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Prologue

October 2, 1780

The crack of pistol fire awoke Monique with a start, and her green eyes widened in fear as she leaned forward to glance out the open coach window. Only thick bushes and tall pines were visible along the narrow, dirt highway. The late afternoon sun cast eerie shadows along the path, but showed no sign of the shooter.

“Sit back!” Count Eric von Strade grasped his daughter’s arm and pushed her against the plush leather cushion. 

“What is it, Eric?” Lisle von Strade’s smooth brow furrowed in a concerned frown as she, too, was roused from sleep by her husband’s sharp command.

“Highwaymen.”


“No!” she whispered her horror. Lisle’s brown eyes widened in alarm as her gaze darted first to the window, then to Monique.


“They’re after money and jewels.” Eric reached into the hidden compartment beneath his seat, withdrew a pistol and tucked it into the waistband of his breeches. He smoothed a hand over his dark green satin coat to assure himself that no bulge revealed the hidden weapon.


This cannot be happening! Monique’s mind screamed as the coach ground to a stop. The sound of approaching footsteps was enough to make her clutch her waist in mounting terror. She knew now that the nightmare was all too real.


“Eric, will they...”


“Let me handle it.” He covered his wife’s trembling hands with his own as his gray eyes met hers. He gave her hands a gentle squeeze. “All will be well, Lisle.”


Monique clutched her most prized possession: the brooch secured to the front of her dark blue cape. Her father’s deep voice was calm and reassuring, true, but she wished dearly that they had never left the safety of their home. 
The von Strades began their journey from Prussia to Paris three days earlier, and Monique watched the passing scenery with a wide-eyed interest. The tall, rocky cliffs and flowing rivers of her Prussian homeland brought back the legends of her childhood—stories of the princely knight, Siegfried, who stole the Rhine’s gold; and of the virgin nymph, Lorelei, who lured sailors to their rocky death with her songs. They passed quaint chapels and solitary shrines; silent sentinels that awaited the prayers of weary travelers.

Where are the shrines now when I, too, need to plead for mercy? Monique wondered frantically.

Her mother’s whispered supplication drifted toward her, and Monique added a prayer of her own. Eric glanced at them, then turned toward the window. His eyes narrowed in anger.

“Out! All of you!” The door was yanked open and a pistol-bearing hand appeared in the doorway. The blunderbuss was pointed at her father’s chest.

The Count’s mouth formed a tight, thin line as he stared at the gun. The highwayman raised the weapon in warning, and Eric looked at his family. “We must heed his request.”


The pistol inched away as Eric bent to step through the doorway and from the coach.

“Don’t worry. Your father will protect us.” Lisle’s voice trembled despite the reassuring words, then she lifted her yellow satin skirt and followed her husband from the conveyance.
Monique’s heart raced, but she vowed to follow her mother’s brave example. She wiped damp palms against her wool cloak, and then stooped to exit through the open doorway. She froze.


The highwayman’s dark eyes gleamed with a feral light, like those of a cat. His black hair and clothes combined with his long, high collared cape to intensify his menacing appearance. His gaze lowered to the curve of Monique’s breasts before he met her eyes, and an evil grin curled his mouth.


“Come, Monique.” Eric ignored the scoundrel’s bold perusal of his daughter and moved to help her down the coach steps. 

She grasped his hand and felt safety in its strength as she stepped from the conveyance. The feeling fled quickly though, and she stifled a gasp when she saw their family footman lying face up at the rear of the coach. The odd angle of his head and the blood that stained his clothing told her that he was dead.


Her father squeezed her hand and Monique read the unspoken command that sparked within his steely blue eyes. You are a von Strade. You must not show fear.


She tipped her head in a nod, yet her terror mounted as the caped highwayman motioned for one of his associates to dismount. A third robber sat beside the coachman on the high seat of the conveyance, his flintlock pointed toward the family. Another man sat astride his horse a small distance from the fore of the coach. His gun was also aimed in their direction. All wore black, but only their leader sported a cape. Strange, she thought, that they wear no masks.


“Your money and jewels!”


