the coast will befar more dangerousthan anything we have
done so far.' She shook her head determinedly. 'No. If you
leaveParis, | shall go withyou. You cannot safely travel aone.’

'Nonsense, Marguerite. Of coursel can. It will be much
safer for you to stay herein Paris until your father arrives to
escort you home. | could not possibly leave you here other-
wise. It would be abreach of my oath.’

Marguerite threw him a jaundiced ook, but said nothing.
She was not sure that snecould control her voiceif shespoke.



Joanna Maitland 193

Helaid hisfingersgently over hers. 'So, tell me, my brave
Marguerite. How soonisyour father likely to arrivein Paris?
He gave her hand atiny squeeze.

That touch wasthefinal straw. She began to laugh hysteri-
cally. She wanted to double over with the pain of it, but she
eventually managed to suck in abreathand speak. '‘My father?
My father will not be arriving in Paris. My father isssmply a
convenientfictionto alow the silk businessto continueto run.’

'‘What? He jerked away from her.

Shestraightenedher shouldersand stared at him. Hedid not
understand what the Grolierswereabout. Hewas probably too
rich to bother about mundane matterssuch as merchants lives.
Shespokedowly and clearly, asif toasmpleton. 'Our business
cannot operatewithout amantoheadit. | haveno brothers.And
no father, either. He died more than four years ago. We had no
choice. Asfar astheworldisconcerned, my fatherisstill dive.’

'Oh, God! Now what am | going to do?

For asecond or two, shefelt sorry for him. Hisanguish was
so real. But then she realised the import of hiswords. ‘It isa
guestion, sir, of what weare goingtodo, isit not? Sheforced
hersalf to smile confidently. 'If you are determined to travel
on to England in spite of the risks—though | cannot see the
point of it, | must ssy —we will continueto travel together, as
brother and sgter.'

He shook hishead, not decisively, but asif he were trying
to clear his thoughts. 'What acoil!" He had begun to run his
fingers through his hair. It was amost standing on end. It
made him look very young. 'How could | have been so
stupid? That was heartfelt.

'Perhaps it istime to rethink your plans? She was trying
to sound as calm and reasonable as she could. 'You could
deliver your information to the embassy and then you could
return to Herr Benn. With me!
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Hewasbardly listening. 'l had intended tolodgeyou safely
at aconvent until your father arrived, but | dare not do so now.
You might not be safe here, even with the nuns. Who knows
what may happen once Bonapartearrivesin Paris?

"Then let uscomplete our businessas soon aswe may, and
return to Lyons!’

He groaned. 'Marguerite, itisimpossible. | dare not go to
theembassy, for | amtoo well known there. If my trueidentity
were revealed now, my mission would be at an end. And you
would bein real danger, too. I will not risk that.'

His concern warmed her heart. She knew she would never
persuade him to abandon hismisson—nor did shewisnto, for
she could not love a dishonourable man—but there must be
another way. Yes, she had it. "Trust me with your report,
Jacques. | cantae it totheembassy. Therewill benorisk then.

'No!" He saized her hand again and held it firmly between
both of hisown. 'No, Marguerite.You do not understand. The
embassy will be watched. You would be seen, and followed.
Bonaparte's spieswould haveyou arrested, the moment their
master arrived in thecity. No, | must find a placeof safety for
you, well away from Paris, and then | must make haste back
to England.’

'‘Back to England? So you have been there before! But
surely it isdangerousfor a Frenchman to go there, especially
now? Could you not—?

He pulled her up short by squeezing her hand so hard it was
almost painful. Her question expired on agasp.

'Marguerite, | will trust you with my mission. And my life.
| am an Englishman.’



Chapter Sxteen

Cad T

T h e Pension Beauregard did not live up to its name. It was
tucked away in a long, gloomy cul-de-sac near the rue St
Honoré. The location wasideal for thelir purposes—close to
the centre of Paris and yet too poor to tempt the people of
wealth and fashion who might recognise Jacques.

Marguerite crossed to the parlour window yet again. She
had doneit so many times now that she had lost count. He
had been gonefor hours.

He was an English soy.

Those words kept going round and round in her head.
Shetold herself she should be honoured that he had shared
his dangerous secret with her. But she was not. She was
tempted to weep, or to scream with frustration. She had
done neither.

What a fool she had been. She had trusted him. She had
believed they were almost friends. What kind of friendship
could exist between aFrench weaver and an Englisngentleman?

A French royaist might havelearned to return her love and
to forgive her for what she had done to him. But a proud, stiff-
necked Englishman would never do so, however worthy the
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cause. Shehad drugged him andimprisoned himin themost de-
meaning way. It wasno wonder he was trying to get rid of her.

She was remembering exactly how she had behaved during
their journey from Lyons, tempting, teasing, trying to make
him lose control. A Frenchman might have found that
amusing, but an English gentleman would be insulted.
Jacqueshad lost control in the end, but not in theway she had
hoped. There had been no passionatekisses. Rather apassion-
ate outburst against her 'outrageous behaviour'. Exactly what
she would have expected of an Englishman.

She sank back into her chair and closed her aching eyes.
In spite of everything, she still loved him. Therewasno help
for it. But she would never let him know it. Not now. No
English gentleman could ever learn to loveawoman like her.
Shewas just alowly weaver, and afailed temptress. But she
still had her pride. Painful though it had been, she had not
allowed hersalf even the tiniest touch since sne had |earned
of histrueidentity. Shewould never alow himto despise her.

She straightened her back, rose and began to walk back and
forth acrossthelittle parlour. He would return to her eventu-
aly, and she must beready for him. She must concentrate on
their mission. It was her duty to protect him, and there was
only one way to do that now. She would have to behave asif
they truly were brother and sister. It would require cool de-
tachment. She would have to find a way to recover the
common sense which her sister so admired. And to bury her
feelings. She would have to learn to be calm and composed,
no matter how much heartacheit cost her.

She would begin to practise. Now. She forced hersdf to
smile, and crossed to the window.

Down below, the quiet cul-de-sac was empty except for a
one-legged soldier leaning on his crutches in a doorway
opposite, playing amournful melody onatin whistle. It suited
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Marguerite's melancholy mood too well. The man had been

playing the sametuneat odd intervalsever sincethear arrival.
It was beginning to rain. The old soldier ducked further

back into hisdoorway. Down at the very far end of the dley,
whereit joined the bright, noisy bustle of the main road, a
flicker of movement caught her eye. A man was hurrying
down towardsthe pension, theskirtsof hiscoat flapping awk-
wardly around his knees. With one hand, he was holding his
hat against the rain and the swirling wind; the other wasdeep
In his pocket. He did not ook up, but Marguerite recognised
hislong-legged strideat once. Jacqueswastaking no chances.
That pocket contained his money, and probably also a pistol.

Jacques was about to cross the alley to the pension when
he stopped to exchange a few words with the old soldier.
Marguerite was too far away to hear, but she saw the man's
toothless grin and the nod of thanks. Then he stowed his
whistlecarefully inside his jacket and limped off towardsthe
main street, his crutches dipping occasionaly on the wet
cobbles. In spiteof therain, Jacques stood watching the man
until he disappeared round the corner.

Marguerite stepped back from the window before Jacques
could see her. Shedid not want him to guessthat she had been
looking out for him. She certainly did not want him to suspect
that she had been worrying about his safety.

She heard his quick, light step on the stair. By thetimehe
reached the landing, she was sitting by the tiny fire with her
handsfolded demurely in her lap. She was determined to play
the part of asister, bothin public and in private, at |east until
the terrible danger was padt. It did not matter that she was
having to suppress her own longings. They would never be
fulfilled. Not now. What mattered now was to save Jacques
from therisk of arrest.

Thelatch rattled. Margueriteresisted the temptation to go
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to meet him at thedoor. |t was best to remain where she was,
camly seated and suitably distant.

He flung the door wide and stepped inside, throwing his
hat on to the small table alongside thefireplace. Someof the
raindrops fell on the hearth with a sizzle. Marguerite risked
a single enquiring glance and then looked quickly away. He
frowned in response. That was clearly not thereaction he had
been expecting from her. However, he made no comment.
| nstead, he quietly closed the door and shrugged off hisheavy
coat, before crossing to the fireplace to warm his hands.

Marguerite stared at theflickering flames. 'Y ou have been
along time,' she said matter of factly.

He turned his head a fraction, but she refused to lift her
head. It would be much moredifficultto maintain the distance
between them if she looked into his face. Besides, she was
afraid of what he might seein her eyes.

' apologiseif | have worried you, Marguerite.’

She shook her head, hoping she looked impatient rather
than concerned.

'l clearly don't know Parisas well asl thought | did, for it
took longer than | had expected to find the Lyons coaching
agent. Hewasdelighted to havethe chaisereturned, of course.
Hehasqueuesaf customerswanting to journey south, in spite
of Bonaparte's advance. Must say, that surprised me, but
perhapsthey areall sympathisers.'

'Will he provide us with achaisefor Calais?” Marguerite
sat back in her chair and forced hersdlf to appear calm. She
let her gaze drift idly over Jacques's person, avoiding his
eyes, and all the whilereminding hersalf to think of himasa
brother. Only a brother.

'No, he's onthewrong sidedf theriver. Hedealsonly with
journeys to the south and east. | had to start all over again on
thissidedf theSaine. Sadly, | had noluck at all, no matter how
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mush money | offered them. It seemsthere IS not a chaise to
be had anywhere.'

'‘What are we to do? To her annoyance, she detected a
glight tremor in her voice as she spoke. He was bound to
think shewas afraid. She was, but for Jacques, not for herself.
|t was imperativethat he |leave Paris.

‘The diligence for Boulogne and Calais leaves at hoon
each day from the rue Montmartre. It is fully booked today
and tomorrow, but | have purchased thefirst two free places.
We should reach Calais on Thursday.'

She clasped her hands more tightly together. Only a few
more days and then hewould be safe. But in the meantime—?

'Marguerite, what is the matter”? He pulled forward a
rough wooden chair and sat down so close to her that their
knees werealmost touching. Hetried to take her handsin his,
but she snatched them away. 'Marguerite, | can understand
your worries, and your fears, but | promise | will take every
care of you until we leave here. We—

She jumped to her feet, almost knocking him over in the
process, and began to pace. She took refugein anger. 'l am
grateful for your concern, Jacques, but you misread the situa-
tion. | am not afraid.' He had risen, too, and was leaning
casually against thefireplacewith hiseyesfixed on her face.
She frowned at him. We are here as brother and sister. You
acknowledge that it is safer for us to travel so, and yet you
go off alonefor hours, making a spectacle of yoursalf while
you demand post-chaises and instant seats on the diligence.
You even try to bribe the chaise owners. What sort of way is
that to behave? The Bonapartists will mark you down for a
royalist, trying to escapefrom Paris. No doubt they will bide
their time, but if that monster does reach the city, you will
be arrested.’

Hesmiled wryly at her. "'They would haveto find mefirgt,
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my dear. And | can assureyou | was not followed back here.
| do have some basic skillsas a spy, you know.

'Oh!" Sheturned away before she could givein to theurge
to stamp her foot likeachild in atantrum. She strode angrily
across to the window, chewing at her lip. The more danger-
ous their situation, the more devil-may-care he became. Did
he have no common sense at all? And how dare he address
her as his 'dear' ?

She stared down into the street, which was now totally
deserted. The rain had stopped but, in places, the cobbles
gleamed with adlick, metallic sheen. AsMarguerite watched,
askinny cat emerged from acellar and began to pick itsway
daintily around the puddles, making for theend of thealley.
If she had been at home, she would have given it a saucer
of milk. She—

His warm breath stroked the back of her neck like afine
velvet glove. She had not heard him move, but he was
standing immediately behind her. She couldfeel theheat from
his body, even through all the layersaf their clothing. It felt
asif shehad her back to ablazing fire. If sheturned, her face
would be almost against his chest. And her lips would be
only inchesfrom his.

She did not move.

'‘Come back tothefire, Marguerite.' Each soft syllabledf that
rich voice was acaress on her naked skin. She shivered. 'You
see? Therewasahint of masculinetriumphin hisvoice, even
thoughit wasdtill bardly audible. 'lIt iscold hereby thewindow.'

She continued to focus on the distant cat. After a moment
more, she felt the heat receding. She turned and saw that he
was back by thefireplace, waiting for her to resume her seat.
As if nothing at all had happened. She nodded coolly and
returned to her chair so that he, too, might sit down.

Hehad put hischair back initsnormal place, arespectable
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distanceaway fromhers. |t seemed that he had understood the
rules she was trying to impose. When he began to speak, she
was sure of it.

'We have gleaned alot of informationon our way here, in-
formation that will be useful to the Allies, | think. My wan-
derings today have shown me that Parisis much like Sens,
wherewe stopped last night. Rumours everywhere, of course,
and royalist sentiment aimost invisible. | could understand
that at Sens, but here, in Paris?| would have expected at |east
apretenceaf loyalty whiletheKing remainshere, but | found
none. The loudest voices belonged to Bonapartists plotting
their revenge on their enemies. You have heard about the
proclamation?

Margueriteshook her head. It wasall starting to sound very
bad.

'Bonaparte issued gproclamationafter weleft Lyons. It stated
that the Bourbonsar e unfit toreignand all troopsar € to jointhe
""great Napoleon''. By all accounts, they are aready doing 0.

'Ney will arrest him. He has sworn an oath to the King.'
Margueriteraised her eyes, hopingto seeagreementin hisface.
Therewasnone. Hisexpression wasablank. |t seemed hehad
nofaithin Marshal Ney, and possibly nonein theKing, either.

'Let us hope you are right. No doubt we will learn soon
enough.' He rose and reached for his coat. 'Since we are
marooned here for at least two days, we might as well
continuewith our plan. Today being Sunday, you cannot wait
upon the Duchessof Courland or any other potential custom-
ers. So | suggest wewalk out calmly together, as brother and
sister, totaketheair after therain and find oursel vesa decent
medl. |, for one, am starving.'

|t had taken Jack some timeto persuade her to accompany
him, even though the Pension Beauregard did not servefood.
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Jack knew that Marguerite had not eaten since their arrival,
but she refused to admit that she was hungry. In the end, he
resorted to underhand tactics, telling her that they were both
needed out on the streetsin order to find out what was really
goingonin Paris. That was untrue. The situation was already
clear enough. Jack doubted whether anything else of use
would turn up.

She would not be easlly fooled, he knew. So he led her
through the streets to the Palais Royal, where the cafés and
gaming rooms were renowned as a hotbed of gossip and re-
bellion. The place would be full of Bonapartists, and there-
foredangerous, but it was what she was bound to expect. She
was asfearlessas ever. Shewalked calmly by hisside, looking
about her, watching carefully. She did not speak. Occasion-
aly, her heelsclicked on the wet cobbles, but she showed no
signat all of losing her footing. And sheflatly refused to take
hisarm, no matter how politely he offered.

