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      I awoke to the smell of death.

      There was a hard surface under me and my head was splitting. Opening my eyes, I stared at a face. It took a moment for me to recognize Josephine Baudelaire, for her countenance was mutilated, her eyes gone, and her blood-coated mouth hanging agape without a tongue.

      I tried scrambling to my feet, but the floor was slick and I slipped, my knee hitting the floor hard. The front of my dress was soaked with drying blood, and I panicked, wiping at it with my hands.

      It took me a moment to realize that the blood wasn’t mine.

      It wasn’t me. I wasn’t hurt.

      I felt a moment of relief before reeling up to my feet. Unsteady from shock, I gazed frantically around the room, trying to comprehend the situation. The small space had a low ceiling nestled among the roof rafters. I and the dead Josephine were the only occupants.

      It smelled of rodent and was grimy and dusty, containing a lone chair with a precarious lean, a broken water pitcher on the floor, and a brass headboard from a bed leaning against the wall.

      The door was locked, but there was one window, and I staggered to it. Using the sleeve of my dress, I tried wiping it clean, but the grime was stubborn and I only achieved an eye-hole view of a narrow street below me. Seeing people passing by, I tried lifting the window frame to yell for help, but it didn’t budge. It was nailed shut.

      All of this made no sense. How had I gotten here from Tristan’s home to this? Who had brought me here? And why? The last thing I remembered was Dr. Devereaux and our experiment to break through my memories.

      I was about to try and break the window glass when I heard heavy feet pounding up a staircase outside the door. In a moment, there was shouting.

      “Get it open. Lean into it, man!” The door gave, bursting open to slam against the wall, revealing the Crown Inspector Sven De Windt and Marcellus Barbier, the gendarme detective and my friend.

      “Marcellus!” I staggered forward with one hand reaching towards them. But my relief was short-lived.

      “Arrest her!” De Windt barked.

      The gendarmes behind him surged forward and they grabbed my arms pinning them. Confused, I stuttered, “W-w-what? W-what is happening?”

      “Sit her down!”

      They hauled me over and shoved me down into the only chair. It gave an ominous creak and pitched even more. I was prevented from spilling onto the floor by the iron grip of the two guardia who kept me there.

      “What is going on?” I asked again, my voice gaining strength.

      Without replying, de Windt made his way to the body of Josephine Baudelaire, and squatted to examine her. “See?” he retorted to Barbier, who had followed him to gaze down upon the dead noblewoman. “It is as the informant said. Murdered. By her.”

      Barbier cast me a worried, sideways look. “We should bring her to the station for questioning. Time is of the essence. With the murder of Lord Bridoux, a case like this must be handled swiftly.”

      De Windt stalked over to me. “Tell us how you did it.”

      “Did what?” I said faintly. A dark little corner of my mind recognized I was in dire straits. It screamed at me to mount some defense, but my limbs felt heavy and my mind was too fogged to take immediate action.

      “The murder of Lady Baudelaire.”

      “No, that wasn’t me.” My protest sounded weak even to my ears.

      He gave a heavy sigh, shaking his head. “Confess. It will go better for you.”

      I spoke louder, trying to make them understand. “I awoke and found her here. That is all.”

      “Eyes and tongue removed! How convenient for you, madame! Barbier, remind me again what Ghost Talkers need from the dead to communicate with them?” He said mockingly,

      Barbier muttered something under his breath, refusing to meet my pleading gaze.

      “Louder, please!” demanded de Windt.

      “Eyes and tongue,” Barbier repeated, still not meeting my eyes.

      De Windt said triumphantly, “Both conveniently removed from our victim! To stop us from using another Ghost Talker to incriminate her.”

      “Why would I harm Lady Baudelaire? I barely knew the woman.” I sounded shrill as I tried to tamp down my panic. My head was throbbing and their accusations made no sense.