Eric faced the caped villain. His back stiffened proudly. “They were sent ahead to Paris with our servants.” 


“You lie!”


“I would not be so foolish. You will find no jewelry, and we have little money.” He pulled a coin pouch from his vest pocket and tossed it to the ground before he glanced at his wife. “Lisle, give him your purse.”


A fifth man appeared from behind the coach and yanked the satin bag from her outstretched hand. He ripped both satchels open, dumped out the money, then tossed them aside. He counted the coins. “Merde! A mere pittance!”


Their leader stiffened with anger, but was distracted when a distant sound met his ears. He tilted his head and listened for a moment before he motioned with his pistol toward the forest’s edge. “Move!”


Eric grasped his daughter’s waist and whispered in her ear. “No matter what you see, liebchen, be brave.”

A sudden cry pierced the air, and the von Strades’ whirled as one to see their coachman grasp his bloodied chest and fall from the high seat. Monique swallowed the bile that rose to her throat as the highwayman jumped from his perch and wiped his blade on the servant’s gold-trimmed coat. He grasped the dead man’s arm and dragged him beyond the rear of the coach, then plopped him beside the other dead servant like a sack of rotted potatoes and returned to the two men who began to unload the family’s trunks from the coach.


The men flung open the chests and rich silks, satins and lace flew through the air. Monique glanced at her father and read the outrage in his eyes. Eric’s hands were clenched with anger and helplessness. Her mother’s eyes flamed as well, but the nearly imperceptible shake of her head warned Monique to remain silent.

A loud curse brought her attention back to the road. One of the highwaymen pulled the last gown from the trunks and ripped it to shreds before he tossed it aside. “Nothing!” 


Their leader advanced on Eric, his face contorted in an angry scowl. “Tell me where the jewels are hidden!”

“I would not deceive you.” The other man drew back his shoulders in defiance. “They are in Paris, with our servants. We have little that would interest you.”


“Is that so?” The villain’s leer shifted to Monique. His smile was as evil as the gleam in his eyes. The latter narrowed with a silent threat.

“Leave her be,” Eric gritted as he moved to stand between them. “I will show you where the money is secured.”


The highwayman motioned for the Count to lead the way. Lisle waited until the two men put a few feet of distance between them before she clutched her daughter’s hand.

“You must flee! Now!” she demanded in a fierce whisper.
“I cannot leave you and Papa...” 
Despite her father’s reassurance, Monique knew her mother was right. The highwaymen were ruthless villains. The fact that two innocent human beings lay dead in the road was proof of their lack of conscience. The men wore no masks—because they had no intention of allowing her family to survive.
If she fled, she would never see her parents alive again. If she did not flee, she would die. 


“You must run!” Her mother squeezed her hand in a desperate plea. “Your father will protect me. We shall seek you when all is safe.”


Tears stung Monique’s eyes as her gaze shifted to her father. He chanced a quick glance in her direction, and his features hardened in silent command: 

Obey!
The caped highwayman shoved his pistol against her father’s back, and Eric hesitated only a moment before he turned and reached into the coach. The hidden compartment beneath the seat was revealed to the robber’s eager gaze a moment later. Impatient to seize the riches, the others gathered around.

Icy tentacles of fear squeezed Monique’s heart. Her father did not lie. Their servants did take the money and jewels with them to her Aunt Josephine’s home in Paris.

Lisle grabbed her daughter’s arm and shoved her toward the endless expanse of forest, only a few feet away. “Go! Now!”

“May God protect you and Papa,” she prayed before she yanked her satin skirt up to her knees and sped into the woods.
Only a few seconds passed before the leader’s curse met Monique’s ears. “Merde! Stop her!”

Her mother’s cry immediately followed. “Do not harm her!” Then her father’s command. “Let her go!”


She raced into the shadow-laden forest. Heavy feet trampled the brush behind her a moment later. 

“Come back here, wench! You cannot escape!”

