
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_df4fca4988b16ed2c75ad4e33145f5f7_MdsPtR_html_3fc4007c.jpg]




	
THE EMPEROR’S AGENT







By Jo Graham

[image: tmp_df4fca4988b16ed2c75ad4e33145f5f7_MdsPtR_html_3900043.jpg]

Smashwords Edition published at Smashwords by
Crossroad Press

Copyright
2013 Jo Graham

Cover Art & Design by Cécile Jacques

 



LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed
for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or
given away to other people. If you would like to share this book
with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you
should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own
copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.







Meet the
Author

Jo Graham worked
in politics for fifteen years before leaving to write full time.
She is the author of the Locus Award nominated Black Ships
and the Spectrum Award nominated Stealing Fire, as well as
several other novels, including the Stargate Atlantis Legacy series
and The General’s Mistress. She lives in North Carolina with
her partner and their daughter. She can be found online at
jo_graham.livejournal.com.

Jo Graham Novels:

SGA-14 Death Game

SGA-16 Homecoming -
Book I of the Legacy Series

SGA-17 The Lost - Book
II of the Legacy Series

SGA-19 The Furies – Book IV of the Legacy Series

SGA-20 Secrets – Book V of the Legacy Series

SGA-21 Inheritors – Book VI of the Legacy Series






The Order of the Air – with Melissa Scott

Lost Things

Steel Blues

Silver Bullet –
(Coming Soon)

Jo Graham
Collections

The Ravens of
Falkenau

Unabridged Audiobooks –
Jo Graham

The Ravens of Falkenau
/ The Hand of Isis / Lost
Things (With Melissa Scott) / Steel Blues (With Melissa Scott) /
Stealing Fire

 



DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit our online store

Subscribe to our Newsletter

Visit our DIGITAL and AUDIO book blogs for updates and
news.

Connect with us on
Facebook.







THE EMPEROR’S
AGENT







For Amy Griswold,

with love

 



When you are old and
grey and full of sleep

And nodding by the
fire, take down this book,

And slowly read, and
dream of the soft look

Your eyes had once,
and of their shadows deep.

How many loved your
moments of glad grace

And loved your beauty
with love false and true,

But one man loved the
pilgrim soul in you,

And loved the sorrows
of your changing face.

-- W.B. Yeats







Shadows on the
Republic

The dark bulk of
the Chateau de Vincennes reared up across the sky ahead of me, and
I shivered for reasons that had nothing to do with cold.
"Vincennes?" I said.

In the seat across from me, the big man said
nothing, his arms crossed on his chest. He swayed a little with the
movement of the carriage as it shifted, the sudden difference in
the rhythm of its wheels evident as it turned off the cobbled
streets of the town of Vincennes onto the differently shaped pavers
of the Chateau's drive. I had not really expected an answer. He had
shown no inclination to answer my questions since we'd left Paris
an hour before.

I could no longer see the castle. We
clattered across the bridge over the dry moat, the carriage slowing
as we came up to the guard post at the curtain wall. I stilled my
gloved hands in my lap.

I could hear the other man, the one who was
sitting beside the driver on the box, exchanging words with the
guards, joking about something. The light of the torches at the
guard post did little to illuminate the interior of the
carriage.

"…for Senator Fouché," I heard one of them
say, and clamped my hands together more tightly. I was not
surprised.

I had been leaving the theater after a
performance when the two men had been waiting at the stage door.
"You are coming with us, Madame," one of them said, flashing papers
in front of me. "We have a special warrant." One on either side,
they had escorted me to the carriage standing ready, and before
five minutes were passed we had been blocks away.

"Will you not tell me where we are going?"
had met with no answer, nor had any other question.

At one point, as the carriage stopped in
heavy traffic on one of the bridges, he had reached forward, taking
my hand from the door. "I wouldn't do that if I were you," he said,
and any notion I'd had of leaping out screaming into traffic died.
I could not escape them, and any attempt to do so would make it
worse. He would break my arm before I had gotten ten steps.

Instead I leaned back against the seat and
attempted to marshal my thoughts. Vincennes was not good. It had
not even been two months since the Duc d'Enghien had been shot
there, part of some complicated plot to kill the First Consul and
reestablish the Bourbon monarchy, a plot that unfortunately a
former lover of mine had been implicated in. I wished I could
believe he'd had nothing to do with it, that he was innocent.
However, I knew Victor Moreau too well to believe that.