Something had changed. Jack had been trying to tell
himsalf that his imagination was playing tricks on him, but
he could not swallow such a whisker any more. Marguerite
had started their journey from Lyons by teasing and taunting
him, to the point where he had thought hisfrustrationsmight
boil over. He had been very tempted to turn her over hisknee
or, better, to kiss her senseless. But, after that first encounter
with the soldiers, she had become very proper, almost likea
true sister. He had been glad of it at first, since it gave him
a chanceto regain control of hisunruly body. Unfortunately
his control had not been as good as he would have wished.
Not because of anything Marguerite had done—she had
behaved impeccably —but because of his own memories of
her seductive teasing. No matter how primly she looked at
him, he kept seeing the sensual enchantress beneath. It had
taken him two days of stern warningsto himself to put those



Joanna Maitland 203

pictures aside. And even then, they had returned at night in
his dreams.

Playing the part of a sister had not stopped her from
touching himin perfectly ordinary ways, or giving him apeck
on the cheek when they retired for the night. After hisinitial
surprise, Jack had come to expect her good-night kissand to
relishit in a strange sort of way. It was totaly innocent, but
thetouch of her soft lipsagainst hisskin had been aglorious
memory to carry to bed with him, even if it had tended to
disturb hisrest.

So why had she stopped?

What had he said? Or done? He understood now, too late,
that he had enjoyed their time together, even when she was
teasing him. It suggested that there might be some attraction
between them, that Marguerite might— No! He must not
allow himsdlf to think such things. He had sworn an oath, to
treat her honourably, asa sister. He could not break it.

But she was no longer alowing him to behave as a
brother. Why?

Theanswer was obvious as soon as he began to consider it
coolly and logically. He had confessed that hewasan English-
man. Since then, she had not allowed him to lay afinger on
her, evenin the most innocuousway. And her good-night kiss
wasnow only amemory. Shewasaroyalist who would do her
duty for her cause. That might include hel ping an English spy
to escape from France, but it clearly did not include allowing
such aman to touch her. If only he had not told her...

'‘Good gracious!' Marguerite had stopped in her tracks.
Ahead of them, in apassageleading between onestall selling
clocks and another selling toys, there was an apparently re-
spectable young woman holding up a highly coloured print,
which was anything but respectable. Jack cursed himself for
forgetting. The booksellersin thearcadesaof thePalais Royal
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were renowned for the range of their erotic wares, and not in
the least embarrassed about displaying them.

'‘Come away, sister.” He put an armaround her shoulder and
forced her to move. For once, shedid not attempt to shakehim
off, though he knew she would do so as soon as sheregained
her composure.

‘That woman. Was shea...a progtitute? Marguerite's voice
was trembling alittle. Her face was very white.

Jack gave her shoulders atiny squeeze and then removed
hisarm. 'No, sister. Sheisjust aPalais Royal bookseller.You
may not believe it, but she considers hersalf highly re-
spectable. They all do, in spite of what they s4ll.'

'Oh. I'm afraid | did not know. | have never visited the
Palais Royal before.’

"You would have been unwise to do so, without an escort.
But now that we are heretogether, you will alow meto show
you, | hope, that we may eat aswell hereasanywherein Paris.’
He pointed to the row of restaurants, each withitshill of fare
on display, and many with criersoutside, encouraging poten-
tial customersto enter and sampl e the establishment's excel-
lent cuisine. ‘A restaurant of themiddling sortfor us, | fancy,’
he added softly. 'One where we are unlikely to meet anyone
we would prefer to avoid.’

Therestaurant was almost full when they arrived, but they
managed to secure atablein acorner from which they could
study the wholeroom. As Jacques had predicted, thefood was
excellent and plentiful, and wine was included in the very
modest price. Marguerite found her attention straying from
her plate. Her mind wasfull of that extraordinary picture, of
a man and a woman coupling on asofain arose garden. She
had never before seen such athing. She had alwaysassumed,
perhaps naively, that sexual encounters took placein a bed-
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chamber, in the dark. Such an outrageous print should have
disgusted her, but in fact it had merely surprised her and
started wild questionsin her mind. The naked couple seemed
to be enjoying each other very much. Was that what love-
making wasreally like?Wasit possibleto delightin alover's
body?And in the open air?

She was sure she must be blushing. To divert her unruly
thoughts, she focused on the mistress of the establishment, a
stately woman with aresplendent bosom, dressed in agown of
deep purpletrimmed withlace. Neither thesilk of thegownnor
thelacewasof thefirst quality, but they did not need to be; the
patronne’s manner was condescending enough for a duchess.

It was well after seven when they spilled out into the
muggy darknessin the centre of the Palais Royal. The trees
were amost invisible but, all around them, the cellars and
shops and cafés rose in layers full of light, as if the dark
centrewere surrounded by aring of fire. Margueritetried un-
successfully to swallow agiggle. Shehad had asudden vision
of the patronne cavorting within that fiery ring, her enormous
bosom heaving.

'Do | detect that you have had one too many glasses of
wine, sister?

'Certainly not!" She straightened her face, with difficulty,
and shot a glance back over her shoulder. Madame was
nowhere to be seen. 'No, I'm afraid that the airs of madame
|la patronne were becoming too much for me. She oversees
her empire like a bountiful deity." She thought for a moment.
'No, perhaps not bountiful. | doubt she would be kind if her
underlingsfailed to do her bidding.'

Or if her loverfailed to come up to scratch.

Marguerite was at a loss to know where such a wicked
thought had come from. Perhaps she realy had drunk too
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much wine?Sheforced hersdlf to remember their missionand
her resolve. "That wasasplendid dinner, Jacques, but thecus-
tomers were...er...rather subdued.' In truth, they had over-
heard nothing useful. 'Shall wereturn to the pension?

He shook his head. 'l thought we might take coffee up
there.' He pointed to the upper storey. 'But stay close by me.
Some of the cafés here are full of prostitutes, and worse. |
would not have you distressed in any way.'

He tucked her hand under his arm as he spoke and turned
towards the stairs. Marguerite was too surprised to protest or
pull away. Judging by thenoisecomingfrom somed thelighted
windows, not all of theseestablishmentswere respectable. She
could hear drunken laughter and all kinds of musc—uviaolins,
and drums, and even what sounded likeatin whistle.

They had just reached the upper storey when an enormous
shout camefrom the squarebe ow. A man had appearedin the
middle of the darkness, carrying two pairs of huge lamps,
which he proceeded to hang from the trees. 'Gentlemen!" he
cried, twirling round on the spot so that he could be seenfrom
all sides of the piazza. 'Gentlemen, | have great news!' He
continuedto yell at thetop of hisvoiceuntil crowdsof people
appeared from the cafés and gaming rooms.

Jack pulled Marguerite so close against his side that she
could feel the shape of oneof his pistolspressing against her
hip bone. His breathing was shallow and uneven, and he had
narrowed his eyes to watch the man below. Was he calculat-
Ing how they might escape from here?

Atlast, theman in the square was satisfied with the size of
his audience. 'Gentlemen! A great triumph! The Emperor
Napoleon reached Auxerre last night. Marshall Ney was
waiting for him and our beloved Emperor embraced himasa
comrade. Thefat Bourbon's threats have cometo nothing, as
weknew they would. Everyoneflocksto the Emperor. Except
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fat Louis, of course, who has fled the country again, back to
thearms of France's enemies. We arewdll rid of himand all
the Bourbons. Let us rgjoice, my friends. Our Emperor will
be with usagain, herein his capital, tomorrow!"



Chapter Saventeen

Ced TS

‘How could he break hisoath?1t was an oath to France!' A
night's sleep had madeno differenceto Marguerite'sfeelings.
Her voice was still filled with loathing for the King she had
supported so bravely. She had been prepared to die for him,
while he, at thefirst sign of danger, had fled the country.

Jack did not know how to console her. There was no way
he could defend King Louis. The man had made high-flown
promises, but hewas basically weak. Urged on by hiscronies,
he had turned the clock back towards repression rather than
forward to reform, and now all France would be madeto pay.
Marguerite sounded totally disillusioned. Her royal hero had
deceived her.

It was Marguerite hersalf who provided the solution.
'Whatever he hasdone, we cannot desert the causewe serve,
she announced proudly. We must continueour mission. We,
at least, shall not break our oaths.’

Jack did not need that reminder. His vow to treat her asa
sister was never far from his mind. He had told himself,
throughout their journey from Lyons, that his oath must on
no account be broken. Herather thought that, if hekissed her
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again, she would respond willingly, and perhaps eagerly —
there had been enough hintsin her unguarded reactions that
she was not indifferent to him—but she would despise him
oncetheir passion was spent. He was not prepared torisk that,
even for the pleasure of making love to her. He wasa grown
man. He could wait.

'Since we cannot leave Paris until tomorrow, | suggest we
makethemost of today to do as much businessaspossible,' she
sad brusgudly. 'l havetheDuchessof Courland's silk toddiver.’

'Do you think that is wise? Everyone knows that the
Duchessisafervent royalist. Her house will be watched now
that Bonaparte's successis assured.,'

'‘But she ordered thissilk and—

'She ordered it for a court dress. For King Louis's court,
Marguerite. She will have no usefor it now. And, to befrank,
| would be surprised if she were prepared to pay you for it.
Better to avoid the risk of going to her house.'

'Oh.! Marguerite sat down suddenly in her chair by the
fireside. 'And the same will be true of all the other great
ladies, | suppose.

'l imagineso. Theroyalist ladieswill not wish to buy, and
the Bonapartist ladies have not yet returned to Paris. | am
afraid that you are unlikely to find any buyerstoday.’

Margueriterose and crossed to where her trunk of silk sat
against thewall oppositethefireplace. By day shekeptit here
In thelittle parlour; at night, it sat safely next to her bed. She
ran a hand lovingly acrosstheworn leather. 'Can wetakethis
with usin thediligence?

‘That 1s something we need to discuss, Marguerite. Thus
far, we have pretended to be silk merchants, travelling to Paris
to sell our wares. We cannot use that story on the road to
Calais, for there are no great ladies there. | think we must
leave your trunk behind.’
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She spun round, handson hips, to stand protectively infront
of thetrunk. 'No! Thereare monthsof work here. Thisslk is
worth asmall fortune to my family. | will not abandonit.’

This was going to be very difficult. '‘Our luggage alow-
ance on the diligence is only fifteen pounds each. Barely
enough for our valises. The trunk would cost a great deal
extrato transport, alwaysassuming there was room for it.'

‘But—’

'Be reasonable, Marguerite. You must see that we cannot
takeit.

'l will not abandonit, shesaid again, even moreforcefully.

Jack took a deep breath and thought hard. He could not
afford to argue with her over the trunk, which wasrelatively
unimportant. He still had to persuade her about the convent.
That might be much more difficult. '‘Perhaps we can find a
securedeposit for it herein Paris,' he suggested.

Shewasalready shaking her head. 'Nothing will besecure
once Bonaparte arriveshere. It would be better to put it on a
cart for home.

'Now that givesmeanidea,' Jack said, beaming with relief.
'You railed at me yesterday for spending so much time with
the Lyonsagent, but | begin to think it may have been worth-
while. | bought him a couple of glasses of red while he told
meall about hisbusiness, and histroubles. It wasgood infor-
mation. What's more, he owes me a favour now. He will be
sending chaisesand carriages south to Lyons. If | pay him well
enough, he'll make sure your trunk is safely delivered back
to Suzanne. What do you think?

Marguerite smiled alittle uncertainly. 'l supposeit could
work. Thechaiseowner in Lyonsiswell knownto our family,
since we often hire carriages from him. He wouldn't want to
lose our custom.’

'Excdlent. T’1l tell his Paris agent so. Then he'll take
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doubly good careaof your trunk.' Heheld out hishand. 'If you
give me the key, I'll take it to him now and send it off.'

She shook her head. "There is no need to send the key.
Suzannehasaspareat home.' Shepaused for amoment. 'Since
no oneelsewill beableto open thetrunk,’ shemused, 'l could
put aletterinsde, telling Suzanne what hashappened. Shewill
worry when the trunk arrives back in Lyonsand | do not.’

You must not tell her about our mission, Marguerite!'
he snapped.

She glowered at him. 'l thought you knew me better than
that, Jacques." She marched back to the fire and sat down,
staring pensively into theflames. Eventually, her frown eased.
'l shall writethingsthat shealonewill understand. But | must
also tell her wherel amto befound." Shelooked enquiringly
up at Jack. Therewas uncertainty in her eyes, but nofear. ‘Pre-
cisely where are we going? And where are we to part?

Shewasvery direct. And very brave. Jack owed her thetruth.
'l haveto trave back to England, but | canleavefrom any port.
Calais istheeasiest crossing, butitisalsothefurthest fromParis.
Anditwill probably becrawlingwith Bonaparte’s Spiesby now.
Boulogne would do as well. Or even Dieppe. What mattersis
finding a safe haven for you. | had thought to find a convent,
well away from the main roads. Or perhaps a school ?

She surprised him. He had expected her to object to the
very ideaof aconvent, but she said only, 'l am too old to be
left at a school, Jacques. Or had you not noticed? She
narrowed her eyesat him.

Hefelt himsdlf reddening. Shewasafully maturewoman.
He had most certainly noticed that.

Sheignored his growing embarrassment. ‘A convent would
do, though. Therei stheAbbayedesDames at Caen, for example,
and at Rouen— Oh!" She grinned suddenly. 'l have a much
better idea.' She waved him to the seat opposite her. She was
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suddenly feeling very pleased with hersdlf. 'l have the perfect
plan. We shdl tell anyone who asks that we are traveling via
Rouen to Caen, wherel am to enter theabbey asanovice. It will
be pearfectly proper for my brother to escort me there!

|n spiteof theurgency of their situation, hecould not resist
the chance to tease her. His sultry temptress would make a
very unusual nun. 'Do you truly think you can play the part
of anovice, Marguerite?

She placed her palmstogether in an attitude of prayer and
bowed her head meekly. 'We shall not go to Caen,' she con-
tinued solemnly, without lifting her head. 'There isavillage
near Barentin, on the road from Rouen to Dieppe. The curé
there used to be—’" She cleared her throat. "'The curé, Father
Bertrand, knows my family well. He will shelter me until |
am able to return to Lyons!'

'l cannot say how long it will bebeforel am ableto return
for you, Marguerite. Areyou sure—?’

"You need have no concerns. You will be ableto travel on
to Dieppeand take shipfromthere.' Shelooked up at him with
wide, sparkling eyes. Was she triumphant because she had
found the solution they sought? Or was it—jud perhaps—
because he had promised to return for her?

Jack did not dare to ask. Nor could he question her about
the mysteriouscuré, though he was sure shewashiding some-
thing. How would a cleric from Normandy come to know a
family from Lyons?How could Margueritebeso very surethe
curé would take her in?

‘That seems a splendid plan,’ he said heartily. His first
priority had to be to get them both safely out of Paris. Their
existing ticketsto Calaiswould havetodo. We can takethedili-
genceasfar asBeauvais.Withluck, well beabletohireachaise
to Rouen from there. Now, if you will write your letter to your
sger, | will take your trunk to the agent and send it safely on
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Iits way. And in the meantime,' he added with a grin, 'you can
practise your role asasilent and submissive postulant nun.’

Marguerite was already in bed when the cheering began.
She had been expecting it all day, but none the less it made
her feel ill, asif she had swallowed something tainted.