Monique’s heart pounded when she recognized the leader’s voice. She sought shelter, a place to hide, but her frenzied gaze found only the endless expanse of tall trees that stretched before her. An inbred instinct for self-preservation spurred her onward, and she became heedless of the low-lying limbs that yanked at her hair and clawed at her face and arms in their attempt to imprison her. She came to an abrupt halt when one of the branches snatched her cape in a merciless hold. She shrieked her terror and tugged frantically at the fine wool, but the tree held fast. Leaves crunched behind her. She whirled and a flash of movement met her wild eyes. The highwayman was gaining on her!


She yanked desperately at the neck of the cloak and a rending tear freed her from the life-threatening restraint. She bolted further into the darkening forest.


“Where are you, ma vierge? You can’t escape me!”


Terror’s icy fingers tickled their way up her spine. His ominous words meant “his virgin.” Her frenzied mind recalled the way he ogled her breasts; his lurid, depraved smile... 

He wants more than my mere death! He wants my virginity!

Monique’s chest heaved with terror-born gasps, and her corset became a vise as she continued her panicked flight. The breath left her lungs a moment later when the distant report of pistol fire spurred her on to an even faster pace. The shots could mean only one thing:

Her parents were dead. 
Please God, give me strength!
Hot tears blurred her vision, and she stumbled over a fallen tree limb. A piercing cry tore its way from her throat as she pitched to the moss-covered earth. Pain seared her insides as she scrambled up again, but a strong arm encircled her waist in a steel vise before she could continue her flight. Her horrified scream echoed through the forest as the highwayman wrenched her around to face him.

It was then that Monique von Strade began the fiercest battle of her young life; a battle to save her chastity—and her life.

Chapter One

Gulls soared in the clear blue sky. Their piercing screeches rivaled those of the fishmongers as the dark-haired Pierre de Latier threaded his way across the deck to the ship’s railing. He spotted his grandfather amidst the crowd of people on the dock below and waved. The gray-haired Jacques Marchant returned the greeting, and Pierre picked up his valise and joined the other passengers who, eager to set their feet on French soil, elbowed their way down the narrow gangplank.

Pierre pushed through the throng of rich and poor alike who jammed Le Havre harbor’s wooden waterfront quay. The close press of people, which included more than a few purse cutters, kindled the marquis’ need to exercise caution. His sharp azure eyes narrowed and his large hand went unbidden to the breast pocket of his jacket. The bulge there assured him that the packet of papers was intact. The lives of hundreds of men rested on the safe delivery of his commander’s missive.

His long strides carried him to Jacques’ side in only a matter of moments.


“Remy and Luc have our horses nearby,” the older man informed him.


Pierre tipped his head in a nod, acknowledging Jacques’ words, but made no move to embrace the equally tall, blue-eyed man. An underlying awkwardness existed between them—an awkwardness that was accentuated by the older man’s insistence that his grandson address him as “Jacques.” Though related by blood, the two men had known each other eleven years. In that time each developed a hard-earned trust and respect for the other. “You will remain on the estate for a while?”


Pierre shook his head. “I leave tomorrow for Versailles. If all goes well, I shall return to the Colonies within a months’ time.”


“I will alert the groom to have your horse ready,” Jacques assured him as they left the crowd behind. His gaze swept the younger man’s drawn features. “You look tired.”


“Nothing that a few days rest and a hearty meal won’t cure.” 

He glanced surreptitiously at the older man and his chest heaved in a sigh. His grandfather was spry for a man of his advanced years and his eyes sharp and alert, but the signs of age had made themselves known in the eight months Pierre was away. The older man’s satin coat and breeches sagged now over frail bones and his lined features were etched further by the steadfast march of time.

How many years remained before he buried his grandfather—the last living member of his family?

They approached the horses now. Two servants stood nearby, reins in hand, and tipped their heads in a show of respect.

“I trust all is well with your wife, Remy?” Pierre addressed his valet.

“Oui, My Lord.” The man’s chest swelled with pride. “She bore me a son a fortnight ago.”

“Well, congratulations!” A smile curved Pierre’s firm lips as he reached into the valise, retrieved his pistol and tucked it into the waistband of his pants. He handed the satchel to  Remy and turned to the second servant. “Your mother, Luc, she fares well?”

The young man simply nodded. Though born mute, Luc’s height, powerful build, and piercing black eyes elicited fear and respect among his peers.