The carriage rolled forward past the guard
post, and I was surprised to see a working portcullis raised. We
passed beneath, and I heard the groan of the ropes as it was
lowered again. "Very dramatic," I said, hoping I sounded arch
rather than panicked.

The big man said nothing.

There were not, after all, so many pleasant
reasons for being hauled off to meet with Joseph Fouché in a
fortress in the middle of the night. Though he was no longer
Minister of Police, he was still perhaps the most dangerous man in
France. And his use of the Chateau de Vincennes suggested that he
had nothing to fear from the First Consul. Indeed, he had probably
been instrumental in the shooting of Enghien.

The carriage stopped in an interior
courtyard. After a moment, the door opened and the man who had
ridden on the box held out a hand for me. "Madame?"

I took it and stepped down. Above, the pale
walls of the keep blocked the stars. They escorted me, one before
and one behind, though neither of them touched me again. My heart
was pounding by the time we had gone up one flight of stairs.

The room on the second floor of what had
been the medieval donjon was spacious. Candles gleamed in wall
sconces and from a massive iron floor stand beside a carved desk.
At the desk, in a green velvet chair, sat Senator Fouché.

Joseph Fouché steepled his long, bloodless
hands and regarded me. He did not stand, and there was no other
chair in the room.

"Madame," he said.

I made my best courtesy, hoping that he had
indeed left his Jacobin past behind. The setting seemed to indicate
so. "Monsieur."

"You may go," he said, and the two men
nodded, closing the staircase door behind them.

I stood perfectly still, hoping he could not
hear my heart.

He studied my face, and after a moment put
his head to the side as though I were a curiosity. "You have no
idea why I have sent for you, Madame?"

"I assume it has to do with General Moreau,"
I said, and was pleased that my voice did not shake. "But I have
nothing that I may add to your case against him. My relations with
Moreau ended six years ago, and since then I have not had his
confidence."

His voice, a light tenor, was pleasant, as
though we were merely discussing some matter of art at a party.
"You were not surprised by his arrest for conspiring with the
Royalists?"

"Not surprised, no," I said carefully. "I
know he has never liked the First Consul. But six years ago things
were very different. At the point where Moreau and I ended, the
First Consul was in Egypt, and the Royalists in disarray. Any plot
which Moreau joined necessarily began much later."

"You seem very certain of that," he
said.

"It is only logical," I said. "And what plot
should remain secret for six years?"

"What indeed. You have no loyalty to
Moreau?"

I met his eyes quite squarely. They held no
expression whatsoever. "If you have investigated General Moreau's
past thoroughly enough to bring in his mistress of six years ago,
you will also doubtless know the terms upon which we parted. Moreau
treated me very badly. I have not spoken with him for six years. My
loyalty is to the Republic, not Moreau. If I knew anything that
would be helpful to you, you would only have to ask for my
assistance."

"I am glad you are so helpful, Madame," he
said, reaching for a paper on the desk before him and pretending to
consult it. "Because you see, I know that Ida St. Elme does not
exist. And unfortunately I have before me here a warrant for the
arrest of one Elzelina Ringeling, and an order for her extradition
to Holland." He looked up at me, his gray eyes milky under thin
brows. "It seems the poor woman is mad, and that her family has
been searching for her for many years. I have here the sworn
statement of one Claas Ringeling, her father-in-law, who intends to
remand her to the gentle concern of the experimental hospital of
one Dr. Kuller, who has had great success in curing hysteria and
other ills through the application of electrical currents to the
brain." He laid the paper upon the desk. "You would know nothing
about this poor woman, I assume?"

I said nothing. I could not speak.

"You are pale, Madame," he said. "Could it
be that you do know something about this Madame Ringeling, who left
her husband for Moreau all those years ago?"

"Moreau told you that?" I whispered.

Fouché's lips twitched in what might have
been a smile. "Moreau had no reason not to. As you say, you have
not been on the best of terms."

"That bastard…." I murmured.

"He did no more than give me your real name.
The warrants have been outstanding for some time, unable to be
served because the lady could not be found."

"Since the business over my husband's will,
no doubt," I said.

He spread his hands. "No doubt. But your
problem remains, Madame."

I lifted my chin, trying to keep my voice
from shaking. "Are you going to send me back to Holland then?"