Sheroseand dragged on her wrapper. From her tiny window,
she could see nothing. She would haveto go into the parlour.

Jacques was there before her. Unlike Marguerite, he had
chosennot toretireearly. Hewas still fully dressed. He turned
at the sound of the latch and plastered a smile on to his
features as soon as he saw her. But he had not been quick
enough. She had seen thelines of worry on hisface. She was
worried, too. Paris was becoming ever more dangerous for
royalists. Soon, it would be so all across France, and yet, in
spite of therisks, Jacques had said he would return. For her.
She could scarcely believeit. But it must be true. He would
not fail to keep such a promise. Could it meen—?

Another burst of noise echoed in the distance. 'l suppose
they are cheering for Bonaparte?’ she asked quietly.

He shrugged. 'Who else could it be? To be honest, | had
expected him to arrive before this. It's taken so long that |
allowed mysdf to hope, for a moment, that the cavalry sent
to arrest him had actually donetheir duty. Clearly they failed.
Bonaparte will no doubt sleep soundly tonight, though some
of therest of uswill not." He shook hishead in disgust. 'l had
better go down to the Tuileriesand seefor mysalf how heis
being received. London will wish to know if all Parisis
cheering him.'

'London isvery naive if it believesotherwise. It would be
foolhardy for anyone not to cheer.’

'Precisaly so, but my masters will wish to have the testi-
mony of thelr own eyewitness. So | shall go and cheer with
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therest.' He crossed to the door. "You had best return to your
bedchamber whilel am gone, Marguerite. And make sureyou
lock yoursdlf in.'

'You will take care, Jacques? She had not intended to say
it aloud. The thought had been in her mind and, somehow, it
had turned itself into words.

Hesmiled at her. 'Have nofear. | can play the Bonapartist
with the best of them, as| think you may have noticed. Try
to deep. If it will reassureyou, | will tap on your door when
| return.” The smile turned into a wicked grin. 'l would not
have you worrying all night, sister dear.’

She looked round for something to throw at him, but their
spartan parlour boasted neither cushionsnor books. When she
turned back, he had gone. Shetried the window, but shecould
see nothing. Was he down therein the aley, making his way
towardsthelight and the cheering crowds?With no flambeaux
outside the pension, it was impossible to tell.

For a split second, she thought she heard the sound of atin
whistle, but then it was gone. She told herself she had
probably imagined it. After all, that silly little tune had been
echoing round in her mind sincethefirst timesheheardit. The
old soldier couldn't possibly be here again. Not in the dark.

Even though she knew she must be hearing things, she
opened the window overlooking the alley. A rush of cold
wind swirled round her, tugging at her wrapper and her hair.
Thedying firecoughed protesting smokeinto theroom. Shiv-
ering, Marguerite leaned out, straining her eyes to see.
Nothing. And no sound either, nothing but the distant sounds
of triumph as Parisacclaimed its returning hero.

Margueritehad been playing the part of the modest would-
be nun for what seemed like hours now. She had the corner
seat, facing forward, but therewas barely room to movesince



Joanna Maitland 215

all sixinsideseatsweretaken. The problemwith being totally
silent was that it gave her too much timeto think. And tofeel.

Therewasavery largewoman in the other forward corner.
She wasdressed in so many layersaf grubby skirtsand petti-
coatsthat Jacques, in the middle, had barely room to breathe.
Being a gentleman, he had not uttered a word of complaint.
He had even made the appropriate noisesin response to the
large woman's almost ceaseless commentary on the towns
they passed and the people she knew.

For Marguerite, it wasakind of glorious torture. Jacques
was sgueezed up against her so tightly that she could fedl the
heat of hisbody and the tiny movementsof histhigh muscles
evary time he tried to shift to a dightly more comfortable
position. She fancied he was trying not to push against her —
did the constant contact start his temperaturerising asit did
hers?—Dbut he really had no choice. For thefirst hour or so,
she tried to shrink away, to give him room, to avoid the for-
bidden touch. But after a while, she had begun to lean into
him, just a fraction. Why not, after all? There was nothing
improper about what was happening between them. Trav-
ellersin adiligence were often forced to travel in just such
close proximity.

But the touch of him almost took her breath away.

In less than a day, they would part. Jacques would travel
on to Dieppe, and England, leaving Margueritein the charge
of Father Bertrand. She was not even surethe curé would rec-
ognise her, since he had fled from Lyons more than fifteen
years before, condemned for his service to royalist, aristo-
cratic families. But he would recognise her family name. His
allegiances would not have changed. She was sure that her
name would be enough to secure his help.

Father Bertrand would offer her shelter. But what if hewas
dead, or could not be found? What then? Would Jacques
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abandon her in some chilly convent? No, he would not. He
had promised to return for her. He had promised.

She risked a tiny sideways glance up at his face. He was
staring directly ahead, his gaze unfocused, asif histhoughts
weree sewhere. But hisjaw wasclenched. Hewasfinding this
journey difficult, just as Marguerite was. On that satisfying
discovery, she allowed hersdf to lean into him a fraction
more. Histhroat worked as he swallowed hard, but otherwise
he did not move. Marguerite bent her head once more and
smiled down at her demurely clasped hands. She decided, in
that moment, that she was not going to alow himto leaveher
without one more kiss. Not a sisterly peck on the cheek, but
areal, passionatejoining of man and woman. Since he would
nott ake her with him, shewould give him something momen-
tous to remember, and to come back for.

It occurred to her then that she had never told him of his
mistake about theoath. Would it makeadifferenceif heknew
he had not sworn to treat her as a sister? Possibly. But then
again, possibly not. Hehad swornto treat her with all honour
as long as they travelled together. Did passionate kisses fall
within his definition of honourable behaviour? She rather
thought not. If there was to be passion between them, the
Initiativewould haveto comefrom Marguerite. What she was
contemplating would be improper, even scandalous. Would
that stop her? No.

The unremarkable young man sitting directly opposite
Marguerite had just pulled a shuff box from the pocket of
his threadbarecoat. She noticed that his boots were cracked,
too. He did not have the look of aman who could afford to
pay the inside fare from Paris to Calais. Yea the snuff box
was of the finest workmanship and probably worth more
than all the clothes on his back. He opened it with a caress-
Ing hand and Marguerite saw, through her lashes, that thelid
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bore a beautifully enamelled portrait of Napoleon Bona-
parte. Her heart missed a beat and then began to race.
Jacques must take carel

‘That isavery finebox, gr." The fat woman leaned across
Jacquesto get abetter view, pushing himeven further against
Marguerite.

She resisted the urge to reach out to Jacques. She had just
enough sense left to realise she would protect him best by
making no moveat all.

'Y ou areasupporter of our beloved Emperor, | takeit? the
fat woman continued, smiling hopefully at the young man.

He took a delicate pinch of snuff and returned the box to
his pocket withexaggerated care. 'l servethe Emperor as best
| may, maam." His tone was not encouraging. He clearly did
not wish to converse with this gossipy stranger.

The woman sat back in her place, spread her arms to en-
courage the passengers to listen, and began to list all the
enemiesof theEmpirewho werefleeing Bonaparte’s advance.

Marguerite closed her eyesand tried to shut out the sound.
She needed to think. She should have wondered about that
young man before now, but, besotted fool that she was, she
had been totally focused on the man at her side, and on the
feel of his body against hers. And as a result of her neglect,
Jacquescould beinreal danger! The Bonapartist opposite had
been the last passenger to climb into the diligence, only a
moment before the off. He had been short of breath, asif he
had been running. And, thinking back, Margueritewasa most
sure the young man had brought no luggage.

Oh, heavens! Was he a Bonapartist agent set to follow
Jacques? Perhaps to arrest him?

'And fat Louiss women have no courage, either,' the fat
woman sald, warming to her theme. 'Why, one of them fled
the city in such haste that she left her grandchildren behind.
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She was gone even beforefat Louis." Shechortled. 'It's quite
afeat to be more of acoward than him, don't you think?

No onereplied.

'Of course, she's not aFrenchwoman, which might explain
It. Courland isin Germany somewhere, isit not?’

Marguerite gasped and jerked upright.

'Know her, doyou, dearie?’ Thefat woman |eaned forward
to smirk at Marguerite.

|

'My sster is about to enter a convent, ma’am,” Jacquessad
gravdy, reaching out to lay hishand over Marguerite's tightly
clagped ones. 'She knowsnothing of court ladies, whatever their
dlegiances. | ntheconvent, everyonei sequa inthesight of God.'

Marguerite closed her eyes again and alowed Jacques's
strength to flow into her. She heard the fat woman mutter
something and then silencefell in the coach, like a blessing.

Jacquesgaveher fingersafinal tiny squeezeof encourage-
ment and removed his hand. He had no choice, of course.
They weretravelling as brother and sister. But theloss of his
touch left Margueritefeeling bereft, and alone.

Sheraised her head. Opposite her, the young Bonapartist
was scrutinising her with narrowed, piercing eyes. And his| eft
hand was abstractedly fingering the Bonaparte snuff box in
his pocket.
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T %D

Jack pushed the bread basket towardsMarguerite. "You must
edat,' hesaid, trying to sound encouraging rather than worried.
'You have not had even haf your bowl of soup.' He took
another spoonful of hisown. 'lt is excellent, you know, and
warming for the journey ahead.'

He watched as she made a half-hearted attempt to eat. He
thought he knew precisely why her appetite had vanished.
That episodein thediligence had terrified her. And no wonder.
It was supremely unlucky that that fat gossip should have
mentioned the Duchessof Courland. Margueritehad betrayed
hersalf there, thoughonly for aninstant. Hedid not blame her.
He had been shocked, too.

He reached acrossthe table to t ake her hand. Although he
knew he should not, for the merest touch of her silken skin
was enough to arouse him, hefelt he had to do something to
reassure her. And what el sewasthere?Hedid not dare to talk
openly about what had happened, not until the diligence and
Its passengers had left Beauvais and were safely on the way
to Calais. It should have left already, since the stop was
supposed to be only an hour. Why the delay? It might seem
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that he and Marguerite were safe here alone in the coffee
room, but there was no knowing who might be listening
outside the door, or who might walk in on them.

They dare not t ake any morerisks. That gossi ping woman
would certainly repeat whatever sheoverheard. And thenthere
was the man with the snuff box. Jack wasfar from sure about
him. He might be smply ayoung man who hero-worshipped
Bonaparte. Many did. On the other hand, he might be some-
thing much more dangerous.

Marguerite put down her spoon. At first, shessmply gazed
at his hand, whereit lay over hers. Then she looked up into
hisface. Therewas hopein her eyes now, he decided, and de-
termination had replaced her understandablefear. He smiled
dightly and squeezed her hand. The glow wasreturning to her
face and her eyes had softened. He had thought her pretty
before, but now, with the low, flickering light of fire and
candles catching the pale mass of her hair, she was radiantly
beautiful. He caught his breath and alowed all his sensesto
fill with thelook, the touch, and the scent of her.

‘Jacques, that man—

Her words)jerked himout of hisdangerousreverie. Hetight-
ened hisgrip on her hand and put an urgent finger to hislips.
He managed to resist the urge to shake hishead in warning, in
case someone was watching them from the shadows.

Shewasquick to catch hismeaning. Shedid not say another
word, but shelifted her chinin that resoluteway he had noticed
before. It wasoneof the many thingshe so admired about her.
She had understood the danger and would act onit.

'l wonder whether thediligencehasleft yet,' Jack said non-
chalantly, in a voice that would carry to any eavesdropper.
'Must say, | do not envy them therest of the journey. It was
exceedingly cramped.’

‘There will be much morespacenow,” Margueriteanswered,
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taking her cue from him. 'After al, there will be only four
personsinside, instead of Sx.’

‘True, Sister, true. But | had much rather travel post, where
we can take care of our own comfort. The chaise should be
ready soon, the landlord said.'

Marguerite's response was drowned by the noise of the
diligence outside the coffee room window. Relieved, Jack
rose and went to look out. He was just in time to seeit turn
out of the inn yard and disappear into the gathering gloom.
The next stage of itsjourney to Calais would be in the dark.

'It has gone,' he said, in something more like his normal
voice. 'You need not worry any more, Marguerite.'

‘Thank God,' she breathed. Someof thetension seemed to
leave her body as she spoke. She even began to eat her soup.

Jack returned to thetable. Thistime, heresisted thelureof
her fingers, though he could not avoid inhaling her subtle
scent. It was part of what shewas—delicate, beautiful,and im-
mensaly desirable. Did sheadd lavender to the water she used
torinse her curls?Herather fancied shemust. Duringall their
timein the diligence, her hair had been only inchesfrom his
face. He had been itching to reach out to wind one of those
silken ringlets around hisfingers, to touch it to his cheek, to
test it against histongue. Being so closeto her, for hour after
hour, had been almost more than his body could stand.

‘That man, Jacques, the onein the diligence. He seemed
to be watching us. And he had no luggage. Did you notice?

Jack nodded. He had wondered about the manfrom the be-
ginning. Showing that portrait of Bonaparte had been no
accident. It had beenintendedto provokeareaction. Andit had.

'l think that someone must have suspected us as soon as
we reached Paris. That man outside the pension. He was a
spy, | think.'

'What man? Jack said sharply.
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You saw him. You spoke to him. The one-legged soldier
with the tin whistle. I'm sure he was at the pension again last
night, when you went to the Tuileries!’

'Oh, that man.' Jack laughed and relaxed back into his
chair. 'Yes, you are right. He was there. | paid him to keep
watch when | was not with you. | did not think you would
notice him. Obvioudy | underestimated you.'

Marguerite glowered at him.

'‘Poor Marguerite. If he frightened you, | apologise.’

'l am not your "' poor Marguerite’” and | wasnot frightened,’
she snapped. 'Except for you, you idiotish man. Oh, Jacques,
why will you not trust me?

'l havetold you everything | can. | need to keep you safe!’
His protestations were making no impact on her. She still
looked mutinous. He shrugged his shoulders. Perhaps she
had earned theright. "What more do you want to know?

She bit her lip. And she had started to twist her fingers
together. 'l know you are a royalist. And | know you are
taking information about Bonaparte back to England. But
who are you really, Jacques?| don't beieve—

Her question was cut off by the sound of the door opening.
Jack | eapt to hisfeet, putting hisown body betweenMarguerite
and the newcomer. He strained his eyes. In the gloom beyond
the candlelight, it was impossible to make out more than a
shadowy figure. 'Is that you, landlord?Is our chaiseready?

Itis, sic

Jack tensed. The voice was too young to be the landlord's.
'Who isthere? hesaid sharply. '‘Come forward. Let meseeyou.

The man took a single pace forward. Jack recognised the
young face and the threadbare clothes. Therewasatiny pistol
In the man's right hand. The metal on the barrel caught the
candlelight ashelevdledit.

And then hefired.
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M argueritescreamed and flung herself on top of Jacques's
body. It wasominoudly still. She could feel blood, warm and
sticky, on hisface and in his hair. There was a great deal of
blood. 'Jacques! No! Oh, Jacques, pleasedon't die!" She must
do something, bandage him, stop the bleeding. She jumped
to her feet and grabbed the napkins from the table, balling
them into pads.