Pierre and Jacques mounted their horses and the former waited until they put the city behind them before he again addressed his grandfather. “I trust all is well with the estate?”


“We had some trouble with poachers again. Remy recognized them as coming from the local village.”
Pierre raised a dark eyebrow in suspicion as a memory tugged at his brain. He discovered a poacher on his land the previous year, also. The man wore peasant clothing, but the marquis detected a British accent. During the course of their conversation, the bandit drew a pistol and Pierre was forced to kill him. Subsequent identification by an associate from Army Headquarters in Paris revealed the man to be a British spy.

“I trust you disposed of them,” Pierre referred to the poachers.


“Yes.” Jacques’ mouth tightened in anger. “But I expect we will see more.”

Pierre lapsed into silence and a heavy frown furrowed his brow. The British were not fools. The spy he was forced to slay the year before served as proof that the enemy knew his true identity. Like Jacques, he had no doubt that they would return. The only question was when... 

A late afternoon sun speckled the dirt road with streams of light and shadow as Pierre and Jacques neared the estate. 

“You must visit your vineyard properties when you return from Paris.” Jacques’ voice was solemn. “The account books need going over, too, and you know I am no good at figures...”

Pierre raised his hand, cutting the older man short, and reined his horse to a halt.

“What is it?” Jacques pulled back the reins on his own steed and stopped beside his grandson. The two servants followed suit.

“Perhaps nothing.” In truth, his trained ear had picked up the sound a gunshot.

Pierre waited to see if the sound would repeat, but only the screech of a hawk greeted his intense perusal. He glanced upward as the bird soared toward the heavens, then a second report drew his attention back to the forest around them. He flicked the reins against the horse’s neck and spurred the animal onward. Jacques and the servants followed close behind.

The road curved a short distance ahead, and Pierre motioned for his companions to slow their horses to a walk. He, in turn, reined his own steed through a gap in the thick stand of trees to his left. He jerked back on the reins a moment later when a woman’s scream reached his ears. He slid silently from the saddle and his pulse raced as he secured the horse to a nearby bush. He retrieved the pistol from his waistband and cocked it for immediate readiness. Jacques approached from behind and dismounted, then followed his grandson’s lead. The two armed servants, too, arrived on foot. 

“Remain here while I investigate,” Pierre ordered.

He crept forward, darting from tree to tree, until he traversed the corner of the forest. He paused when he spotted the road again. Two men lay face up in the dirt. Their uniforms told him they were servants; their bloodstained clothing and blank, unseeing eyes told him they were dead. 

Beyond them sat a coach, which bore a royal crest. An armed man paced the road behind the conveyance. Two others stood beyond him, their pistols also drawn and their faces dark scowls of fury. Another man sat astride a horse at the fore of the carriage. 

Pierre tensed as his eyes caught a sudden movement. He glanced beneath the vehicle and spied a woman’s yellow skirt on the far side. Beside her, lying prone in the dirt, was the figure of an elegantly clad male. She wiped her companion’s forehead with a blood-soaked handkerchief, and Pierre concluded the man was alive, but injured.

He made his silent way back to Jacques and the servants.

“Highwaymen,” he stated quietly. That simple word was enough. His three companions were all too familiar with the cutthroats who held no regard for human life. 

“There are two passengers, a man and a woman,” Pierre continued. “They’re alive, though they won’t be for long. I counted four of the brigands, but there may be more.” He looked at his servants. “Remy, see to the guard at the coach’s fore. Luc, dispose of the one at the rear. I shall handle the other two. Wait until I fire before you do.”

The two men departed to assume their positions. Pierre’s gaze moved to his grandfather. He saw the expectant look in the other man’s eyes and the pistol in his hand, and shook his head. “The coach bears a Prussian coat of arms. You must remain hidden.”


“But...”


The wave of his hand cut Jacques’ objection short. “I may need you to pose as the marquis.”


The old man’s shoulders stiffened in a show of displeasure. “Very well.”

Pierre crept back to the road. A rush of exhilaration coursed through his veins as he stole up behind the two brigands who stood at the edge of the forest. Their risqué conversation met his ears.