"That remains to be seen," he said. "You do
see my difficulty. You are at present an illegal alien living under
an assumed name. At best, you are a runaway wife. At worst, you may
be criminally insane like the poor Marquis de Sade, who spent so
many years locked up within these very walls." He looked up, as
though de Sade still dwelled somewhere in the corners of the
ceiling. "He's back in prison, you know. He really should have
known better than to dedicate Juliette to
the wife of the First Consul."

"How very indiscreet," I said.

Fouché smiled as though I had said something
clever. "However, it is possible that I may be able to assist you
in finding an alternative that will please everyone. You wish to
stay in France?"

I bit my lip. "Yes," I said. If it was that
he wanted me, I could think of worse. I could do it. I could do him
if I had to. I made myself smile at him coquettishly. "If you think
you could help me."

"Not in that manner, Madame," he said
shortly. "I do not share General Moreau's well documented tastes in
vice."

I felt the blood rise in my face, wondering
exactly what he had heard, and from whom.

"I have need of an agent with certain
talents," he said. "A former merveilleuse would be ideal. A
courtesan, yes, but also a woman who can handle a pistol and who
can travel discreetly." He looked at me over the documents. "Your
exploits traveling with the army are not as secret as you might
wish, Madame. Very little is secret from me. I am quite aware you
have papers that the naïve General Ney procured for you, stating
that you are a handsome Dutch youth named Charles van Aylde. But
for now you will not need them. The plans I have for you do not
involve leaving Paris."

"And what would those plans be?" I asked. My
hands were sweating, and I could feel a trickle down my back as
well.

"Then you are amenable to my offer?"

I unclasped my hands, letting them fall at
my sides. "I have no reason not to be," I said. "I presume I will
be paid?"

Fouché nodded as though satisfied. "Of
course. All of my agents are reasonably compensated for their work.
Am I to understand that you consider yourself for hire?"

I tossed my head. "If you know so much about
me, then you know that I have no patron at present. Work is work,
Monsieur. If I am, as you say, reasonably compensated, then you
have no need for threats. I must pay the bills, Monsieur."

"Then I believe we understand one another,
Madame," he said. "You will be paid upon completion of your first
assignment. Which will begin now."

He searched among the many green paper
folders on the desk, then laid one open before me. It was a drawing
of an elderly man, well dressed, with the white wig of the last
century. He had a square face and a nose that had probably been
broken more than once, a clean face running to fat. "Do you know
this man, Madame?"

I could answer entirely honestly. "I have
never seen him before."

Fouché spread his hands as if to say, well
it could not be that easy. "The gentleman is Dr. Alasdair Fraser, a
Scotsman and a Jacobite who was resident in Paris for many years. I
want you to find him for me."

I looked at him in confusion. "But surely
you can find this man much better than I, Monsieur! I've never seen
him before, and I am only one woman, while you must have dozens of
agents who can…."

"Find him, yes, but not without arousing
suspicion. You, however, can do so with utmost discretion."

"Why?'

"He's an abortionist."

I clamped my mouth shut. Surely Fouché….

"A woman of the world such as yourself might
have good reason to seek him out without any suspicion at all,
whereas my agents...." Fouché spread his hands. "Let us say we do
not wish to alarm the good doctor. All I require is that you find
him and make an appointment, to which you may be escorted by a
gentleman much concerned for your welfare."

"I see," I said. I looked down at the
drawing again, and wondered what he had done to merit this
attention from Fouché. "That seems simple enough."

"Then we have a bargain?"

"Yes," I said. He had a point. I could
inquire after this doctor reasonably enough, among theater friends
and various connections.

"Good," he said. "Maurice will contact you
and make sure you are progressing in your work."

He snapped the folder
closed and handed it to me. "Take this with you. And do try to
remember his name." Fouché rang the small bell on the corner of the
desk. The stair door opened immediately. "Maurice, please escort
Madame St. Elme back to her lodgings. She will be playing with us
now."

I fell into bed the
moment I got home, and did not wake until mid-morning. Coffee, I
thought. Nothing could be considered without coffee. Half an hour
later, sitting with bread, butter and café au lait outside the café
down the street, I tilted my head back so that my face caught the
sun and thought.