      “Really? Because I have several reports of heated discussions between you! At the Luminary, the night those creatures rioted, it was reported by several theater-goers that you were having a violent argument with her.”

      “Violent? It was not.” I could barely remember our exchange. Where was Tristan? I needed him, fresh air, water, and a lawyer.

      Ignoring my outburst, De Windt ticked off a the list on his fingertips. “Those who know Lady Baudelaire say she feared you. Feared your influence over the Duke de Archambeau and His Majesty. The last report we have of her before she went missing was that she was seen leaving her residence with you, madame!”

      “Ridiculous! I don’t even know where she lives!”

      “A short woman dressed in mourning black with a heavy veil was seen leaving Lady Baudelaire’s residence with her in a closed carriage. You lured her away and murdered your rival in this dingy room of the Hells, hoping she wouldn’t be found.” My rival? What did he mean? Perhaps it was my blank face or just his love for oratory, but de Windt continued. “You couldn’t deal with a lady of quality taking away the man you were bewitching.”

      “Are you referring to the Duke de Archambeau? He has no interest in Lady Baudelaire. Ask him.”

      “But you think he does in you? Remember, I saw what you were doing when at the Montaines’. Always trying to get him alone, separate him from his peers in hopes he would succumb to your wiles.” De Windt sneered. “He might take you as a mistress, but it would be Lady Baudelaire he would marry. And your jealousy wouldn’t allow that to happen.”

      “So I killed her? Are you a fool? Let me correct myself. You are a fool!” I squirmed against my captors but it was impossible to free myself.

      Before he could respond, another guardia came into the room, breathing hard. “Sir, there’s a crowd forming outside.”

      “Can’t you see I’m questioning someone?” de Windt snapped peevishly.

      Barbier made his way to the window. “He’s right. There is a crowd forming. It would be best to leave before a riot starts. Rats living in the Hells have no regard for the law even in the best of times, and this is not the best of times.”

      De Windt rudely pushed the inspector aside. He tried rubbing more dirt off the window with his coat sleeve, but to no avail. “What are they shouting down there?”

      The guardia who’d just arrived replied, “They think we are detaining one of their own, sir. Word on the street is that we nabbed a resident for crimes against the nobility, and they aren’t happy.”

      “This hostility is because of the government crackdown yesterday after Lord Bridoux’s murder,” Barbier told de Windt. “Alenbonné citizens have not liked the door-to-door searches and arrests made.”

      Who was Lord Bridoux? The name meant nothing to me. If only I could think!

      “Perhaps these rebel scum should stop murdering noblemen, if they don’t like being made to toe the line!” retorted de Windt. “How did they find we were here? Someone in your department leaks, Barbier.”

      “Probably whoever gave us that anonymous tip set up a trap,” the detective suggested.

      “That makes no sense,” scoffed de Windt. “If some citizen wants to see justice done, why would they also attack those dispensing it?”

      I interjected, “You are accusing me of murder because of some anonymous information?!” I was so angry that if I hadn’t been raised to be polite, I would have vulgarly spat at him.

      “Be quiet, prisoner,” snapped de Windt. Turning to Barbier, he added, “Your police wagon should be here shortly and my mounted unit. We shall take her in without incident. Meanwhile, cover that body.”

      They had nothing in the room to use, so in the end one guardia shed his coat to conceal Josephine’s ravaged face. I closed my eyes, trying to think. Obviously, this was a trap set for me, but this accusation surely would not stand. I had friends, such as Tristan and Charlotte, who would come to my defense. Yes, I had argued with Josephine and been found with her blood-covered corpse. But other than that, there was no evidence at all.

      The only saving grace was that at least Josephine’s ghost wasn’t standing here mocking me. She must have transitioned after being murdered, or she was haunting some other location.

      De Windt and Barbier kept arguing. The police inspector was urging de Windt to leave now, while de Windt wanted to wait for backup.