'l should saveyoursdlf thetrouble, maam," theyoung man
said coolly. 'Head wounds are generally fatal. Especially
when they are intended to be so.'

Stunned, she stared at the little pistol in his hand. How
could such atiny pop havedoneso much harm?Ye Jacques's
body lay lifelessin front of the hearth. Lifeless! 'You have
killed him!" Her voicewas part-gasp, part-scream. She seized
the carving knife from the table and launched herself at him.
He had killed the man she loved, and she would make him
pay the price.

He caught her easlly. He was dight, but he was strong, and
guick onhisfeet. Hegrasped her wrist and twisted it up her back
until shecried out in pain and dropped the knife. He kicked it
casually asde. Then he pushed her roughly into her chair. It
rocked back with the sudden impact, but then righted itself.

Marguerite's body wasfrozen. Her limbsrefused to move.
She cursed him.

He paused in the act of stowing the pistol in his pocket.
'Yes, | thought as much. Y ou, madam, would makeavery in-
adequate nun.' Very ddiberately, he walked across to where
Jacques's body was lying and stared down at it. 'So perishall
the Emperor's enemies,’ he said quietly.

Hisicy certainty roused her to boiling fury. 'Who gaveyou
the power to act as judge and executioner? she spat.

"You did. When you proclaimed him an English oy in this
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very room. Did it not occur to you that someone might be
listening”?

Hiswordspummelled her likeblows. Margueritecrumpled
Into her chair, wrapping her armsround her body and burying
her head to shut out the pain. She gulped for breath, but she
had no tears. Shehad no right to weep. [t was her fault. Jacques
was dead and it was her fault!

Themanturned toleave. Hedid not seemto carethat hewas
turning his back on Marguerite, that she would kill himif she
could. 'Do nottry for theknife,' hesaid coldly over hisshoulder.
'I prefer not to kill women, even when they are enemies!’

His words stung her out of her stupor. She cursed him
again, even morefoully.

Heturned back toface her. Hewassmiling. 'Perhaps it will
help your peace of mind, maam, if | tell you that the fault
was not all yours. Y our friend brought suspicion upon himself,
by asking far too many questions at the Tuilerieslast night.
Your role was smply to confirm what | aready knew." He
paused. 'It is apity that a proper trial was not possible, but
these are difficult times. I'm sure you will understand.’ He
spoke as coldly asif he were apologising for arriving late at
avery inferior dinner party.

Hedug into his pocket. Had he changed his mind?Was he
going to shoot her? Margueriteknew, in that instant, that she
did not care whether she lived or died.

‘The Emperor isaman of honour. He would wish evenhis
enemies to have a decent funeral. Here.' He held up asingle
coin so that it gleamed in the firelight. It was a twenty-franc
piece. A gold Napoleon.

Without another word, he tossed the coin on to the floor
by the body and stalked out of the room. He was gone.

And her beloved Jacques was dead.

She threw hersalf to the floor and crawled across to the
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body, putting her handsto his poor lifelesscheeksand her lips
to his forehead. She had so longed to kiss him. Now she
could, but he would never be able to return her love. It was
too late. He was gone. The River of Death now flowed
between them. She could not reach acrossitsicy watersto the
warm, vibrant man he had been. All she could do was to
cradle his body. And mourn.

Vagudy, she heard the sound of horsesin the yard. She
touched her lips to his mouth and began to weep.

'Apologiesfor thedelay, Sr. Your chaiseisready. It— The
landlord's mouth dropped open. 'Good God! Madam, what
has happened?

Marguerite raised her head. She felt totally exhausted,
too drained to attempt any real explanations. 'He is dead,
she said smply.

Thelandlord flung himself to his knees by the body. 'But
heis bleeding, maam. Why did you not call for help?

'He is beyond mortal help. Apart from prayers.'

The landlord frowned crosdy. 'He is bleeding, maam.
Heisdive!

'Alive? But it's impossible. He—’ It was probably the
landlord's snort of disbelief that brought Marguerite to her
senses. Dear God, she had been stroking hischeek and kissing
his mouth when she should have been looking to hishurts. If
he died now, it truly would be her fault. '‘Be so good as to
fetch me some clean cloth for bandages. And a basin of hot
water,' sheordered crisply. She pulled Jacques's coat fromthe
back of thechair and begantoroll itintoapillow. 'And | shall
need more light. Bring candles. And send someone to build
up thefire.'

Thelandlordleapt to hisfeet surprisingly quickly for aman
of his bulk. 'At once, maam. Shall | have a bedchamber
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prepared?Y our husband would be better in a proper bed than
lying here on thefloor.’

'My hus—? Oh, yes. Yes, of course. Pray do.'

'And | will send for the surgeon immediately.'

Therewasno hdpfor it. Marguerite nodded her agreement.
Only a surgeon could remove the ball. Only a surgeon could
say whether Jacques would live or die. His confounded
mission was of no consegquence compared with hislife,

"Your husband, maiam, hasavery hard head.' The surgeon
accepted thetowd Margueriteheld out to himand beganto dry
hishands. He was a much cleaner man than the surgeon who
had removed the ball from Herr Benn’s shoulder. This man
Inspired confidence, in ways that the other had not. Or wasit
that Marguerite hersdf was more confident, having already
dealt once with awounded man?She was not sure. Noinjured
man had ever mattered as much to her asthisonedid.

She looked yet again at the motionlessfigure on the bed.
'Will herecover? She had to know the truth.

'l think so, yes. There was very little damage from the
bullet itself. It merely grazed his temple. The real harm was
done when he fell against the edge of the hearth. There was
alot of blood, of course, but that isonly to be expected with
head wounds. | cannot find that he has damaged his skull. It
will probably take him sometime, perhapseven days, to come
to himsalf, but with rest, and your devoted nursing, maam, |
dare say he will be as right as ninepence. Eventually.'

‘Are you sure, SIr?

'Sure, maam? It is impossible to be absolutely sure in
such cases. But | have seen men recover well from much
worse falls. Thelr heads ache, of course, and their tempers
flare, but you are probably well used to dealing with that. M ost
wivesare, in my experience.’
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'As you say, S, Marguerite replied automatically. Her
thoughtswerein turmoil. Questionsand ideaswere crowding
In on her, elbowing asidethe heartacheand the guilt. What was
shetodo?If they remained hereat Beauvais, that young killer
might return. She must protect Jacques. So far, only the
surgeon knew that a shot had been fired. The landlord must
continue to believe Jacques's injuries were accidental, the
result of afall. Any mention of a gunsnhot would be bound to
arouse suspicions. And to increase the danger to Jacques.

'l shall call again tomorrow, maam, if you permit, to see
how our patient does.

Margueritedid not think she dare stay in Beauvaisanother
day, even to securethe servicesof afirst-classsurgeon. 'Pray
do, ar." She was managing to sound like a competent but
anxious wife. And now she had to spin a story he could
believe. 'However, | should perhaps warn you that we may
not be here tomorrow. We have aready been much delayed
on our journey. If my husband should be well enoughin the
morning, we must leave. It isamatter of urgency, you under-
stand. My husband's father is dying. In Caen.’

'l quiteunderstand, ma’am. My sympathies.' He hesitated.
'Perhaps it would be convenient, in thecircumstances, for me
to tender my bill now?

Marguerite agreed that it would be very satisfactory. The
surgeon named his fee. Marguerite crossed to the chair to
delveinto Jacques's coat for money. "You will understand, |
am sure, S, that this incident has been most disturbing. It
would be particularly distressing if any word of it were to
reach my husband's family, especialy while hisfather is so
Ill." Encouraged by the surgeon's murmur of sympathy, she
continued, "The young man who fired the shot wasobviously
deranged. He accused my husband of having debauched his
sster.' The surgeon exclamed in horror. 'Quite so. | can
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assureyou that he was mistaken. My husband has never even
met his sdter.'

"You will have this man arrested, maam?

'No, for that would smply increase the scandal and the
gossip. Hewill not threaten anyonee se, | am sure. Besides, he

hasfled. Thelandlord told me hehad hired a horse and set off
back to Paris.' Shereturned to sand besidetheman. 'Sir, these

aretroubled timesand | would do muchtokeep my family safe.
May | rely onyour discretion? She was counting out twicehis
fee as she spoke. She pressed the money into his hand.

'You may depend on me, maam.' He pocketed the money
with asatisfied smile. 'And | shall returntomorrow, asl said.'

Margueriteescorted him to thedoor. For the moment, they
were safe. But she had made up her mind. If Jacques should
be wd | enough in the morning, shewould hireacarriage and
have them driven to Rouen. From there, she could take him
to Father Bertrand's house. Jacques would be much safer
there than at any posting inn on the Paris road.

And if Jacques were not well enough to travel, she would
havetofind away of defending himherein Beauvais. Thistime
shewould not be reduced to wielding acarving knife. Jacques
had two pistols. And Margueritewas more than prepared to use
them agai nst anyone who threatened the man she loved.

Someone had split his head with an axe.

There was no other possible explanation for the stabbing
pains. Hisbody was heavy aslead. Every limb ached. Hiseyes
would not open, ether.

Jacques.

Someone was calling his name. A woman's voice, with a
foreign accent. He thought he ought to recognise it, but
somehow he could not quite place it. Perhaps if he turned
towardsher?



Joanna Maitland 229

Pain shot through him like a bolt of lightning. He swore.

'If you must swear, Jacques,' said that gentle voicein im-
macul ate French, 'perhaps you would be good enough to do
so in French?

That was when he remembered where he was.



Chapter Nineteen

CEed TSN

She was bathing Jack's forehead, ever so gently, with warm
water. It smelled, very subtly, of lavender.

'Don't try to moveye,' thevoicesad. [t wasMarguerite's
voice. His incredible Marguerite. 'lIt will smply cause you
pan if you do. And | would prefer to learn no more new
oaths, if you don't mind.

He heard the sound of the cloth being soaked again, and
wrung out. Then shewasstroking hisforenead once more. His
body relaxed under her hand. The motion was very soothing.
It must be magic, for it seemed to lessen the pain.

'Where am 1?7 he croaked. Mindful of her words, he was
lying very still.

The bed sagged as she leant across to put her lips against
his ear. He could fedl the tiny tickle of her curls against his
cheek. The scent of pure lavender filled his senses and
conjured up pictures of purple fields, their flowers swaying
together in the breeze like the skirts of a ball gown moving
In time to the music.

'We are still in Beauvais, Jacques,’ she whispered in
French. "It is dangerousto speak English here. If your brain
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will not functionwell enough to speak French, you must not
speak at all.’

Hewasfindingit very difficult to concentrate on what she
was saying. His brain did not want to respond to such
mundanethings. Thetiny puffsof her honeyed breath against
hisear were much too distracting. Shewasso closeto hisskin
that she was amost kissing him. And he wished she would.
Somehow, heknew that akiss from her would cureall hispain.

'French, Jacques,' shesaid alittlemoreforcefully. 'French,
or nothing.’

He understood then. 'What happened? he croaked, but in
French this time.

'Let me bring you something to drink first.'

He heard her moving away from the bed, followed by the
sound of liquid being poured. Why could he not open hiseyes?

Shedid anarm under hisshouldersand raised him dightly
so that he could drink. The pain was excruciating, even from
that tiny movement. Hetried to swallow hisgroan, but hewas
only partly successful.

'Drink,' shesaid, putting acup to hismouth. 'Sowly now.'

He sipped and swallowed. It was barley water. It tasted of
lemon, and freshair, and madehimthink of summer pastures.
It was nectar to his parched throat. When he had drunk as
much ashecould, shelet him relax back on to thepillows. This
time, by a supremeeffort of will, he managed not to groan.

'You are a stubborn man, Jacques.' There was a thread of
amusement in her voice. 'It really does not matter if you
admit to being in pain. No one else will hear, you know.'

He groaned theatrically.

Very good,' she said, laughing. It was a glorious sound.
He could imagine her sitting there beside him, her beautiful
hair catching thelight, her sea-green eyeswideand gleaming
with good humour. His mind might be confused about how
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he came to bein this state, but it was absolutely clear about
the woman who was tending him. She was radiant. And she
was a heroine.

Heheard her walk acrosstheroom and open thedoor, then
close it again gently. Why had she done that? He tried to
work it out, but it was too taxing.

'We were together in the coffee room downstairs, eating
supper while we waited for our chaise to Rouen. Do you
remember that?

Jack grunted assent. The memory wasdull, but it wasthere.

'‘Good. The surgeondid say you might haveno memory at
all of what happened. That young man from thediligence, the
one with the Bonaparte snuff box, heard us talking.” She
cleared her throat. 'Or rather, he heard meadmitting you were
aspy for England. So he shot you. He meant to kill you.'

Jack grunted again. The stark picture came back to him.
He had stood there, defencel ess, facing aman with apistol in
his hand. It was the sort of tiny pistol that alady might carry
In her reticule, but it could still belethal. And that was why —
'Oh, God! I'm blind. He blinded me!"

Marguerite seized hishand and held it fast. 'No, Jacques.
You arenot blind. The surgeon assured methat your eyeswere
undamaged. It wassimply that the woundson your head were
so extensivethat he had to wrap the bandagesround your face
as well." She stroked his hand dowly, caressingly. ‘Later, |
shall change the dressings and you will be able to see. | am
certanof it.'

He wanted very much to believe her. She would not lie to
him, would she? No, what she said must be the truth. He
sighed out along breath.

She stroked his hand again. 'l see that you believe me. |
am glad. We have quite enough to worry about, without that.’

'How long have | been lying here?
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'Since yesterday. The assassin's bullet only grazed your
temple, but you fell back and struck your head on the hearth.
There was a great deal of blood. Perhaps that was why that
man was S0 sure he had killed you. You were certainly lying
therelike a corpse.’

Hehad failed to protect her. He should have protected her!
'Marguerite! What did he do to you? Yau—

'l managed well enough,' she said curtly, reminding him
that she was a very resolute woman and capable of defend-
Ing hersalf. 'He informed methat hedid not kill women, even

enemy women. He tossed me a gold Napoleon to pay for
your funera.'

Anicy shiver ran through him. What kind of a man would
do such athing?1t was so cold-blooded. 'And what happened
then? He could not bring himsdlf to voice his fears. Such a
man could have done anything to Marguerite.

'It appears he mounted a hired horse and rode off back
towards Paris. At leadt, that is what the landlord told me!'

‘The landlord? In his swirling thoughts, Jack could not
guite remember why the landlord mattered, but he was sure
It was something to do with danger. 'Don't trust him, Mar-
guerite. He—

'Oh, have no fears on that score. The landlord was out in
the stablesand did not hear the pistol shot. Asfar ashe knows,
you simply fell and cracked your head, probably as a result
of too much wine. A lot of blood, but no real harm done. He
won't gossip about it, sinceit does nothing for thereputation
of hishouse. Only the surgeon knows the truth. Nothing will
be said about mad young men waving pistols about. And
before you ask, | did buy the surgeon's silence.’