“She’s a little older than I like. I’d rather have had the young one,” the man on the right said as his lurid gaze swept Lisle’s trim form.

“Merde, I’m not particular. A woman’s a woman—and the more she fights, the better,” his friend rejoined.

“I’m doing the bitch first.” The man who stood at the rear of the coach swung his pistol their way. “If you want her, you can wait your turn.”

Pierre looked back at the woman and witnessed her fearful gaze dart from one brigand to the next, then drop to her companion’s unconscious form. He gritted his teeth, aware that he could offer no protection from the bandits’ obscene plans—not yet. The woman clamped her eyes shut and her lips moved in a silent prayer for God to intercede.

He waited for his servants to get into position, then stepped into the open and fired. The man on the right clasped his chest and spun to the ground. The second would-be rapist jumped behind a tree.

Two shots thundered back from the road, and Pierre rolled to crouch behind a bush. He grabbed a second pistol from his waistband and cocked it. Seconds ticked by as he waited patiently for the enemy to make a move. A twig snapped to his right and he whirled. A male figure crept through the trees, and Pierre discharged the pistol.

The acrid smell of gunpowder was heavy in the air as he walked over to the man who had posed this latest threat. The gaping wound in the scoundrel’s chest left little doubt that he was dead.

Pierre made his cautious way back to the road to assess the results of the minor skirmish. All of the highwaymen were dead. His men, however, were unharmed.

He crossed to the petite, auburn-haired female who sat in the dirt beside the wounded nobleman. Her face was hidden behind loose curls and her shaky hands continued to daub at the unconscious man’s forehead with the bloodied handkerchief.

“Your...companion, he is alive?” The German Pierre learned in his youth returned at once.

“Thankfully.” She glanced up at him. Her pale and delicate face emphasized dark, almost black eyes—eyes filled with pain and relief. “He is my husband. He suffered a blow to the head and a bullet grazed his hand, but he will recover.”

Pierre reached down a hand to help her up. He could not discern the woman’s exact age, though he was sure she was older than he; she possessed a beauty that had faded little with time’s passage.


“We shall speak French, yes?” Her French was immaculate, and her voice soft and dignified despite its tremble. “I am Countess Lisle von Strade.”

He swept an arm before himself in a gallant bow. “Pierre Marie Louis de Latier, the Marquis du Fonte, at your service.”

Her title came as no surprise to Pierre. She had a proud and regal bearing possessed only by females of high birth. She was trained to hide emotion from servants and strangers and, therefore, remained calm even in the face of danger. Judging by the dark bruises on her arms and wrists, however, her suffering extended beyond the injury to her husband. “You have not been...harmed?”

She laid a hand on his arm in supplication. “My daughter. I sent her into the woods. Their leader followed her. I fear that...”

A distant scream sliced through the damp autumn air. Pierre’s gaze shot in the direction of the cry, then he covered Lisle’s hand with his. “I shall find her. My servants will take you to my estate. You will be safe there.”

She blinked back tears and tipped her head in a shaky nod of assent.

Pierre left her then, and hurried to find Jacque. The man remained hidden deep in the woods with the horses. “You heard the scream?”


“Yes.” His grandfather’s face was grim as he handed Pierre his own loaded weapon. “An additional female passenger?”

“Their daughter.” Pierre slung himself into the saddle. “Have Luc drive the count’s coach to the château, and send Remy to fetch my physician.” His mouth tightened in a grim line. “And for both our sake’s, remain hidden.”


Pierre snapped the reins against his horse’s neck then, and guided the steed in the direction of the cry. Darkness enshrouded him, and his search for signs of the young girl’s frenzied flight became more difficult. He followed the broken twigs and disturbed earth until his questing gaze settled on a dark cape caught within the thorns of a berry bush. It ripped as he yanked it free. A fragrance, soft and feminine, wafted on the gentle breeze as he tossed the woolen garment over his steed’s neck.

Another scream rent the air, and a curse escaped Pierre’s lips as he spurred the horse on to a faster pace. The hatred within him grew with each thud of the steed’s hooves. A scoundrel who possessed the effrontery to harm a noble female was capable of anything—including the rape of a young girl.