      During it all my head kept aching, occasionally giving me double vision. Far off there was music, but I couldn’t concentrate on listening to it. I felt the cotton mouth and fogginess that made me think I had been drugged. I barely suppressed the urge to vomit. Why couldn’t they be quiet and let me think?

      “Besides, I don’t think Madame Chalamet did this. She isn’t that type of woman,” Barbier said. Thank you! “No. Elinor would be more subtle. She might scare someone to death with a ghost.”

      De Windt gave an exasperated snort. “I brought you along because I needed men immediately to hand. What I don’t need is your opinion.”

      Barbier’s back stiffened. “So I’m only useful when you can use my men?”

      The guardia had been quiet, but these words seemed to cause a subtle shift of power in the room. The one who had warned us gave Barbier a nod before returning downstairs. My two guards stopped restraining me.

      A rock shattered the glass window, and we all gave a nervous start.

      “What?!” yelped de Windt, jumping back from the flying glass.

      “I tried to warn you! Get five or more people together, and a mob forms in a heartbeat. Alenbonné is a powder keg, and anything can be a match. Arresting a woman in the heart of the Hells? One they think is one of their own? Let’s leave while we still can.” Going to the top of the stairs, Barbier shouted down. “What’s happening out there?”

      “The crowd’s getting bigger,” answered one of his men.

      “Well, don’t let them!” Barbier limped tiredly back into the room. He gave me a passing glance, frowning with concern. “We need to get out of here.”

      Outside, someone yelled, “Let her go! You have no right to keep her!” Suddenly, there was the sound of horses and wagon wheels on cobblestones, and a voice I recognized was shouting. “Move back! Make way.” It was Jacques Moreau. I sagged in the chair.

      “I told you my men would be here soon,” said de Windt triumphantly.

      “So can we leave?”

      “Of course. But it will be I who will conduct the interrogation and gain her confession to murder.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Barbier gestured to his men to move away and, with a hand under my arm, gently assisted me to standing. “Be quiet until we get back to the station. We’ll figure something out there,”  he murmured for my ears only.

      We left the room, the guardia in front, me and Barbier next, and de Windt last. De Windt talked the entire time, but I ignored his gloating, which was easy since my head was aching.

      The stairs trembled under the heavy boots of the guardia. It was a narrow staircase and, between my lightheadedness and nausea, I found it difficult to stay upright. At the bottom of the staircase, I mis-stepped and fell against the guardia in front of me, causing the other to grab and rudely shake me as if I had caused the trip on purpose.

      “Gentle, lads,” Barbier bade them. “No need to handle her like she’s a parcel.”

      As we exited to the street, the cool air hit my face and I gasped with relief. There was indeed a crowd. For a moment I feared they were Ghastlies, but they were only ordinary folk, the rabble of the Hells looking for something upon which to vent their anger about their poor existence. Faces with fiery eyes and hands with mean fists.

      Barbier and de Windt had moved away to handle their men while the crowd shouted. “Let her go!” “Death to all aristos!”

      Perhaps their message of support should have buoyed me, but it only frightened me more. I was abruptly thankful for the guardia on either side of me. If I died from violence, the crowd would not care. I was only a reason to vent their spleen upon those in authority. Another rock flew by, narrowly missing a guardia’s head.

      A gendarme wagon to transport criminals with its two horses was shoving through the crowd with the help of the king’s men, who were mounted on horses and waving their sabers. One of them was a uniformed Jacques Moreau. He was maneuvering his mount backward, the horse’s hindquarters pushing people back. There were five other cavalry men, but their horses were so closely crowded that they had little room to maneuver so the black wagon wasn’t making much progress towards us. Trying to reach it would leave us exposed in the crowd, with no space for retreat.

      De Windt took his frustration out upon Barbier. “Why haven’t your men cuffed her yet? She’s a dangerous murderer!”

      “She isn’t going anywhere. Let her keep her hands. She may need them if things go belly-up.”