Jack digested that information for a while. His memories
were beginning to put themselves into some kind of order,
thank goodness, though he had clearly been totally uselessfor
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hours. Marguerite appeared to have been very busy in the
meantime, and very efficient at covering their tracks. Then
Jack realised the flaw. 'But the gunman—

'He's gone, Jacques. If hewasan agent of Bonaparte, hewill
no doubt havereturned to Paristo report hissuccess. And yet,
surely areal agent would have made certain you were actually
dead?| think he may have been ssmply a young hothead who
had takenit upon himsalf to defend hishero. He suspected you
at the Tuileries, and followed you here. If I'm right, he has
probably drunk himsalf insensible, somewhere between here
and Paris. Whatever heis, | doubt he will return here!

‘That soundslikethe sort of speech | might have madeto
you, Marguerite.

'Yes, itdoes, doesn't it? Therewasasmileinher voice. 'But
It also hastheadvantageof beinglogical, and probably correct.'

His brain was too confused to cope with logic. 'So what
do we do now?” He wasin her hands. He could not see and
hecould bardly move. He wasin nofit stateto makedecisions,
even if he knew what was going on, which he did not. He
would have to rely on Marguerite. It would be the first time
that he had ever entrusted his mission, his very life, to a
woman, but he found that he had total confidencein her. She
was extraordinary.

If anyone could bring them safely out of thiscoil, it was
Marguerite Grolier.

Thehired carriage was proving to be much more comfort-
able than Marguerite had expected. Thankfully, the road to
Rouen was not too rough, either. Jacques had been carefully
Installed, sitting back in one corner with his legs stretched
along the seat, and his poor head cushioned with every scrap
of padding shehad managed to buy from thelandlord. Jacques
had barely moved, and had not spoken, since they left
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Beauvalis. He might even be aslegp under those bandages,
though she doubted it. She fancied he was concentrating on
not allowing her to see how much he was suffering from the
rocking and lurching of the carriage.

|t made her feel guilty, but what el se could she have done?
Hiswoundshad healed enough to alow himtotravel. Shehad
the surgeon's word for that. One extra day's delay was as
much as she had dared to risk. In spite of what she had said
to Jacques, shewasquitesurein her own mind that the would-
be assassin was a Bonapartist agent. It had been their good
fortune that the man was incompetent and had fled. But he,
or hisaccomplices, could well return. Margueritehad to take
Jacques away from the scene of the shooting. She had to get
him to the coast, and on to a ship for England. Until then, he
would not be safe.

Those two nightsat Beauvaishad changed much. After the
surgeon had assumed she was Jacques's wife, she had delib-
erately chosento act asif it wereso. That first night, she had
lain on the bed beside him, wide awakeand watchful, waiting
for the dlightest sign of fever or distress. In the silent hours
of darkness, it had felt normal to behave so, and absolutely
necessary; but now, in the broad light of day, she understood
that Jacques might view her actions as scandalous. If he
learned the truth, what would he do?

She prayed that it would not happen. He appeared to
remember nothing after the shot, which gaveher alittlereas-
surance. She would not want him to remember how she had
held his hand and stroked his poor, bandaged face, or the
quiet words of love she had dared to whisper in his ear. He
had been deeply unconscious, but he had murmured softly in
response, asif his body was happy to ignore the oath he had
sworn. He would not remember any of that. But for Mar-
guerite, being able to touch him, and to say the words, had
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been enough to bind her to him, for ever. Sheloved this man.
NuU matter what happened between them, she wuuld never

love anyone but Jacques.

The carriage hit a pothole and swayed dangeroudy. Mar-
guerite gasped and automatically grabbed for the strap.
Opposite her, Jacquesdid the same, but he missed and began
to fall. Marguerite threw herself forward, putting all her
weight against him to keep his body on the seat. By the time
she succeeded in pushing him back into his corner, he was
moaning with pain. He swore vehemently. She tried not to
listen. At least he was not swearing in English.

'Marguerite, | need to be ableto see,' he groaned, clawing
at hisface.

He was right. If he had had the use of his eyes, he would
not have missed thestrap. Hewould not have been further hurt.

Very well. | will try to redo the bandages so that they do
not cover your eyes.' It wouldt ake along time, since shewas
hampered by thelack of spaceand therolling of the carriage.

Jacqueshboreit soicaly with hardly amurmur. 'I'm surprised
you have not dosed me with that laudanum you always cary,’
he said quietly, when she was just about to uncover his eyes.

'l would have, but the surgeon warned meit was danger-
ousto useit with head wounds. I'm sureyou would have been
amuch lesstroublesomepatientif | had kept you insensible,’
she added mischievoudy, dowly unwinding thelast bandage.

He blinked and then opened his eyes wide in the gather-
Ing gloom. 'Have | been so very troublesome, Marguerite?
he asked, his voice very soft and deep.

She caught her breath.

Heturned hishead to look into her face, but the movement
was too sudden. He gasped with pain.

'Y es, very troublesome,’ shesaid firmly, avoiding hiseyes.

'In that case, you had better give me something instead of
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the laudanum. If you put your hand down the side of my

valise, you will find aflask of brandy. | dare say the surgeon
did not forbid me that.'

Jack let his battered body relaxinto the soft bed and closed
his eyes. The journey from Beauvals had seemed never-
ending. He felt bruised all over. Without the brandy to help
him doze, it would have been unbearable. Now all he wanted
was to rest on a bed that did not lurch and sway.

Bells began to toll. They were very close and very loud.
He tried to sink deeper into his pillows to muffle the noise,
but it did not help. He groaned in frustration.

'May | help you, sir? That sounded like the voice of the
inn servant who had helped him to undress and get into bed.

‘Those bells. Don't they ever stop?

‘Them's the cathedral bells, gr. From just over the way.
You'l get used to them. Never hears 'em, meself.’

Jack muttered an oath. He wasbeginning to feel rather bad-
tempered, which probably meant he was mending. Alterna-
tively, it wastheresult of thebrandy he had drunk. If hishead
still hurt in the morning, it might be the fault of the brandy
rather than his wounds. Just at present, he did not care. He
simply wanted to sleep.

Marguerite watched from the shadow by the door where
Jacques could not see her. When she was sure he was asl eep,
she nodded to the servant to leave, dropping a few small
coinsinto his hand as he made his way out of the room. For
two nights, she had tended Jacques almost unaided but, now
that he was recovering, she could not do so without embar-
rassing him, and herself. L et him think that servantshad seen
to all his needs while he wasinsensible.

Shecrept acrossto thebed and gazed down at himfor along
time. He was sound adegp now, and breathing easlly. He was
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certainly improving. There was no Sgn of the spasmsaf pain
that had twisted his limbs on the two previous nights. At
Beauvas, snehadlainontopof thecovers, fully clothed, wating
to srokeaway hispainwith soft handsand soothingwords. Here,
INn Rouen, it seemed that her touch would not be needed.

She took a deep breath and sighed it out. Surely he would
never know Iif shelay down besidehim onelast time?Hewas
bound to slegp soundly, for he was still very weak. And he
had drunk rather alot of brandy during their hourson theroad.

Her consciencetold her it was wrong, but her body was
already melting at the thought of lying next to his warmth,
and breathing in the scent of him. It was the last chance she
would have. Tomorrow, they would travel the short distance
to Father Bertrand’s house, where Jacques would be able to
regain his strength for the journey to Dieppe and a ship for
England. The good father would certainly not permit an un-
married girl like Margueriteto bea onewith amanin his bed-
chamber, no matter how ill he might be.

Jacques moaned softly. He was trying to roll over and
finding it difficult. Marguerite decided it was a sign. She
reached across and gently helped him to move into a more
comfortableposition. Then, with dow deliberate movements,
she stripped off her gown, her petticoats, her stays and her
stockings, snuffed the last candle, and dipped between the
sheetsto lie beside him, dressed only in her shift.

‘Mmm.” It was not agroan of pain thistime. He was wel-
coming her, even though he was too deeply asleep to know
shewas there.

She took a long, dow breath and dlid closer, not quite
touching, but near enough to feel his warmth radiating out
to caress her skin. Although she could see nothing in the
dark, she closed her eyes. When she was not straining to
see, her other senses were so much more alive. She could
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Inhale his scent and listen to his low breathing. If she
wished, she could even put her lipsto hisskin and taste him
on the tip of her tongue. In the light, she would be much
too shy to do such outrageous things, but in the dark, blos-
soming in their shared warmth, she could dare anything.
Just for this one night.

'Mmm," he said again. The sound was deeper than before.
But he was trying to move his head again. Marguerite stiff-
ened, worrying that hiswoundsmight givehim renewed pain.
Apparently they did not. Hishead turned easily on the pillow
and came to rest against Marguerite's neck, with hislipson
her skin. He gave a low grunt of satisfaction and began to
nuzzlethe sideof her throat.

She should stop him. She knew she should, for he was
breaking his oath. Unwittingly, perhaps, but breaking it
none the less.

His lips reached her earlobe, sending a spasm of wicked
pleasurelancing through her. All her misgivingsmelted away,
along with her defences. Thiswasthe man sheloved, the man
who had been avoiding even her dightest touch, and now he
wasavidly kissing her, giving and receiving delight. She had
not thought that such feelingswerepossible. Even that picture
of theloversin the rose garden had not prepared her for this.
She had to have more.

Henipped gently at her earlobeand thenreturned to kissing
her neck. It was too much. Murmuring his name, she moved
so that her mouth was on a level with his. Very gently, she
touched her lipsto his.

Hisresponsesent athrill of desirethrough her. Hegroaned,
deep in his chest, and began to kiss her in earnest, so fiercely
that she wanted to swoon with the passion of it. She yielded
her mouth gladly. Soon she was returning his kisses with in-
creasing ardour, entwining her tongue with hisin a dance of
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desire. Shecouldfed her breastsswelling and straining against
thedlk of her shift asif they were begging for his touch.

He waited a long time. Then, at last, he was stroking her
through the fine silk, and weighing her breast gently in his
cupped hand likeapreciousgift. All the whilehe continued to
kiss her mouth asif he could not get enough of her. She knew
In her heart that she was truly desired, and shergoicedinit.

He lifted his hand from her breast for a second and then
began to touch her again, so lightly that she could not be sure
It was happening. He seemed to be running the tip of afin-
gernail around the outside of her nipple, very dowly and de-
liberately. It was the most delicious torture. Her nipple was
swelling in anticipation of the touch that did not come. She
groaned into his mouth.

The sound seemed to urge him on. He circled his finger
closer and closer until he reached her nippleand begantoroll
It between finger and thumb. The chemise which had seemed
sofinenow felt likeaharsh barrier between them. Shewanted
him to touch her, skin to skin.

He must have sensed her need, for he skimmed hisfingers
over her ribcage and acrossher flat belly to lay theheel of his
hand over the core of her. He cupped her and pressed hard.
Heat flared and centred, until she ached with longing. When
he removed his hand, she whimpered at the loss. But in a
moment, his touch returned, this time without the chemise
which had been lifted away.

She was kissing him in pure frenzy now, unable to get
enough of him. She wanted him. So very much. When he
touched afinger to theinside of her thigh, she opened to him
like a flower to the sunshine. He was her sun, and her love
would die without hislight.

He stroked hisfingers gently along the tender skin of her
thigh, advancing and retreating, never quite reaching the
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longing coreaf her, until she wasa most mindlesswith need.
Desperate, she put a hand over his and guided him to touch
her hot, molten centre. She did not know why she wanted this
so much. She did not understand anything that was happen-
Ing to her. But sheknew that she had to have histouch on her
flesh. 'Please, Jacques,' she moaned into his mouth.

And then she understood, for he touched her and her
world exploded.

|t wasaremarkably vivid dream. He had been kissing and
caressing a beautiful woman who had comewillingly into his
arms. Hisdream wasfilled with light, but somehow he could
not see her face. Her scent was strangely familiar, but elusive.
A voicein hishead was telling him he ought to recogniseit,
but he could not. The more he struggled to remember, the
more fragile the thought became, like a cobweb ready to
collapse at atouch. But he did understand one thing: she was
an innocent in the ways of lovers. He must go dowly if she
were not to dissolveinto mist. He must feed her desire until
the flames were white hot.

Hewas succeeding. Hisvisonclung to him, and kissed him,
and guided hishands to touchthesecretsof her body.Y e heknew
hewasonly dreaming, that hewould wake soonand find himsalf
alone. He did not want to wake. He did not want this glorious
dreamto end. Hewanted to hold her, and caressher, and joinhis
tormented body to hers so that they could both find release.

She was pleading with him, kissing his mouth, nipping at
hislower lip with her teeth. Shewaswhispering hisname. And
then hetouched her, and sheclimaxed against him, withalong
gasp of ecstasy.

That voice. Even in the throes of passion, he recognised
thedanger in that voice. It belonged to awoman who wasfor-
bidden.
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Who was she?Was shereal ?

Hedid not know. Thelightsof hisdream werefading and
hisvision wasmeltingin thegatheringdarkness. Shewasfor-
bidden. He could not reach her any more. She wasforbidden.



Chapter Twent y
CET TR

Jack awoke lying on his back, feeling much refreshed and
amost free of pain. To his surprise, he found he was suffer-
Ing no after-effectsfrom all the brandy he had drunk. It must
be a sovereign remedy after all.

The bells were tolling again. He listened a moment and
then laughed up at the canopy of his bed. What else did he
expect in the Pension dela Cathédrale? The bells of Rouen's
cathedral were reminding him to rgjoice; he was alive, and
almost whole, and would soon be on his way back to England
with his precious cargo of information. Life was very good,
especially when spiced with alittle adventure.

There was atap at the door. Jack pushed himself up on to
his elbows, marvelling that his head did not protest, and
looked around the room. He was alone. Marguerite would
havetaken a separate bedchamber, of course. Perhapsthat had
been her knock? She would be delighted to see how well her
devoted nursing had succeeded. He cleared his throat and
bade her enter.

'Morning, gr.' It was the servant from the previous night,
carrying a jug of steaming water. Jack felt a prick of disap-
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pointment that he could not share his amazing recovery with
Marguerite. He owed her so much.

"Your wife bade me cometo help you dress, gr.'

Wife? Marguerite had claimed they were man and wife,
rather than brother and sister?

Jack did not pause to wonder why. She would have had
good reason for anything shedid. Shehad dealt very cleverly
with the aftermath of the shooting in Beauvais, had she not?
Heknew that he had been no help at all there. Heremembered
being unable to move without pain. He remembered lying in
the dark, listening to that voice touched with laughter and
calm reassurance. Unless he had dreamt it all”? There was a
strange muddleof memoriesjostling for positionin hisbrain:
Images of pain, and danger, and of Marguerite, strong and
resol ute. There was another image, too, hiding in the shadows.
He sensed it wasagood memory, amemory to setin thescales
againgt all the others, but he could not quite grasp it. When
he tried to seizeit, it dissolved.

He would speak to Marguerite as soon as he was present-
able again. She would be able to tell him all that had
happened. She would help him to separate truth from mirage.

'Now, gir, let me help you up. I'm sureyou will feel much
better for a wash and a shave!

Jack put a hand to his head. The bandage was gone. Had
he dreamt that, too? No, it was lying on the pillow. It must
have come loose in the night. Very gingerly, he touched his
fingersto his temple and then to the back of his head. Under
hishair, he had anumber of blood-encrusted swellingswhich
werestill very tender, but therewasno sign of fresh bleeding.
He had certainly not imagined those egg-shaped lumps. It
might be some time before he would be able to put a comb
through hishair, or wear a hat, but at least he would not need
the bandages any more. And he would no longer be courting
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even more danger by advertising that he had been wounded.
For himsalf, that wasaf littleaccount. But hehad to takeevery
precaution in order to protect Marguerite.