The bastard deserves to die! 

He spied the brigand and his victim in a clearing a few minutes later. The villain was too engrossed in his pending victory to glance around and see who approached. “Wait your turn!” he growled as he unfastened his breeches. “I am not finished with her.”
Pierre dismounted and the telltale cock of his pistol caused the highwayman to stiffen. He turned slowly and, seeing that he faced a formidable opponent instead of one of his own men, reached for the knife in his belt. Pierre fired. The bullet pierced the blackguard’s chest and he pitched face first to the moss-covered ground.

Pierre snatched the cape from over his steed’s neck and rushed to kneel beside the girl. Her eyes were closed, but her steady breathing assured him she was alive. He brushed silky auburn tresses away from her face with a gentle hand, and his breath caught in his throat.

She was older than he anticipated, perhaps sixteen or seventeen—and far more beautiful than her mother.

He shook his head to ward off a sudden bout of fury at what the brigand put her through, then pulled a handkerchief from his vest pocket. He daubed at the blood that ran from one corner of her mouth. Her floral fragrance surrounded him; possessed him.

He paused in his ministrations and his gaze moved of its own accord to her rosy lips, long lashes and delicate nose. Another curse escaped his lips when his eyes settled on the large red bruise that marred her cheek. He lowered his gaze then, to where her gown was ripped to the waist, revealing the supple beauty of her bare, mounded breasts. The highwayman had been eager to claim his prize—a prize which proved to be perfection at its finest. Pierre’s jaw turned to granite with the mere thought that the hated scoundrel had also feasted his eyes upon her unveiled beauty.

He covered her bare breasts with the cape, then lifted her into his arms. She was as fragile as a dream. The warmth of her body proved that she was all too real for his peace of mind, however, and he cursed himself when his manhood stirred.


Pierre laid the unconscious girl over his saddle and mounted the horse, then cradled her head in the shelter of his arm. His fingers discovered the sticky moisture of blood.


The young woman moaned. It was as though she sensed his outrage even in her unconscious state. Her lips trembled, and Pierre tensed.

Would she awaken? Would she fear him, too, and cause herself further injury?

To his utter relief, she quieted.

He drew her close then, and started toward home.

Blue and yellow-white flames crackled in the library fireplace as Pierre paused before it. Two hours had passed since the doctor’s arrival and still no word on Monique’s condition.

A muffled curse escaped his lips, and then he resumed his pacing.

Footsteps approached the library a few minutes later. The elderly physician paused in the doorway. His black coat and breeches did little to hide his thin physique. A powdered wig and face only emphasized his angular features.

Pierre moved to sit behind the large mahogany desk as he motioned the man inside. “How is she?”

“Not good.” Quentin Lombard closed the door and crossed to sit opposite Pierre. He rested his forearms on his knees and leaned forward. “Judging by the many injuries she sustained, she put up a valiant fight to protect her honor. She also suffered a severe concussion.”

“She was not...molested?”

“Thankfully, no.”

“And she will recover?”


“That is up to God.”


Pierre slammed his fist on the shiny mahogany desktop, then rose and walked to the window. He stared into the darkness beyond. “Your God did not deem it important to keep the young woman and her parents out of harm’s way!”


“He is your God too, Pierre. Who are we to judge His actions?”


“I have no desire to discuss theology with you.” Pierre long ago tossed aside his belief in a merciful and just God. He turned back to his friend. “I want truth, not fancy. What are her chances?”


The doctor lifted his shoulders in a small shrug. “Much depends upon her strength. She may recover within days, even hours or... “

He let the statement hang, but the implication behind his pause was all too clear. Pierre refused to consider the possibility that Monique would die. “She must not be moved?”


“Indeed. To do so could further aggravate her injuries.”


“Then the Count and his family will remain here as my guests,” Pierre stated with determination. He returned to sit in the large, leather chair behind his desk. “I shall extend the invitation tomorrow.”

“He will appreciate your kindness, My Lord.” 

Pierre nodded his agreement.