      Ignoring the inspector, de Windt stared hard at the guardia standing next to me. “Shackle her.”

      The man looked at his commander, and Barbier nodded reluctantly.

      One of the guards, a man I recognized from a previous investigation, whispered, “Sorry, madame.” He snapped open a manacle, and I felt the cold steel go around one wrist.

      This couldn’t be happening!

      A voice as powerful as Death summoning one to the Afterlife rang forth. “You shall relinquish what is mine.”

      Tristan Fontaine, in his tailored suit of charcoal gray, stood at the front of the crowd. His face was a storm, and his eyes promised murder. Seeing him, I felt a wave of lightheadedness. The guardia’s hand on my wrist dropped away, leaving the other cuff to dangle loose from my wrist.

      “Elinor, come here.”

      When I reached his side, one of Tristan’s arms came around me, moving me behind him. “Farrow, I shall need a horse.”

      “Here now!” cried de Windt in protest. He was ignored.

      From behind Tristan, Farrow pushed backward through the crowd, his head above many as he went to the horse and rider closest to him. Thankfully, it wasn’t Jacques who was struggling to keep his horse from rearing. The chestnut with its long bow nose was panicking as its rider sawed hard on the reins, pulling back at the same time as he tried to spur the horse onward. Confused, the animal spun in a tight circle and caused his rider to slip sideways from the saddle, his boots losing their stirrups.

      My bodyguard took advantage of it. He put his hand under the man’s boot sole and gave it a shove upward, unseating the rider completely. The soldier landed hard on the cobblestones. The crowd cheered, and he was quickly pulled away by them.

      “Now, now, my beauty,” Farrow told the horse, gripping the reins tightly under its chin and bringing it to Tristan. “Your mount, Your Grace.”

      Grabbing the reins, Tristan mounted in one smooth motion. The horse made its displeasure known with a small rear; Tristan didn’t seem to notice. Like a dance, his hips swayed to the animal’s rhythm as it pranced sideways, pushing away protesters who feared its kicking hooves.

      “Put your foot in the stirrup, Elinor.” I couldn’t. I didn’t have the strength or the knowledge. “Farrow, assist the lady.”

      Bear-sized hands seized me, hoisting me onto the horse’s back. Before I could fall, I wrapped my arms quickly around Tristan’s waist to hold me fast. There was no room in the saddle, so I was behind it, and I could feel the horse’s powerful hindquarters moving below me, the heat of its body, and the smell of its sweat.

      Tristan made the horse spin, producing open ground as the mob jumped back, fearing to be trampled. From behind him, I saw them all: de Windt’s face contorted with rage, Barbier hiding a smirk, and Jacques’ white face. The Crown prosecutor was frothing at the mouth. “You can’t take her, Fontaine! Give her back. She murdered Lady Josephine Baudelaire!”

      Tristan politely touched his hat in goodbye. “Good day, gentlemen. De Windt, give His Majesty my regards.”

      Jacques was no longer looking our way, but behind me. I followed his gaze and saw one of the king’s men raising his gun to shoot. Down on its barrel came the flat blade of Jacques’ sword, and the rifle went flying, just as our horse sprang forward.

      Of course I’d been around horses in terms of them pulling quick-cabs, but had never ridden one. The sensation of its powerful hindquarters driving us forward was mystifying and terrifying all at once. How could he control it? Why would it not throw us off?

      Hands tried to grab my dress, to stop us, but Tristan gave some command, and suddenly the horse became a lethal dancer. It was spinning, turning, rearing, and leaping into the air, all at Tristan’s command.

      Suddenly, we broke free. Past the black wagon, past the crowd. We turned and took a narrow path through a market filled with barrels, baskets, and carts. As we flew past, I heard shouts: “Hey!” “Who are you?!” “What’s happening?”

      But we were flying, the horse entering a smooth canter, its shoes ringing against the cobblestones.

      It was only then that I tried to ask a question. “How did you find me?”