He owed her his life. If his mission finally succeeded, he
would oweher that, too. Y& hewas planning to leaveher behind
In France. Alone. Until now, he had been preoccupied with
their day-to-day survival, but that was not good enough any
longer. Theremust besomething morehecould do. Marguerite,
his astonishing accomplice, must be kept safe. Far too many of
the jumbled imagesin hisbrain were of Margueritein danger.

Marguerite appeared just as the servant left with the bowl
of dirty water and the wet towels. She stood in the doorway,
rather shyly, he thought. Shewas wearing the samedark green
travelling gown that she had worn under her elegant pelisse
for most of ther journey from Lyons. But today, she had
added alacefichu to theneckline, so that it covered every last
inch of her throat.

He grinned at her, but he waited until she had closed the
door before saying, '‘Good morning, wife.

Sheblushed scarletto therootsdf her hair and turned toleave.

'Don't go, Marguerite! | need to talk to you.'

She stopped, but she did not turn back.

'Look how much good your careful nursing has done. |
declare, | amamost human again. Would you not agree?

She turned then, and gave him along, appraising |ook.

'No morebandages,' hesaid, with afleeting grin, touching
thefront of hishair, the only part he had been able to comb.

Sheignored that. 'l takeityou slept well?You seem won-
derfully recovered sinceyesterday.' For somereason, shewas
unwilling to meet his gaze.

'Indeed. | swear it must all be thanks to the ministrations
of my darling wife.'
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She blushed again, almost as much as before. But this
time, he caught sight of a spark of anger in her eyes. 'You
chooseto mock me, sir, but what el se would you have had me
do?You seemed to be at death’s door. Only a wife could be
expected to give you the constant care you needed.'

He frowned, trying to think. Surely that was not true?
Surely a sister—? And then he remembered his oath. Mar-
guerite had changed their story without thought for his oath!
What had he done theselast two days? 1t would have been so
easy to break that solemn oath, even unawares. Hefeltanicy
knot settlein hisgut and start to grow. It was thefear that he
might be dishonoured.

Only she would know precisely what he had done. But
he must not blame Marguerite for his own failings. They
were his aone.

'You puzzle me a little, Marguerite. | thought we had
agreed that we must travel as brother and sister, that it was
the only safe and sensible course.’

She shook her head. 'Circumstances change. | had to do
what | thought was best.'" She was beginning to ook guilty.
Was she hiding something?

'But surely asister could have nursed a brother with quite
as much propriety as a wife her husband? he asked in the
voice of sweet reason.

'‘What do you know of sisters, pray? You do not careafig
that | had to deal with theassumptionsaof thelandlord and the
surgeon. You care only for that stupid oath you think you
swore.' She stopped short. Her eyeswidened. Then she stared
down at her feet.

Jack took a long deep breath. He had not misheard. He
strode across to the door and leaned againgt it, effectively
blocking her escape. 'Now, Marguerite,' he began, crossing
his arms and frowning down at her, 'perhaps you would be



Joanna Maitland 247

so good as to tell me precisely what you are implying? |
swore on your mother's bible that | would treat you as an
honoured sister, as long as we travelled together. | have done
my utmost to keep my vow, though not always with a great
deal of help from you.” He let his voice drop until it was
amost awhisper. ‘Are you suggesting that | am dishonoured?

She raised her chin and started towards him. When he
showed no sign of moving, she glared at him with narrowed
eyes. There were spots of high colour on her cheeks, but her
bearing was erect and proud. "You are obsessed with theidea
of treating measadgger.'

‘Il swvore—' he began, taking a step towards her.

"You sworeto treat me with all honour while we travelled
together. You did not swear to treat me as a sister. You
Imagined you had, smply because you were so intent on
besting Guillaume. He behaved like a sllly schoolboy. And
so did you!"

She caught hold of his shirt deeve and pulled hard. Jack
was S0 astonished by what she had said that he did not try to
resist. He staggered a couple of steps.

'Now, dir, if you will excuse me, someone hasto make the
arrangements for thenext part of our journey.” With an angry
toss of her head, she threw the door wide and strode out on
to the landing.

Jack could not believeit. Hehad been so sure. Shemust be
lying, or else mistaken. If he had been wrong about the oath,
surely Marguerite would have told him the truth before now?

He had always known that he did not understand women.
A man would havetold himof hismistake, and laughed about
It. But a woman’s ways were unfathomable. Even a woman
as apparently strong and logical as Marguerite Grolier.

What if it were true?\What if he had been trying to hold to
an oath he had not sworn, while neglecting the one he had?
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She said he had sworn to treat her with all honour. Surely he
could not havefailedin that?

Thosejumbled memorieswereworrying at himagain. And
now anew one had forced its way to centre stage. When Ben
had asked, Jack had been unable to relate the precise terms
of hisoath. He had said that it did not really matter. But it
clearly did, for there was a dark shadow lurking at the back
of hismind, eating away at hisconscience. He was beginning
to fear that, somewhereaong the way, with hismind fuddled
by pain and brandy, he might have forfeited his honour.

The bellsbegan again, in great cascading peals.

Your pardon, sir, | did knock.' It was the servant. Y our
wife bade me fetch down your valises.' He crossed the room
to retrieve them.

Jack ignored the luggage. Those bells were beginning to
drivehim mad. 'What on earth areall those bellsfor now, my
good man? Do they never stop ringing in Rouen?

Theman grinned. 'Today's isaspecial peal. There's about
to be a grand wedding in the cathedral. Two of the greatest
housesof Normandy are joining their honours this morning.'

Honours?The ominousweight in Jack's gut grew another
heavy layer of ice. Hishead had begun to pound all over again.

Marguerite had not relished the prospect of being cooped
up in a chaise with Jacques, but she consoled herself with
the thought that it was less than fifteen miles to Father
Bertrand's house. She would pass the journey in dignified
silence, she decided.

Jacques appeared to have reached the same decision, for
he spent the first part of the journey staring straight ahead,
with an unreadable look on hisface. Washeangry, or embar-
rassed, or concerned?Marguerite had noway of knowing. She
had thought, these last few days, that she understood him,
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because she loved him. But love and understanding were
milesapart. He blamed her, unfairly, for hisown muddleover
that stupid oath. She would not be able to stop loving him—
she knew tha—but that did not mean she had to approve of
everything he did. Most certainly not.

To her surprise, heturned to her and smiled. 'l presumethat
IsBarentin? He pointed to thesmall town just ahead of them.
‘Then our destination cannot be far,’ he added. 'Let us hope
that the good Father Bertrand is at home to receive us!

|t seemed he was able to change his mood from moment
to moment, like the sun appearing from behind a thunder
cloud. And he had just done it again! Oh, he could be very
charming when he tried. She supposed that was part of the
reason she loved him. But his charm could be exasperating,
too. Especially that smile. That smile was haunting her. Her
moment of ecstasy last night had been too gloriousfor words.
But for him, it had been some kind of threat, for only
moments later he was moaning and thrashing around, as if
heweretrying tofend off an attacker. She had been too fright-
ened to remain. She had dipped out of the bed, dressed herself
once more, and curled up in the chair in the far corner. This
morning, he had still been fast asleep when she awoke. And
when she crossed to the bed to check on him, she had found
him lying peacefully on hisback, smiling up at nothing at all.

No, she would never understand men.

'Marguerite?

'l beg your pardon,’ she said automatically. 'I'm afraid |
was wool-gathering.'

He repeated his question without a hint of impatience. He
had impeccable manners. Most of the time.

'l am sure there will be someoneto receive us. His house-
keeper will be there, evenif heisnot." She put her hands to
her throat and began to rearrange the fichu. The lace was
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starting to scratch at her nape, but shedid not dareto remove
It. Jacques's enthusiastic kisses had left a small but very
obvious bruise at the base of her neck.

The horses were beginning to dow. Ahead of them was a
sizeablevillage, built around achurchwith atall spire. Jacques
would be safe soon! A few momentslater, the chaisedrew up
outside the church. The curé’s house was just alongside,
modest but welcoming. Jacquesreached for the door handle.

'Pray alow meto alight alone,' Marguerite said quickly.
‘The good father s not expecting us, and he has not seen me
for some years. It would be best, | believe, if | spoketo him
by mysdlf.’

'‘Are you afraid that he might not welcome you?

She hesitated. 'No. But there are things—private things—
that | must explain to him.'

Jacques's face was expressionless. "You will allow me
to help you down, Marguerite, evenif | may not escort you
to the door?

Shewasafraid of theeffectsof touching himagain, but she
had no choice. She let him hand her down, but immediately
hurried across to the curé’s door to pull the bell.

It was the priest himself who opened it. He was much
shorter, and rounder, than Marguerite remembered. He
seemed surprised, but he smiled at her. "Yes, my child? How
may | help you?

'Father Bertrand, you may not remember me. | have trav-
elled from Lyons to seek refuge in your house. My nameis
Marguerite Grolier de Jer—'

'‘Margueritel My dear, dear child!" He embraced her
warmly. ‘Come in, come in. You are most welcome!' He
glanced over her shoulder to the waiting chaise. Jacqueswas
standing motionless by the open door. '‘But what of your
escort? Should we not invite him also?
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Margueritetucked herar mthroughthecuré’s and urged him
Into the hallway. 'My escort, Father, isthereason| am here!

Jack watched the door closeand turned back to thechaise.
He could not dismissthe post boys until he was sure that the
curé was prepared to accept both of his unexpected guests. It
was more than possible that Marguerite would remain, while
Jack would be forced to return to Rouen alone.

He glanced at the sparse interior of the chaise. He would
not wait there. He had spent far too much time doing nothing,
these last two days. He needed exercise, to recover his
strength. He began to pace.

Thepostiliontouched hishat. 'Shall | bring the valisesout
of thechaise, sir?

Why not?Marguerite's valise wasbound to be needed, even
If Jack's had to becarried back to Rouen. 'Yes Pray doso.' He
continued to pace up and down, trying to fathom what Mar-
guerite might be about. What was shetelling the cur6 that she
refused to share with Jack? Something about her family
perhaps?If the cur6 had left Lyons so many years before, he
would not know of her father's death, and might not be aware
of Madame Groalier's illness, either. But that made no sense.
Jack already knew about those. Theremust be something more.

Heturned again. Hehad to movealittletoonesideto avoid
the two valiseswhich the post boy had placed at somedistance
from the chaise. Two valises? The icy knot tightened once
more in Jack's gut. Why had Marguerite's valise been in
Jack's bedchamber?

Thecuré bustled about in hissmall study. Therewas barely
room to sit down, for there were books and papers every-
where. The chair alongside Marguerite's was stacked with
papersthat he swept on to thefloor, beforewaving Jack to take
the seat. "You will join mein aglassof wine, my son?
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Jack accepted politely. His head had not suffered from the
brandy he had drunk; anextraglassof winewould do noharm.

The cur6 poured two large measuresand one smaller one,
which he placed in front of Marguerite. He raised his own
glass. To therestoration.'

Jack glanced sidewaysat Marguerite, but she wasshowing
no concern about the priest's ambiguous words. All three
drank the toast. 'Father Bertrand, | have to speak to—

'My son, there is no need to worry. Marguerite has ex-
plained everything. You will remain here, as my guests, until
you are well enough to travel. Tomorrow, | mysalf shall drive
to Dieppeto discover what | can about a passageto England.’

The little cur6 was no spy. What if he drew suspicion on
to himsalf by his well-intentioned questions? "You must not
take any risksfor me, Father,' Jack said firmly. "The longer |
remain here, the greater the dangers to you and Marguerite.
My wounds have healed well enough. | shall travel to Dieppe
tomorrow. Alone!'

'No!" Margueriteexclaimed. Jack began to explain hisrea-
soning, but she would not listen. She appealed to the cur€.
'Father, he isin much more danger travelling alone. Bona-
parte’s agentswill always suspect alone man, especially one
who has recently been wounded. And there are bound to be
many agentsat Dieppe. If | go with him, as hissister, no one
will look at us twice.'

‘That is all very well, Marguerite, but what will you do
onceyou get there? The priest shook his head. 'Jacques will
be taking one berth for England, not two. Unless you were
planning to continue this charadeall the way to England?

'No, Father. | planned to see him safely out of Dieppe
harbour and then return to you.'

'‘Unescorted? The curé sounded horrified. 'l could not
permit that.’
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'And neither will 1,' Jack said grimly. 'Let that be an end
of the matter.'

She was not so easily routed. 'Say you so, Jacques? And
by what right do you presumeto direct me?You—

‘Thereisasmpler solution,' the priest said, raising ahand
to calm her angry words. 'All three of us shall go together.
And then| can escort Marguerite back here.'

Marguerite beamed at having won her point. For Jack,
however, thecuré’s intervention was doubly unwel come. Jack
had been hoping to say hisfarewellsto Margueritein private,
where he could at last confess how much he valued her and
repeat his promise to return. He could not possibly say such
thingsinfront of thepriest. Andit would be purgatory to travel
all those miles with the good father looking on and judging
every word he spoke to her.

He turned to look her full in the face. She was no longer
beaming. Perhaps she, too, had realised the drawbacks of
travelling with the curé as chaperon? He reached for her
hand, but she snatched it away, frowning at him. He was not
prepared to be denied, however. He rose to his feet and
offered his arm. 'Marguerite, there are things that must be
said between us, in private. We both know that there may not
be another opportunity. Let us take a stroll in the garden.'’
He nodded towards the window. 'Father Bertrand will be
able to watch usfrom hereif he has any concerns, though |
can promise him that there will be no impropriety. My oath
still stands.

‘But |—

'‘Go along, my child. | think, in thecircumstances, that you
ought to givehimahearing. Y ou have endured much together,
from all you said. And we none of usknow what dangerswe
may face tomorrow.'

High colour had flared in her cheeks, but she nodded
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meekly. Then she walked straight past Jack and out of the
room, leaving him to follow in her wake.

Thecuré chuckled. 'If you'll take my advice, my son,' he
said genialy, 'you will tell her the truth. It is what she is
waiting for.



Chapter Twenty-One

CE T

‘ Y ou, Marguerite Grolier, are avery stubborn woman.’

She looked blankly at him, but said nothing.

He made the most of hisopportunity, seizing her hand and
drawing it firmly through hisarm. "You agreed to astroll in
thegarden. So that iswhat we shall do.' She began to struggle
to free her arm. 'Marguerite, the good father is watching us.
What on earth will he think of such appalling manners?

She snorted angrily. But she did stop struggling.

‘Thank you," Jack said calmly. 'Shall we walk? They
began to walk dowly aong the path that led through the
small vegetable garden and towards the orchard, where the
cherries were coming into bloom. '‘Marguerite, there are
many thingsl haveto say to you, beyond thanksfor therisks
you havetaken to help mein my mission. You have done more
than | could have expected from any man.’

She was starting to blush a delicate rose. She murmured
some words that Jack could not hear.