Not for a moment did I believe that Fouché
trusted me. Of course he could never trust his agents, not the ones
recruited this way. And this matter must be very simple for him to
give it to me. It would test me, and also be much more convenient
than sending a thug after this man. If he hadn't already been
found, it suggested that he did not want to be for some reason or
another. While abortion before quickening was not specifically
illegal, it existed in a legal gray area, and of course no
legitimate medical practitioner would admit to providing it because
of the damage it would do to his own reputation. If this Dr. Fraser
were a real physician, he probably kept that part of his practice
quiet.

However, if he could not be found openly
practicing in Paris at all, that presented a more complicated
problem. If he had changed his name, then I should have to make a
great many enquiries, and finding him might just be a matter of
luck. And if he had left Paris….

And what if I simply left Paris? No doubt
Fouché had considered such an eventuality. I should be stopped and
brought back, or more likely simply shipped off to my father-in-law
as a matter no longer worth pursuing. Who would then not have to
deal with my hands still in the business that had been my
inheritance, nor with the terms of the divorce that left income
still coming to me. Given my mother's madness, which was a matter
of common knowledge, and the way in which I had lived these last
nine years, he would have no trouble at all locking me up. It would
be for my own good, really.

So running was not an option.

Running as Charles? Fouché knew about
Charles, my alter ego, and had doubtless considered that too. I
should be stopped, et cetera.

I took a long drink of the coffee, thick
with milk, and looked up at the poplar trees just beginning to
burst with leaves above.

Moreau. He had gotten my original papers to
stay in France. But that had been years ago, when he loved me. And
when he had not just gotten himself arrested for treason. His
public trial would begin in a few weeks, and if he were lucky he
would escape the guillotine. If not….

Most of my friends had no power to help me.
Actresses and courtesans, soldiers and artists and low ranking
officers, there was certainly nothing they could do against Fouché,
one time Minister of Police and enforcer for the dreaded Committee
of Public Safety. It was said he had been eased out of his position
because the First Consul did not trust him, something I heartily
agreed with. And yet he still seemed to have his fingers in
everything, acting as though his capacity were still official.

Which left Michel. He had lately returned to
France from the Helvetian Republic, but I had not seen him. I had
not tried to. I did not know whether he would see me. But if he
did, he would be angry at Fouché, that I knew. And in his
bullheaded way he would rush straight in, making enemies and
demanding answers. No, I could not go to Michel, no matter how much
I might wish to. Not if my life depended upon it.

Which really left me no
choice at all.

The search for Dr.
Fraser was no harder than I expected. Among friends at the theater,
I made a point of mentioning his name in the chorus dressing room,
and wondering aloud where I might find him. He had, I said, been
recommended by a friend for feminine complaints, and I
wondered….

Which resulted in nothing at all, except
some blank looks and the names of two midwives.

I was still trying to decide how to proceed
a week later when I came out of the stage door to find Maurice
lounging against the wall. He ambled over to me and leaned in. "The
gentleman would like to know what you've done."

"I don't know where Fraser is yet," I said.
"I've asked some people, but I don't know anything."

Maurice sneered. "You'd better work a little
harder then. The gentleman doesn't like for people not to work
hard."

"I see," I said, trying not to shudder as he
leaned into me with his rank breath. "I'll have it for him.
Soon."

"You'd best," he said.

"I will."

And so I began my enquiries again.

I had lunch with Doreé the next day, sitting
in the spring sunshine just off the Palais Royale, and casually
professed that I had forgotten the address of a doctor that Lisette
had recommended many years ago, did she happen to know of a Dr.
Fraser who specialized in women's complaints?

"Oh, you mean the old Scotsman?" Doreé
shrugged. "I heard he was expensive. But he's a good doctor, people
say."

"Do you know where he lives?" I asked. "I do
want to find him."

"If you need a midwife," Doreé said, tossing
her dark curls back, "I know a good one too."

"I think I really want a doctor," I said.
"I've been irregular for years and I'd like to see what he thinks.
Lisette recommended him and said he'd helped her."

"I think he's in Rue Hubert," Doreé said. "I
think he lodges there. In the third or fourth block."

"I'll look for him," I said.

That afternoon I walked that way. Surely
there could not be so many lodgings in a few blocks of Rue Hubert.
It was a quiet, respectable neighborhood, not too far from where I
had first lived when I came to Paris, in the small house belonging
to Moreau, the one he had bought at bottom prices from people
condemned by the Committee of Public Safety. Most of the houses
were not for rent. There were only two that seemed to take in
lodgers.