      “Long story. I shall tell you later.”

      “Josephine Baudelaire’s been murdered.” It was horrible how they had desecrated her corpse. With my arms wrapped around him I felt more than heard his grunt in reply. “Where are we going?”

      “We need a place to regroup.”

      I nodded against his back.

      Gone were the winding old streets of the Hells. Houses replaced tenements, and people going about their business watched us with some curiosity. Tristan brought the horse down to a jolting trot and started taking alleys.

      We were in a part of Alenbonné that I knew nothing about, but he seemed familiar with it, as he brought the horse to a halt in front of a horse-high wooden gate. Bringing his mount sideways to it, Tristan pounded a fist on the wood. The gate opened revealing an enclosed courtyard of a working stable. It was quickly closed behind us by a heavy-set man wearing a leather apron.

      Tristan threw his leg over the neck of the sweaty horse and jumped to the ground.

      “Here, Elinor, let me help you down. Just slide.”

      With his arm steadying me, I brought one leg over and slid down the side of the horse, mixing its wet horse hair with the dried blood on my dress. My legs were jelly.

      Tristan greeted the man who opened the gate. “Dixon. I need the horse and gear to vanish.”

      “Aye. Could be a bit difficult with the king’s brand on his rump. You want him cut up for the soup pot?” Dixon was clearly a blacksmith, from his leather apron and the hammer he held.

      Tristan gave a chuckle, probably more from relief than genuine humor. “He’s a bit of a bad boy, but no, I don’t think he deserves that. Deliver him back to barracks if you can do it without causing comment. Say you found him wandering in a park.”

      Dixon took the reins, leading our four-hooved savior away. Tristan put his hand around my waist, bringing me into the shadows of the barn. “Dixon is one of mine. He can be trusted. Now, tell me what happened.”

      The words rushed out of me. “Dr. Devereaux visited me at your house. I agreed to be hypnotized.”

      “What?! Elinor!”

      “I’m sorry. It was a stupid idea, but I thought I would be safe at your house.”

      “As you should have been,” he muttered.

      “During our session, the secret passage behind the painting opened, and a woman stepped through.” I rubbed my forehead, trying to recall. “She hit Dr. Devereaux, and that’s all I remember until I woke up in that house.” I gripped Tristan’s arm and shook it. “Josephine. She is dead.”

      “That explains why you are covered in blood.”

      I nodded, trying not to cry. “De Windt accused me of murdering her! He said I was seen leaving with Josephine from her house. Someone described seeing a  small woman in black with a veil.”

      “Easy enough to find a body double. But it makes me believe that our master criminal is about to make his final move. He sacrificed Josephine in an attempt to take my queen.”

      Looking up, I asked faintly, hopefully, “Am I your queen?”

      “Of course, my dear. And I will sacrifice a king to have you.”

      His kiss was intense, and I gladly welcomed it. Being drugged, waking up next to a corpse, and being accused of murder made one feel fortunate to be alive. Tristan’s fingers tangled in my knotted hair as he tugged my head back for another kiss. I did not care. We were both feeling frantic and wild.

      I had always felt I was strong enough for any task, but having Tristan with me, his maleness, his strength, made me realize how much sometimes even I wasn’t enough. His grip around me was so firm, a physical strength that I knew would somehow support and protect me. Perhaps it was primal, but I found my intellect agreeing to it.

      “You really need to stop getting into these scrapes,” he said affectionately.

      Scrapes? He just committed an act against the man who was the king’s chief law enforcement officer!

      I cried out again, this time with worry. “Tristan?”

      He read my mind. “Don’t worry.”

      The soft words made me start to cry. “What will happen to you?”

      “Don’t worry,” he repeated, stroking my hair.

      It just made me cry harder.

      Behind me I heard someone clear their throat. It was the blacksmith, Dixon.

      “My wife set up a bath inside. Fresh clothes for the lady.”