'But | am concerned tha—' He swallowed. There was no
polite way of asking this. 'Marguerite, where did you sleep
last night™?
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She stopped dead. "What?

Your valise wasin my bedchamber this morning. Where
did you deep?

She was now bright scarlet. She tried to speak, but no
words came out.

|t wasas bad ashe had feared. 'l take it you spent the night
In my bedchamber?After you told the landlord that we were
man and wife?

She nodded dumbly, staring at the gravel beneath her feet.

'Dear God, woman, have you no thought for your reputa-
tion”? Rouenis not even fifteen milesaway. Do you think that
tale will not follow you here?

'l did what was necessary for thesake of thecause. My be-
haviour isno concern of yours, LouisJacques,' she protested,
pulling away from him.

Hewasnot prepared to let her go. Not over this. Hereached
out to grab her by the shoulders, to hold her still. But his
fingerstangled with thefichu around her neck. It cameundone
and sagged off her shoulders. 'Good God!" That bruiseon her
neck looked like— He stared and stared, trying to think of an
acceptable explanation for it. He could find none. Thefichu
drifted lazily to the ground.

Margueritebent toretrieveher laceand calmly retied it. She
wasnolonger trying to escapehim. Shelifted her chin proudly.

‘That bruise,’ he said, trying to control the self-loathing
that was threatening to overwhelm him, ‘is alover's mark.
You admitted you shared my bedchamber last night. | take
It | attacked you? He had broken his oath. He was dishon-
oured. Worse, he had defiled the woman he desired more
than anything in the world, the woman he loved. What he
had done was unspeakably foul. No woman could ever
forgive such a betrayal. 'l quite understand why you have
recoiled from me,' he went on hurriedly, 'but | will make
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amends. Marguerite, will you do me the honour of becoming
my wife?

Her eyes widened. The colour had turned to almost pure
green. She put a dightly nervous hand to her throat, clutch-
ing at thelace. 'l am very consciousof the honour you do me,
Jacques, but | cannot accept your offer.’

He salzed both her handsand held themfast. Heloved her.
He would spend his whole life making amends for what he
had done, but hemust notloseher now! 'l can understand that
| have given you adisgust of me, but | will do everythingin
my power to be a good husband. Marguerite, you cannot
refuseme. What if there should be achild?

She smiled rather tightly. "There will be no child. You did
not rape me.’

He groaned at the sound of that terrible word. Then he
realised what she had said. 'But | did attack you, did | not?
That bruiseis the proof of it. By God, | swear | shall never
touch brandy again. Marguerite, | —

Margueriteswalowed hard. Shewasgoing to havetotell him
thetruth. If shedid not, he would bdievethe worst of himsalf.
Shecould not bear that. Hishonour meant so very muchto him.
She must be ready to sacrifice her own honour, her own self-
respect, for his. It wasonly fitting, for it wasall her fault.

‘Jacques, listento me,' shebegan earnestly. Shesqueezed his
fingers to gain hisfull attention. "You did not attack me. You
did not. | — Yau— Shecould fed the tears of shame welling
upinto her eyes. Sheblinked hard. Sherefused to weep. 'Every-
thing that happened between us was with my consent.'

‘But—’

"You werethree-partsinsensible. You kissed me. That was
al.' Itwasnot all, but heneed not learntherest. '| wasavirgin
yesterday. | remain avirgin today.’

Hefrowned down at her, trying to make senseof her words.
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She thought she saw aflash of rdief in his eyes. He would
not feel obliged to offer marriagenow. Hewould not offer for
a woman without honour.

'l think perhaps we should return to the house,' she said
quietly. She tried to release her hands, but he would not let
her move.

'Wait. Please, Marguerite.'

She let her shoulders slump. She could not fight him any
more. Her handslay limp in hisand she stared at the ground.

'Whatever | did, | dishonoured you and broke my oath. |
mus —

'No, Jacques,' shewhispered, 'you did not." She hesitated,
but it had to be said. 'Y ou did nothing dishonourable. | came
toyou of my ownfreewill.' Shewrenched her handsfreeand
started to run back to the house.

He caught her before she had gone more than afew steps
and pulled her into hisarms. She could not escape this time.
It felt so warm, so wonderful, to bein his embrace that she
did not try. It would be the last time.

He held her close with one arm and used the other to tip
up her chin so that she could not avoid his gaze. 'You came
to me of your own free will,' he said, very softly, caressing
each word. 'Why, Marguerite?

She tried to shake her head. The tears had begun to spill
over. '‘Because | —because |— Shecould not say the words.

Jacques bent his head and kissed her. It was a gentle kiss
at first, asif he were uncertain of how she might respond, as
If hewereafraid that she might reject him. But she could not.
The moment his lips touched hers, her whole body went up
In flames. She wrapped her arms around his neck and clung
to him, returning kiss for kiss. She had not been able to say
the words, but she could show him the passion she felt. And
then she would let him go.
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'Harmmph." It was the little curé. He was standing on the
pathwatching them, with avery smug look onhisface. ‘Perhaps
you would like to continueyour.. .er...discussion indoors?

Jack was jubilant. Marguerite loved him! There was no
other possible explanation for what she had done. Or for the
way she had returned his kiss. He had found the woman of
his dreams.

The woman of hisdreams?Was that what had happened?

Had it been real ? Had Marguerite—"?
That was something for later, when they were quite alone

Hewould teaseher unmercifully for this. Oncehehad theright.

'We will travel together to England,’ he announced.

'No," Marguerite said firmly. 'We will travel as far as
Dieppeonly. Onceyou aresafely on the boat for England, you
will have no more need of me. | shall stay here. If | wereto
leave with you, | should becomean outcast. | would never be
ableto gohome. No, | shall remainherewith Father Bertrand.’

Jack could not believe hisears. Shewasregecting him. How
could she, if sheloved him?

The cur6 shook his head sadly and rose. 'l will leave you
aone. |...er...I have things to do in the church.' He picked
up some papers from the desk and scuttled out. He even
closed the door.

Jack took that as an encouraging sign. He had Marguerite
to himself, but probably not for long. He must make hiscase,
and persuade her to marry him. He must weigh every word
before he spoke. It would be so easy to frighten her away.

He thought hard. Why might she be unwilling to marry
him? Because he was the son of a duke and she was only a
weaver's daughter? No, it could not be that. Their stations
were unegual, but only he knew that. He did not care that she
was only a weaver's daughter. His family would not care,
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either. Dominic held thetitle, after all, and he was marrying a
woman who had servedintheRussiancavary. Jack's marriage
would be commonplacecompared with Dominic's. Marguerite
might be a bourgeoise by birth, but she had the bearing and
mannersof alady. Andthecouragedf alion. HiISAmazonwas
more than fit to be the wife of Lord Jack Aikenhead.

|t wasagreat deal toask of her, evenif shedidlovehim. She
would havetoleaveFrance, and her family, and everything she
knew in order to join himin England. She knew no one there;
she understood nothing of English ways, she probably did not
even speak aword o the language. Perhaps she felt she had
aready madeenough sacrificesfor thesakeof Jack's mission?
Perhaps she did not love him enough to make so many more?

The single church bell began to toll.

Margueriteraised her head and looked solemnly at Jack. She
did not smile. 'That bell reminds me how | have sinned, Iin
thought and in deed. | will not go with you, Jacques, though |
freely admit | will suffer once you are no longer by my side.
Thereisaremedy, however.| shall gototheAbbayedesDames!

Jack rocked back in hischair. Then, at last, he understood.
The bell was telling him what he should do. He must join
honour to honour, and truth to truth. '‘Marguerite, my darling
girl, I think you would make a much better wife than anun.’
For a second, her eyes widened in shock. 'l loveyou with all
my heart. Please say you will marry me'!

'‘Marriage? You want marriage? Truly?

He smiled. His suspicions had been proved right. How
could she have thought, even for a moment, that he would
offer her anything lesshonourabl e than marriage?'l loveyou,
Marguerite, and | think youlove me. He paused. She blushed,
but then she nodded, smiling shyly acrossat him. 'Precisely
so. For two people so grievoudly afflicted, isnot marriagethe
obvious and only solution?
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‘Jacques, that is the most pompous marriage proposal |
have ever received.’

Hegrinned. 'l hope, my love, thatitistheonly proposal you
haveever received. And that you will never entertain another.'

Heroseto hisfeet and drew her, unresisting, into hisarms
for the kiss that would bind them together always.

Margueritesankinto the corner of their carriagewithasigh
of relief. It had been along and very painful crossing. Shewas
extremely glad to be back on dry land, even if it wasnot in
her own country.

Jack leant his head back against the deeply cushioned seat
and closed hiseyes. Inthefeeblelight from theinn yard, Mar-
gueritecould seethat hisface wasreturning to something like
a normal colour. It had been a sickly green throughout their
voyage, for he had suffered very much.

Herecovered remarkably quickly. Thecarriage had barely
reached the high road for L ondon when he spoke. 'England.’
He gestured vaguely in the direction of the countryside
through which they were passing, ignoring thefact that there
was not enough light to seeany of it. "This, my lady wife, will
be your home from now on. | hope you do not dislikeit?

Shelaid her hand over his. 'Since | took asolemn vow, less
than twenty-four hours ago, to love and honour my husband,
how should| daretodidlikethehometo which he bringsme?

'Very true. Vay true.' He was trying to sound superior,
but he failled to maintain his pose. After a moment, he
began to laugh.

Marguerite smiled broadly. 'l can see that you are very
much better. | can admit to you now that there were times, on
board that filthy little boat, when| thought that wewould never
reachland. | worriedfor you, my love." Shesgueezed hishand.

Heresponded by pulling her into thecrook of hisarm. 'My
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seasickness |ooks dreadful, | admit. And it feels dreadful at
the time, too. But it passesalmost as soon as| step on to dry
land. Brother Dominic used to accuse me of feigning iliness
In order to avoid duties on board his yacht.'

'Surely not?

'Wdll, | exaggerate perhaps. A little. And Dominic does
have atisane than really helps. If I'd had it on the crossing, |
probably wouldn't have frightened you quite so much.'

'‘What isinit?

'Ginger, mostly, and someother herbsand spices. You can
ask Dominic, if heever returns from Russia. He's been gone
for months now. Didn't even return to England after his
marriage, which seemed rather strange. But | suppose he had
hisreasons. He usually does!’

Marguerite was not really paying attention. She was
making a mental note to discover the receipt for Dominic's
tisane and then to ensure that she always had the necessary
Ingredients by her. She was not prepared to admit it to Jack,
but towardsthe end of their crossing she had been afraid that
he might die.

She snuggled into his side and rearranged the fur rug so
that it covered Jack's knees as well as her own. She sighed
with pleasure. Jack was sefe at |ast.

Hebeganto play with her hair, picking up curlsand rolling
them round his fingers. "You have beautiful hair, my Lady
Jack." His voice was a sensuous and seductive murmur.

Marguerite was tempted to respond in kind, but a
carriage—-evenaclosed carriage like thisone—was not where
she wished to give hersdlf to her husband for the first time.
She longed for him, but she wanted their first joining to be
perfect. Everything in France had been donein too much of
a hurry. The cur6 had insisted on marrying them on the spot.
She had had to plead for time to don her favourite blue silk
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gown. And then to removeit again, before their mad dash to
Dieppeto dip on to the first available boat. They had found
one that claimed to be sailing to Brest. Its shifty captain had
been more than willing to take a bribe to cross the Channel
Instead, and he had even provided a tiny, smelly cabinfor his
only passengers. It wasno placefor passion. In any case, Jack
was much tooill to leave the open deck.

'Lady Jack.' Shetried thetitle. 'I's that how | amto becalled?

‘As my wife, you are Lady Jack Aikenhead. But, if you
prefer, you could be Lady Marguerite. Your father was a
marquis, after all, so you have the titlein your own right.'

She was not sure which she preferred. She would
consider it. Later.

'I'm sorry | didn't believe your mama when she said you
were the daughter of the Marquise de Jerbeaux. At the time,
It just seemed so very strange.’

'For a weaver's daughter, you mean?

'Well, yes. In England, the aristocracy may make money
from trade, very quietly, but noneof usever sulliesour hands
with actually making things.' Helaughed in adightly embar-
rassed way.

''n England, you have not had a revolution, followed by
terror. Necessity changes much. For us, it waswork, or starve.

'Father Bertrand knew thetruth, | collect?Hedid not seem
surprised when he was noting down your parents names.'

‘The good father served my family for many years. He had
tofleeLyonsbecausedf it. But| do think hewasvery surprised
to learn that Mr Jacques was the son of aduke. Aswasl.'

'Now that, my love, is becauseyou did not listen to your
mama. She did tell you, you know." He bent his head and
began to kiss the side of her neck below her curls.

She could not prevent thetiny moan that rosein her throat.
His touch conjured up memories of that night in Beauvais,
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when he had done precisdly this, but remembered none of it
next morning. One day, she would tell him what she had
done. But not yet. Not now.

He was dropping aline of tiny kisses down her neck and
throat. When he reached her bosom, he did not stop.

‘Jacques! Jack! Someonewill see!’

Hedid not raisehishead. 'l doubtit, my love. Why doyou
think | insisted on a closed carriage rather than a chaise for
this journey? | wanted you to mysdlf for once.' He nuzzled
the top of her breast. /A husband has duties, you know, and
sofar | havesignally failed to fulfil them.' He turned hishead
ononesidefor just long enough to leer up into her face. Then
he spoiled the effect by laughing.

She put ahand to hishair and ranit carefully down the back
of his head, mindful of his wounds. He did not wince away
from her touch. He was definitely mending. There was no
reason now why they should not belovers, fully and swestly.

That thought was too muchfor her fragilecomposure. Jack
was her husband. She had the right to want him. 'Might we
not rack up for the night, Jack? she asked shyly. His tantal-
Ising kisses were beginning to drive her wild.

He stopped abruptly and lifted hishead. With hisfree hand,
he pulled her bodice back toits proper position. 'It wasunfair
of meto do that. | apologise.' When she began to protest, he
touchedafinger to her lips. 'Beieve me, | should likenothing
better than to find a comfortable inn and make you my true
wife. But my misson—our misson—comes first. We have
risked our lives to bring this information home. We must
deliverit with all speed. Only then will we befree to take our
pleasure of each other. _

'Oh. Yau areright, of course. | should have thought of —
That wicked memory surfaced againin her brain, beckoning
seductively. There were other pleasures, too. With her free
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hand, she undid the buttons at the waistline of his coat and
did her hand inside, so that there was only hisfinelinen shirt
between her fingersand his skin. Hedrew in his breathin a
guick gasp. And then he sighed, relaxing against her touch.
She put her lipsto his ear and whispered. 'We may not stop
for the night, but since we are confined together in this dark,
private carriage, might there not be other ways of —? She
stopped short, shocked by her own daring, and buried her face
In his shoulder.

He put a hand to her hair and caressed it. 'My love, | do
believe |l have married the most seductive woman in France.
Yes, there are other ways. And since you requireit of me, it
shall be my pleasure to show you what they are.' He tipped
up her face to bring his mouth down on hers. 'Starting now.’