I was lucky the first time. The old lady
seemed somewhat deaf, but she knew who I meant. "Dr. Fraser? Oh
yes! He lived here!" She gave me a wide smile, her eyes almost milk
white with cataracts over clear blue.

"Did he move, Madame?" I asked. "If so, I
would appreciate it if you could tell me where he now lodges."

"Where we must all lodge someday, even you
pretty young things!" She grinned again, and I thought that she
could not see me properly at all, if she was taking me for so
young. I was twenty-seven, and scarcely a girl. "He died a year and
a half ago."

"Oh no!" I said.

"Did you know him then? Or more like, that
girl of his, Laura?"

"No, I didn't," I said. "Do you know what he
died of?"

"A winter fever. It went in his chest, you
know. I helped his daughter nurse him and we laid him out at the
end. Poor man! It happens even to doctors! And my, he was a good
one! He made my Simone's dropsy go straight away!" She sighed, and
looked a little less ecstatic now. "But then his Laura picked up
and moved out. Went to live with her aunt, she said."

"Do you know if she took all his papers with
her?" I asked. "Or perhaps some things were left with you, Madame?
And where did she go?"

"Aberdeen," the old woman said cheerily. "Oh
gracious yes! Laura only came here because her father was so
stubborn about the Pretender and all. Once he was gone she went
straight home to Aberdeen to live with her aunt. Said she'd had
enough of Jacobite nonsense. And no, she didn't take a thing with
her. Burned the whole lot of his papers, except for his medical
books that she sold to pay for her passage home. She said it was
just a mess of receipts and bills he'd never be able to
collect."

I took a deep breath.

The old woman squinted at me, as though
trying to see me better. "This doesn't have anything to do with
secret maps to the Bonnie Prince's lost gold, does it?"

"I truly don't think so," I said. Though who
could tell what Fouché might be after.

"Burned the whole lot," she repeated with
satisfaction. "Nothing but a mess, Laura said."

"Thank you for your
help, Madame," I said, and gave her a small coin. Fouché might not
like what I had found, but it was at least information. It did not
seem there could be any mistake that Dr. Fraser was dead. I hardly
thought the old woman would be lying, or mistaken that she'd helped
lay out a corpse.

I wrote down all that I had found out, and gave it to
Maurice as I left the theater that night. He took it without a
word, and was back the next day with a purse full of small
banknotes. It seemed that Fouché's agents certainly didn't get rich
at their work. I should make as much in one evening with a big
spender. Still, I hadn't done very much, and I failed to see how
anyone else couldn't have done as much. What was the point, I
wondered, of playing heavy handedly over so little?

It was several
weeks before I discovered more. I almost thought Fouché had
forgotten about me until I had a knock on my door early one
morning. It was Maurice, and freshly shaven and dressed in clean
clothes he looked almost respectable. He even took off his hat as I
opened the door.

"The gentleman would like to see you. If you
will accompany me?"

Of course I did, and not entirely without
qualms. But it was daylight, and there was no one except Maurice in
the hired carriage. I wondered if even he might be disposed to
talk.

"What is it this time?" I asked him in a
confidential manner, friend to friend, as though we were colleagues
at the theater. "The last was tedious but not difficult."

Maurice leered. "I think this one probably
involves fewer clothes."

"Oh," I said, and sat back in my seat and
said nothing else.

Instead of the intimidating bulk of a
prison, we came to a very reasonable second floor office in one of
the buildings surrounding the Place Vendome, busy with tradesmen
and clerks coming and going, their Morocco cases of papers under
their arms. I waited in a green-papered antechamber with four or
five people for the better part of an hour before a clerk called
for me, and I went into what was obviously Senator Fouché's
office.

"Madame St. Elme," he said, and this time
gestured with one hand to a chair drawn up on the other side of his
desk. "I see that you are fledged in my service."

"Yes, Monsieur," I said, and thought it best
to say no more.

He looked me up and down, glancing over my
plain day dress. "Have you nothing more feminine than that?
Something pink, perhaps?"

"Yes," I said, though very little of my
wardrobe ran to frills and ruffles. "I have a pink dress."

"Good, because you are wearing it tomorrow
to plead your case to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Monsieur
Talleyrand."