      “Good, Dixon. Good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      The bath was a hip-tub set in front of the kitchen fire. Sheets were hung on a rope for my privacy. Behind the screen, I pulled off clothes that were stiff with blood. When I finished, my hands were trembling.

      On the opposite side, perhaps because of my silence, Tristan wondered how I was doing.

      “I’m fine.” I climbed into the old washtub. My knees came to my chin, but I didn’t care. The hot water felt so good that I groaned.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “Yes, Tristan. It just feels good.” I slipped down, letting the water come across my shoulders and neck, embracing the heat. “How did you know where I was?”

      On the other side of the hanging sheet, Tristan explained. “I was standing in the gallery listening to them arguing about the death of Lord Bridoux⁠—”

      “De Windt mentioned him! Who is he?”

      “Lord Bridoux? I wouldn’t think twice about him except that someone walked up to him and his wife in the park this morning and shot them. He died on the spot. She is not expected to live.”

      After a moment, Tristan continued. “Bridoux had a minor government position, something he gained because of his title. His death exposes the vulnerability of the aristocracy. Imagine someone bold enough to commit such an act in broad daylight! No wonder his murder has caused outrage.”

      All sound was muted as I ducked under the water to rinse my hair. When I resurfaced, some of the water splashed over to the stone floor. The blacksmith’s washtub was a paradise I could have stayed in forever, or at least until the water cooled.

      “So you didn’t know of my abduction?”

      “No,” he said shortly. There was a pause. “What I will tell you will sound crazy. Though in my time with you, I’ve seen the dead speak, so perhaps this is no stranger.”

      “What happened?” Now he had my full attention.

      “I had no idea anything was wrong. I thought you were secure at my house, perfectly safe.” He started to describe the hall where the lords and commoners argued the law. “The building has windows in a row set high above the gallery. It lets in light, but not a view. It’s not unusual to see light streaking down when the early morning or late evening sun hits it right. There was shouting and arguing, but my attention was captured instead by a shaft of golden light that was illuminating a statue behind the dais of the head speaker.”

      “What statue?”

      “Ah. Right, you haven’t been inside and seen. There are white marble statues in niches along every wall. They each symbolize some noble virtue or person.”

      “What was this one?”

      “Elysia. She’s a virtue, a protector of mothers and children. Then I heard music.”

      “Music,” I whispered.

      “It sounded like chimes. Bells? Or a clock striking. I suddenly wondered what you were doing, and I felt an overwhelming urgency to talk with you. I left parliament and went to my office to tell Stephan I was leaving for the day when he handed me a note from Jacques Moreau.”

      “Jacques!” I gasped in surprise. The soap slipped from my hands, disappearing into the murky depths of the tub.

      “It warned me that you were about to be arrested and gave an address in the Hells.”

      “Jacques,” I repeated. “He stopped us from getting shot during our retreat.” I explained about his sword hitting the gun of his fellow officer.

      “Hm, I might need to rethink my estimation of that man. I thought he hated me.”

      “Probably he still does, but I doubt he’d want to harm me.”

      I picked up the pitcher near the tub’s side and poured it over my head to rinse my hair. “Oh!”

      “What’s wrong?!”

      “The water is getting cold.”

      I used a faded towel to dry myself, making sure I stood by the fire. To rid it of water, I twisted my hair into a rope and squeezed it before rubbing it briskly with a towel.

      Tristan said, “Dixon brought you some boy’s clothes, as it is a better disguise than a dress. I hope that doesn’t bother you?”

      “No. That’s fine.”

      He handed them through the slit where the two sheets met. The clothes were made from a rough, coarse fabric, a laborer’s outfit, with trousers too long, and a wide waist that slipped down past my hips. I rolled up the cuffs and used suspenders to keep them from falling down. The fullness of my bust made it difficult to hide the fact that I was a woman. Perhaps the coat was bulky enough that if I met someone in the dark, in the fog, who was blind in one eye, I could pass as a short, fat boy.