Epilogue
Ceaeay

Aikenhead Park, England—July 1815

‘ Poor Father Bertrand. Hewasadamant that he had to marry
us before we left for Dieppe, but it came as rather a shock
when he found out who | was." Jack grinned at the company
assembled round the dinner table.

'l am not surprised,’ his mother said. 'It came as a shock
to me that you should have proposed to Marguerite without
first telling her the truth about yourself, Jack.’

Jack shrugged and reached out to take Marguerite's hand.
'She was prepared to marry Louis Jacques, asimple English
gentleman travelling under an assumed name. | took that as
agreat compliment, especially when| discovered that shewas
the daughter of a French marquis.'

'| suppose that was another shock for the poor priest,' the
Dowager said with an indulgent smile for Marguerite.

'Oh, no, ma’am.” Margueritehad beguntofeel quiteat home
with the Aikenhead banter, after more than three monthsat the
Park. With thehelp o the Dowager, Marguerite's rather shaky
Englishwasimproving by theday. 'Father Bertrand hasaways
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known the truth. It was because of hisloyalty to the Jerbeaux
family that he had to flee to Normandy. In the years after the
Terror, it was very dangerous to have the wrong allegiances.’

'And it will be dangerous now,' Leo said serioudly, 'both
for thecuré and for your family, Marguerite.' L eo, the second
Aikenhead brother, waspresiding over thetable. ‘Franceisin
turmoil sinceBonaparte's defeat at Waterloo. Therearerepri-
sals everywhere. From all sides. Wellington has curbed the
worst of theexcessesinParis, butinother cties—' Hestopped
short and looked round in surprise at his wife.

Sophie ignored him and said innocently, 'Leo exagger-
ates, | am sure, Marguerite.

'No doubt,” Cousin Harriet Penworthy said, raising her
lorgnetteto her eyes. 'By theway, Sophie, did youkick Leo's
ankle then, or wasit sufficient just to step on hisfoot?

|—

'‘Cousin Harriet, | swear you go out of your way to proveto
thesepoor |adiesthat you arethe most outrageouswomandive.
Leo smiled encouragingly at Marguerite and then at Sophie.
'‘But sinceyou ask, | will cheerfully admit that my dear wife
kicked me. Hard. If it were not for thefact that sheiswearing
evening dippers, | should no doubt have a broken ankle.'

'Nothing morethan you deserve,' Cousin Harriet retorted,
but she could not conceal her smile. She was a very out-
spoken old lady, as Marguerite had soon discovered, but she
loved the Aikenhead family very much. Shehad quickly taken
the two new membersto her heart. It wasenough for her that
Sophieand Marguerite wereloved by Leo and Jack, and that
they loved her boysin return.

Within aweek of her arrival, Marguerite had become fair
game for Cousin Harriet's sharp tongue. That, she was sol-
emnly assured by her laughing husband, was a singular mark
of distinction. At first, Marguerite had not known how to
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respond, but, with Jack's encouragement, she had learned to
reply in kind. And to enjoy the challenge. Sophie, more re-
cently arrived with Leo from their own estate, was just begin-
ning to learn that same lesson.

The butler entered, with a bevy of footmen at his back.
'Shall | remove the cloth, your Grace?

The Dowager glanced round at her guests. "Thank you,
Withering.' In next to no time, the table had been cleared and
all the servantshad withdrawn, leaving thefamily alone. The
Dowager smiled down the table at Leo and then across as
Jack. Sheroseeegantly toher feet. 'l suppose, ladies, that we
had best withdraw and |leave these two...um...gentlemen to
their port.’

'I'd much rather you remained, Mama,' said a voicefrom
the doorway behind her.

'Dominic!" TheDowager spunroundin her place. Leoand
Jack sprang to their feet, exclaming in unison, and then
rushed to welcomethe new arrival.

Marguerite had risen with the Dowager, but now she felt
more than a little awkward. This new arrival was clearly
Dominic, Duke of Calder, Jack's oldest brother. The resem-
blance was uncanny. Dominic was taller, and alittle broader
than Jack, but otherwisethey could have beentwins. Y& there
was something morethan alittledaunting about Dominic. He
had an ar. Shewas surehecould beintimidatingin away that
her beloved Jack would alwaysfail to achieve. For Jack was
always too ready to laugh.

Marguerite glanced acrossat Sophie, standing in her place
on the opposite side of the table. She looked as uncertain as
Margueritefelt. Marguerite smiled tentatively and received a
broader smile in return. They understood each other. They
werenot yet truly membersof thisextraordinary family. Ther
turn would come, oncetheinitial uproar wasover. Therewas
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no doubt that thethree Aikenhead brotherscould makeagreat
deal of noise.

Dominic called for quiet. The hubbub and questions
quickly subsided. 'Mama, Harriet, you will alow me to
present my wife, Alex, Duchess of Calder.” He held out his
hand to adainty littlelady with reddish-brown curlsthreaded
with ribbon. She cameforward alittle hesitantly and curtsied
elegantly to the Dowager. 'Alex,” Dominic continued, 'this is
my mother, the Dowager Duchess, and my cousin, Miss
Harriet Penworthy.' The new Duchess curtsied again. ‘And
these two so-called gentlemen,’ he continued, with a soft
laugh, ‘are my brothers, Leo and Jack.'

Jack caught up Alex's hand and carried it to hislips. ‘No
need to introduce me, Dominic, for we—

‘Jack Aikenhead!" Cousin Harriet was outraged. She
stormed down to theend of thetable and put herself between
Jack and Dominic's wife. 'l clearly did not tan your hidewell
enough when | had the chance. Where are your manners,
pray?Thislady isthewifeadf thehead of thefamily. Sinceyou
are now meeting herfor the first time, itisyour duty to allow
yourself to be properly introduced.'

Jack started, and coloured. Marguerite thought he looked
delicioudly confused. He was being his usual self, generous
and direct. He was forgetting that, while the whole family
might know that Alex had visited them beforein her guiseas
a Russian army officer, it could never be spoken of, even at
private gatherings such as this. No one must so much as hint
that Alex was anything other than what she appeared, a beau-
tiful, elegant, aristocratic lady.

'Oh." Jack swallowed and then bowed low over Alex's
hand. 'l ask you to forgive my impertinence, sster,' he said
apologetically. 'l am delighted to meet you at last. Dominic
isavery lucky man.’
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Alex dipped him atiny curtsy. There was a very mischie-
vous smile on her lips. It remained and widened while
Dominic introduced her, rather more sedately, to Leo.

'Wdl," sad the Dowager with satisfaction, looking round
the table once all the introductions had been made, 'that is
splendid.' Dominic sat at the head, aswas hisright, withAlex
at the oppositeend. The Dowager had happily yielded up her
placeand moved alongsideAlex. 'Would you wish metoring
for some refreshments, my dear”? You and Dominic must be
hungry after your journey.'

Withering appeared in answer to her summons. He stood
Impassively while Alex instructed him, in English with a
slight Scottish burr, to bring alight supper for the Duke and
herself. 'At once, your Grace,' Withering said, bowing.

'Well done, my dear.' The Dowager patted Alex's hand.

Alex was trying not to laugh. 'Dominic has had me prac-
tisng for thelast six months, maam," shesaid softly. 'He tells
me | amimproving,' she added wryly.

'He is an impudent puppy,’ the Duchess said behind her
hand. 'l hope you intend to cure him of that?

Alex's only answer was an enigmatic smile.

Withering had not withdrawn. He was still standingin the
doorway, looking uncertain. He cleared histhroat and took a
pace forward. '‘Might | be so bold as to ask your Grace what
| am to do with Lord Dexter?

At thefar end of the table, Dominic burst out laughing.
'Oh, Lord, | forgotall about Ben. \Weve towed himall theway
from London, and now I've left him cooling his heelsin the
hall. Send himin, Withering, and makethat supper for three!'

|t took aconsiderabletimefor all thequestionsto be asked
and answered, for Dominic had been away from England for
amost ayear. 'l| am most curiousto discover,' he said wryly,
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'now acouple of ne'er-do-wells like Leo and Jack managed
to persuade these beautiful ladies to marry them. It's more
than an old greybeard like me can fathom.’

That produced considerabl e protest, followed by acolour-
ful recital of Leo's adventuresin Vienna and Jack's in France.
Theaccountof thetwo courtshipswasrather morerestrained.

Marguerite could not wait any longer. 'Herr Benn,' she
began, but stopped to correct herself. ‘Lord Dexter, haveyou
news of my mother and sister? The rumours from France
have been so worrying. | am afrad—

‘They werewsell, and safe, when | left Lyons, maam. And
| am sure that will still be the case.'

'How long ago did you leave Lyons?

'l had only just arrived in London when Dominic found me!
He paused. 'l left Lyonsalittleover amonth ago, | suppose. |
had to come out through Spain, I'm afraid. Unlike the Aiken-
heads, my Frenchisn't good enough to alow meto passfor a
Frenchman. If it were, | should have traveled through France,
and brought your sster out withme. Y our mother, too, of course.'

Marguerite looked closely at the man she had always
thought of asHerr Benn. Hetoo, it transpired, wasan English
aristocrat. And he seemed to be more than a little self-
consciouswhen he spoke about Suzanne. Traveling with my
mother can be very difficult,’ she admitted. 'The things she
saysare sometimesunwise.'

L ord Dexter seemed relieved by her words. We discussed
what to do and we decided, Suzanne and I, that it would be
safestif | went alone. Suzanne promised that she would keep
thefamily close until | am able to return.’

'You are going back, sir? Marguerite was surprised for a
moment, but then sheremembered the hoursthat Suzannehad
spent tending Herr Benn. They clearly had a deep under-
standing, those two. If only —
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Lord Dexter drew himsalf up proudly. ‘It is my duty. |
cannot leave my wife, and my mother-in-law, unprotected.'

'Oh! Oh, that is wonderful!" Marguerite exclamed. He
had married Suzanne. Margueritefelt agreat surgeof joy for
her sister's happiness. Suzanne had been in love with Herr
Benn from thefirst moment she set eyeson him. And now all
her instincts had been proved right. It was perfect.

Therest of thefamily seemed to agree, for they all offered
hearty congratulations.

'When do you plan to leave, Ben? Dominic asked.

'As soon asl've collected together enough blunt to pay for
the journey. I'll need to take afew stout lads with measwell.
There's no knowing what ruffians we might encounter
between Lyons and the coast. | prefer to be prepared.’

Dominic leaned back in hischair and smiled lazily, first at
Leo and then at Jack. Leo responded with a tiny nod. Jack
winked. And then he grinned. Dominic sighed theatrically.
'And to think that | believed you had grown up, Jack.' He
shook his head. 'Perhaps we should leave you behind?

Marguerite could see that Dominic was waiting for Jack
to rise to the bait. But Jack did not. He shrugged his shoul-
dersand said, smply, 'So beit, Ace. You are the leader'

'Wdll, well, well!" Dominic was shaking hishead. 'l never
expected that.'

Jack grinned back. Thenheturned toBen. 'l understand, ar,’
he began in an atrocious country accent, ‘that you belooking
for stout fellowstotake to Francewith ye. | be pretty good with
these'ere fists. 'Ow much wasyou planning to pay?

Everyoneround thetablebegantolaugh, even Cousn Harri €.

'l think, Ben, that thedecisonismade,’ Dominic said. 'The
wars may be over, but thereisonelast mission for the Aiken-
head Honours. We shall travel to Lyonstogether —Ace, King,
Knaveand Ten—and bring homeyour wife, and theMarquise.
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She may live in comfort here at the Park, with her own
servantsaround her, for aslong as she desires.'
Margueritetried to thank him, but he brushed her asidewith
awamsmile. 'No need, my dear. They arefamily. Asare you.'
Dominicrosetohisfeetand raisedhisglass. ‘A toast, ladies
and gentlemen. To the Aikenhead Honours and thefair ladies
they have married. And to the successof our final mission!'
Chairsscraped on the polished woodenfloor. Everyonerose.
"'The Aikenhead Honours!" they criedin chorus. 'And success!*



Author’s Note

Cad T

Napoleon Bonaparte sailed from Elbato land in France at
5 p.m. on Wednesday, 1 March 1815, fulfilling the promise
he had made ayear earlier to return with the violets. He was
careful to avoid the well-defended port of Toulon. Instead, he
landed at Golfe-Juan, between Cannes and Antibes, with
about 1,000 men, more than half of them from the |mperial
Guard. They spent the next two days scrambling over the
mountains, en route for Gap and the road to Grenoble and
Lyons. Napoleon had judged, correctly, that the King's forces
would not ook for him away from the main routes. By the
time news of his escape reached Paris, three days after he
landed, Napoleon was aready nearly 100 milesinland. Thus
began the Hundred Days.

The historical events | have shown in His Forbidden
Liaison happened much as| have described. When Napoleon
met hisfirst opposing royalist troops, south of Grenoble, he
did challenge them to shoot him, though the sourcesdiffer on
precisaly what he said. The soldiersrallied to him, asdid the
regiment that was waiting for himin Grenoble. In Lyons, the
troops changed sides even before Napoleon arrived; the



Joanna Maitland 275

King's brother, who was supposed to lead them against

Napoleon, decamped for Paris instead. Napoleon remained
somedaysin Lyons, issuing decreesand summoning the par-
liament to Paris. He also summoned his wife and son back
from Viennathough, if you haveread Leo's story, His Reluc-
tant Mistress, you will know that that did not go quite accord-
Ing to plan.

By thetime Napoleon reached Paris, on Monday, 20 March
1815, hisjourney had becomeatriumphal royal progress. Not
ashot had been fired. Theregimentssent to opposehimalong
theroute from Fontai nebl eau to Paris presented armsinstead.
At110.30 p.m. he wascarried shoulder-highinto the Tuileries
palace. His eyes were shut, and he was smiling.

Thenewstook along timeto reach other Europeancapitals,
sincethey did not havethe French telegraph system. InLondon,
Jack's eyewitness testimony would have been vitdl. In Paris,
the Duchessaf Courland set out onthe sameday that theKing
fled thecountry. It took her morethanfivedaystoreach Vienna
with the news. That was on Good Friday. By Easter Sunday,
25 March, 1815, anew Allied coalition had been formed and
the Duke of Welington had been appointed commander-in-
chief. Barely a week later, on 4 April 1815, Wellington was
back in Brusselsto take command of thearmy.

By theend of June, it was over. Napoleon had |ost the battle
of Waterloo—on 18 June 1815—though, as Wellington
admitted, it had been adamnedclose-runthing. By themiddle
of July, Napoleon was on a British ship bound for England,
and later, for exilein St Helena; King Louis XVIII had been
restored and Paris was an occupied city, filled with foreign
troops. The situation was dangerous, and volatile. The
Parisians were ready to rise against the occupiers, and royal -
Ists were clamouring for blood. No one was safe. Even roy-
alists were attacked for failing to oppose Napoleon with
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sufficient vigour. Republicans and Bonapartists were also
ready to fight, since they felt they had nothing to lose. Many
peopledied in revengeattacks as gangs went on the rampage
In cities across France. But down in Lyons, Ben Dexter
managed to protect the woman he loved. His story, and
Suzanne's, will be available as a Harlequin e-book in the
Undone! series.
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