Quentin had been the family physician since long before Pierre’s father died, ten years earlier. The doctor was twenty years his senior and they came from different backgrounds, but Pierre and Quentin became more than mere friends. They were compatriots, spies who pledged their loyalty to King and country. Experience taught Pierre to trust no one, save for his grandfather, his servants and the man who sat before him.

“How are her parents handling her attack?”


“Count von Strade is upset that his servants failed to protect them. I believe he is even more furious, however, that he was taken unaware and knocked unconscious.” 


Pierre lifted an eyebrow in question, and Quentin explained further.

“He is a proud, arrogant man. Apparently, his family traces back to before the Hohenzollern Dynasty.” 

The other man tipped his head in a nod, understanding now the reason for Eric’s self-hatred. 

“It took some doing on my part to calm him sufficiently so I could suture his wound,” the doctor concluded. “He is most fortunate that the bullet grazed his hand and not his heart.”


“It is fortunate, indeed,” Pierre agreed.

“It appears that this terrible mischance follows a recent tragedy in their family.”

Another raised eyebrow from Pierre was enough to make Quentin sit back in his chair and launch into a lengthy explanation. “The count’s only son died of the pox a year ago. Needless to say, the boy’s death was hard on the whole family. Though the count is presently concerned about his daughter, he also fears for his wife. Apparently, she doted on the boy and, when he died, she suffered a severe case of melancholia. That is one of the reasons he was taking his family to Paris. He thought the trip would cheer his wife.” The doctor shook his head at what the von Strades suffered. “And now this.”

Quentin leaned forward in the chair again. “He is King Frederick’s Ambassador to France, Pierre, and the countess is related to the King. Their acquaintance may bode well for us. He is most indebted to you for saving his daughter’s life.”


Pierre cocked an eyebrow for the third time. Quentin’s words eased his suspicions to a degree, but then again, they had no actual proof of the count’s identity. One slip, such as trusting the wrong person, could put his mission—and his life—in jeopardy. “The countess is related to the King?” he addressed what he considered to be the most important tidbit of information that Quentin provided.


The doctor nodded. “She is a distant cousin to Louis, though she dismissed the relationship by saying, ‘who among French royalty is not?’“ A brief smile curved Quentin’s lips before he continued. “She is a remarkable woman. She refuses to leave her daughter’s side despite my admonitions that she rest.” He changed the subject with a characteristic bluntness. “Did you encounter any trouble during your journey?”

“Only minor, in Rhode Island. The British moved their base of operations from that colony to New York the previous October, but I was told their spies were everywhere. Luckily, I heeded the warning.

“I was certain no one trailed me when I left the Vernon house, where Rochambeau is quartered. I headed toward the harbor at Newport. When I neared Mill Street and the docks, however, I heard the tread of booted footsteps—footsteps that increased in speed to match my pace. I ducked behind a tavern and waited to confront the man who pursued me. He put up a fight.” Pierre rubbed the scar on his arm in remembrance. “Far too good of a fight for a mere thief, but expected of a trained assassin—an assassin meant to prevent me from delivering my report. A quick search through the man’s clothing confirmed that he was a British spy.” His cold gaze met Quentin’s. “His body rests at the harbor bottom, fodder for fish.”


“What of Rochambeau?”

“I leave for Versailles tomorrow to deliver his missive. I fear the King will be displeased by the contents.”


His friend’s expression was grim. “The situation is as we expected then?”


“Far worse.” Pierre rose and, hands clasped behind his back, started to pace the floor again. “The British blockade was far too successful. The American soldiers receive food now that is often stale and moldy. The lack of blankets, shoes and warm clothing for the past two years has left many soldiers disgruntled. Even the American officers complain about the lack of provisions.”


Pierre paused to stare down into the rapidly dancing flames in the large fireplace.

“Desertion is on the rise. The American soldiers have families to support, but the script they are paid with is virtually worthless. They can neither clothe, feed, or protect their families while they fight our common enemy.”


“But how can the desertion be tolerated?”