      On the other side of the curtain, I heard heavy boots and the blacksmith’s gruff voice. “Your Grace. The horse will be found running loose near the royal stables, with no one the wiser.”

      “Good. Now I need a few other things. Perhaps a quick supper before we leave? If that would not inconvenience you and your wife?”

      “Certainly, Your Grace. I’ll let her know.”

      After I heard the door close again, I pulled back the sheet. Tristan was alone. He was no longer wearing his immaculate trousers and coat. Instead, he was garbed in a laborer’s outfit of baggy trousers, a worn work shirt stained by long use, and a wool coat of poor manufacturing. A cord worked as a belt around his waist.

      He appraised me critically. “Not very convincing in the light, so be sure to remain silent and slouch. We shall head out after midnight and darkness will help.”

      “What about the curfew? Won’t we be noticed by the patrols?”

      “Don’t worry, Elinor. I know what I’m doing.”

      I pursed my lips to stop from saying more. It wasn’t like I had experience running from the law.

      In the courtyard, someone had set up a table with food and drink. In my half-starved state, the dumplings and chicken soup tasted better than anything Chef Perdersen could make. Across the yard, Dixon was working the bellows on a fire, and we talked to the hammering of iron on his anvil.

      “Apple cider to drink.” Tristan put a pewter cup beside my plate.

      When my spoon was scraping the bottom for the second time, he said, “Once you finish, we need to do something about your hair.”

      My hand went up to touch it. “What do you mean?”

      “We need to conceal it.”

      “Is that a horse brush?” I exclaimed when he picked up something from the box resting on the bench.

      “I work with the tools I’m familiar with.” Taking up my long hair in one hand, he started parting it into sections. It took time to work out the knots, and I grimaced when he hit a snag. “I was once in the cavalry. Long, long ago. Before my father died. It’s what first brought me to King Guénard’s attention.”

      “You were that good?”

      “I’m afraid to disappoint you, Elinor, but it wasn’t my brilliance that caught his attention. It was my disregard for status. When the king’s horse took off with him during the dress parade, I was the only one who didn’t consider his dignity. I ran his nag down while the rest of the company stood frozen at attention, like lumps on logs. I was quietly discharged because of dereliction of duty for that bit of heroism.”

      “You probably saved his life, and that was your reward?!” I said, outraged.

      “Afterward, I learned that he had requested the discharge so he could call me back to court, for he had plans for me. Thus, my life changed because of a runaway horse.”

      “How unfair!”

      “Elinor, working for King Guénard has never been about fairness. It’s about what you can get away with that suits his wishes. Anyone in his orbit must dance to his tune, like planets around the sun.”

      His words made me suddenly feel fearful. What would happen to us now? “What will His Majesty think of you saving me? Stealing me from his own men?”

      Tristan had finished the brushing and started to braid my hair. “He may see it as a joke— or an attack on his authority. You never know. Guénard has the mind and temperament of a spoiled brat.”

      “Tristan!”

      He gave me a lopsided smile. “Those who are raised with power and wealth don’t always grow up, Elinor. They sometimes become stunted, and such is the case with His Majesty.”

      “It sounds like you don’t like him.”

      “I’ve seen too much and understand how things really work. Nepotism and corruption sticks to everyone.”

      “So you agree with the rebels? The system is corrupt?”

      “Yes, and no. Things do need to change. Improvements. But the government cannot be reformed in this warlike manner. Killing members of le beau idéal is not the way to make change.”

      “What will happen to me? Where shall I go?” My bottom lip started to quiver as I thought of my rooms at the Crown and my friends. Anne-Marie was at Hartwood, probably still waiting for me. Twyla was certainly in some sort of danger. And those that knew me would soon hear I was accused of murder.

      Tristan sat down beside me on my bench and gave my shoulders a gentle shake. “No self-pity. That isn’t the Elinor I know.”

      I sniffed, wiping the back of my hand indelicately across my nose. He handed me a fine linen handkerchief initialed in the corner with his family crest. Seeing it made me blubber more. “You can’t wear those clothes and carry a handkerchief that looks like this!” I shook it in his face. “You’ll be caught and hanged as an accessory to a murderer!”

      Tristan appeared very calm for a man who might soon be standing next to me on the gallows. “Good point. I shall need to burn this in a fire before we leave.”

      He didn’t seem to be paying attention. I needed to make him understand. “De Windt is sure to tell the king you saved me. He thinks me a murderer and is bound to paint you very black, as he dislikes you so.”

      “I imagine he’s telling His Majesty right now that I am a villain of the worst type.” Tristan actually smiled.

      “You cannot be taking this so lightly! What will become of you? You are the Duke de Archamebeau, master of the Chambaux estate. You can’t be rescuing would-be murderers.”

      His smile remained, but his eyes were serious. “You forget I know all about being accused of murder. Somehow, I weathered the storm. And you, Elinor Chalamet, are the least likely murderer I know. You shall also sail this storm to calmer waters.”

      I opened my mouth, and he put his finger over my lips, stopping me from speaking. His gaze mellowed and took on an aspect that made my breath catch.

      “Dear one, let me protect you the way I want. Will you marry me?”

      Of course I said no again.

      “Is it because of my title?”

      I tried the same argument although it sounded tired even to my ears. “I’m an independent woman. I’d lose my identity if we married. Remember?”

      “Yes, so you’ve told me before. But I’ve thought about your words and I think they are utter nonsense. You know our union would never subjugate you. You’d walk out on me if I ever did so.”

      I said weakly, “I’m a wanted criminal. What would your mother think?”

      “She chose the first woman; I shall choose the next and last. Dearest, please listen to me. If you married me, the Chambaux name would protect you. De Windt would think twice before arresting a duchesse.”

      That made it all the worse.

      “I don’t want to be a duchesse.” My protest came out as a wail.

      His thumb brushed over my cheek as he held my gaze. “Really? Well, if you don’t want the title, don’t use it. Just use the simple address of lady. That has a nice catch. Lady Fontaine.”

      “Sounds like your sister.” My lip trembled.

      “What’s the real reason, Elinor?”

      My hand came up to capture his, and I held it tightly. “Marrying me would bring you many problems. Your family wouldn’t like it. Your peers would never accept me. It wouldn’t advance your career. It would be a bad idea. For you.”

      “I love you. Do you love me? Or are you only toying with my affections?” The last he said with a smirk.

      “You know I love you! How could I not?”

      He wrapped his arms around me, drawing me tight. “Then it’s time you made me an honest man.”
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      I was married over an anvil.

      As a blacksmith, Dixon could officiate. However, I insisted that he understand I was determined to make our union be morganatic, much to Tristan’s initial irritation.

      “I dislike your insistence on this left-handed marriage,” he protested. “You are my wife and should be treated equally.”

      His pride was pricked, but I was considering my own in the matter.

      “You can’t deny that we are not the same in social standing. As soon as you register our marriage officially, I shall be accused of using you to elevate myself, not marrying you because I love you dearly. This way I make it clear that I will not inherit anything from your ancestral home, Chambaux.”

      “I don’t care what society thinks.” He crossed his arms and looked sour.

      “As you’ve told me many times! But I am not so lofty as to think I can ignore tittle-tattle. Anyway, this should appease your sister and mother. You have a cousin in charge of Chambaux who you’ve led to expect that he will inherit it. It would be harsh to deny him something you have given the impression is his.”

      He protested again. “But what of our children? You’ve robbed them of their inheritance by insisting on this.”

      “Surely you have other lands or property you can give them?” I put my hand on his arm, attempted to cajole him. “Besides our children might want to make their own way in the
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