“Many of the rebels are volunteers, and the Continental militia has little control over them. Some return when there is an American victory, or when the British threaten their homes, but the desertion continues. The American commander, General Washington, admits that his army can number fifteen thousand one day and a mere three thousand the next.”


“Then the King must see reason.” Quentin joined him at the fireplace. “He must help the rebels financially.”


“The Americans also need ships and troops. King George III has denied shipment of any arms to the Americans and seeks to break up the rebellion by depriving them of the economic means they need to thrive. The Colonialists receive few imported goods, and it is most difficult for them to export their products to anywhere, save England. Even then, the goods are used to pay King George’s taxes, thus there is very little money flowing into the American Colonies. Worse, the small Continental Navy cannot possibly best the massive size and strength of the British fleet.” Pierre faced his friend. “It is for this reason that Rochambeau hopes to convince the King to send ships to support the American cause. If he doesn’t, the British blockade will crush the American rebellion.”

“It will take some doing to get him to send in a fleet of ships, Pierre. There is still the problem with the West Indies. King Louis may not want to spread his forces too thin.”

Pierre could do little but nod his agreement. Quentin spoke the truth. King Louis wanted to retain possession of the recently conquered islands of St. Vincent and Grenada.

“When do you report to Headquarters?”


“Tomorrow evening or the day after, if the meeting at Versailles fares well. I anticipate orders that will prompt a visit to our friend, Monsieur Balcotte.”


Quentin’s eyes flashed with acknowledgment. “Another shipment of arms?”


Pierre tipped his head in another small nod. “The weapons I escorted to Boston on this last trip were insufficient. The Americans require thousands, not mere hundreds. Though the King may take his time considering Rochambeau’s request, he cannot deny the Americans the weapons they need.”


“They will be a powerful ally, should they succeed.” The two men stood beside one another and stared into the flames for a long moment in companionable silence. Finally, the older man released a heavy sigh of fatigue. “It grows late. I must depart.”


“You may remain here the night, if you like,” Pierre invited as he started from the room. Quentin followed, and his host closed the library door behind him. The two men walked down the hall toward the grand foyer. “Then you can accompany me to Paris tomorrow morning.”


Quentin paused, then nodded in quick decision. “Perhaps I should remain. It would afford me the opportunity to see my young patient again before we depart.”


Pierre clasped the doctor’s shoulder and a smile curved his lips. “Then it is settled.”

The doctor nodded, walked over to the front door and retrieved the large leather medical valise he placed there before joining Pierre in the library. They headed up the marble stairs to the second floor. “The same room?” the doctor asked when they reached the top.


“Indeed, it is.”

Pierre waited until the other man reached the third door on the right. Quentin paused as he grasped the handle, and then turned to tip his head in a silent goodnight. Pierre returned the nod and headed for his own room on the opposite side of the château. 

He stopped at the door opposite his own chamber and knocked. Jacques opened the portal a moment later, then stepped aside to allow his grandson entry. The older man wore a long nightshirt and the bed was rumpled, making it obvious that he rose to answer the late night call. His eyes, however, were bright with curiosity.

Pierre waited until his grandfather closed the door before he spoke. “I leave for Versailles tomorrow. Should Count von Strade leave the premises, I wish you to follow him. Keep him under constant surveillance. Search his personal papers if you have the opportunity, but be sure you are not discovered.”

“You do not think the highwaymen were simply an unfortunate occurrence?” The older man’s voice was filled with surprise.

“I refuse to make assumptions about Count von Strade, or his wife and daughter. We cannot forget, however, that he may be a clever spy and his family a simple ruse.”

Jacques opened his mouth to protest, then reconsidered. “You are correct, as usual.”

Pierre bid his grandfather goodnight then, and left the room. He entered his own chambers and crossed to the desk. He picked up the gold-framed miniature that sat there and stared for a long moment at the clear blue eyes and dark hair that were so much like his own.

She was young when she posed for the painting—as young as the female who slept in a room down the hall, sheltered in her mother’s love.

A familiar blackness entered his soul as he set the frame back on the desk and picked up an ornate silver tinderbox. He struck a flint against the stone, and his hand trembled as he lit the single candle that sat beside the portrait.