"Oh good Lord!" I exclaimed. "Why in the
world would I do that?" I had met him once or twice when I was with
Moreau, but I hardly knew him.

"Because I am telling you to, Madame,"
Fouché said politely. "You will confide in him all the details of
your sad case, and let him know that you will do anything,
absolutely anything, to be allowed to stay in France. You will make
yourself very amiable. Do you understand?"

"I do," I said evenly, though I felt the
blood rush to my face.

"Good." Fouché steepled his hands, as though
over a dossier. "He likes blondes, and he has a particular weakness
for damsels in distress. Especially generously endowed damsels in
distress. You will wear a dress lower than that, Madame. And make
yourself most persuasive. Your goal is to insinuate yourself with
him to such a degree that in time he will talk freely to you."

"I understand," I said.

"He is not an easy man to please," Fouché
said. "But then I understand that you are quite adept at
accommodating a variety of vices. See that you make yourself
agreeable to whatever he might propose. I do not want to hear that
you have disappointed him."

"Of course," I said, wondering what he knew.
There had been that time with Moreau and Therese that half a dozen
people had witnessed….

"Good. You may go." He half turned away, as
though already moving on to the next case. Fouché gave me one last
glance as I gathered my skirts. "And do try to cry. He likes tears
so very much."

On that note, I was dismissed.

 



Three
Rivals

I went to see Talleyrand the next morning, wearing my
pink dress with a little lace shawl. It was very thin, and while
one might call it intended for modesty, it revealed far more than
it concealed beneath its tiny scrap of dainty lace. I waited nearly
two hours in his antechamber, wondering if my curls would hold up
in the warm room, until at last I was called.

The Minister of Foreign Affairs had a very
grand office, with a great marble desk in the style of the ancien
régime, while behind him the windows were bathed in enormous blue
velvet curtains that might as well have been sprinkled with fleurs
de lys. He looked up from his work as I was announced, and made no
attempt to disguise the spark in his eye as he looked at me. His
gaze was frankly admiring as I swept in and the clerk closed the
door, so I wasted no time.

I threw myself on my knees beside his chair,
begging and kissing his hand.

"You must help me," I pleaded, his ringed
fingers against my lips. "Oh, you must, Monsieur! You are my last
and only hope!"

"There now, Madame. What is this?" he asked,
but he did not sound displeased. His hands tasted like powder and
smelled faintly of lavender.

"Monsieur de Talleyrand, you may be my
savior! You and you alone! I do not know what I can do, and I have
only your mercy to throw myself upon. Oh please do not fail me!" I
looked up at him, my eyes brimming with tears, affording him a view
straight down the neck of my dress. I wore no stays, and my buskin
stopped just below my breasts, thrusting them up and out. I had
rouged my nipples slightly.

"Surely it is not so bad as that, Madame,"
he said gently, his eyes going exactly where I wanted them to go.
"You may rely that I will hear you out, and that I will do what I
may to alleviate your distress."

"Oh, Monsieur, you are too good!" I said,
blinking into his face with an expression I hoped showed a lack of
good sense. "I am so very frightened."

He took my hand in his. "Then tell me what
is the matter, Madame." He wore fine clocked stockings with heeled
slippers, an old fashioned mode of dress that reminded me suddenly
and sharply of my childhood in Italy, of a friend of my father's
that I had once seen making love to both my parents at once. One
slipper was heeled differently, no doubt to compensate for the
difference in the length of his legs that gave him a pronounced
limp.

I leaned in, my breast brushing against the
inside of his thigh. "I was a very dear friend of General Moreau
once, as you may remember. It was only for love of him that I was
persuaded to leave my husband and my family in Holland and to enter
upon a most precarious and libertine existence. But beauty wanes,
Monsieur." I blinked at him again, dropping one shoulder to once
again provide a glimpse of nipple. "Moreau cast me off. But now! Oh
now! I can scarce bear to think of it!" I buried my face against
his knee, pleased to see that I was at least having some effect on
the state of his trousers.

"There now," he said, and I felt his hand
brush lightly over my blonde curls. "Moreau was a very great fool
to do so."

"I am glad you think so, Monsieur," I said,
looking pleadingly at him again. "But now he stands accused of
treason, and I am so very afraid! Monsieur, Moreau did not talk
about politics with me! I had no idea he was involved in any kind
of plot! Please believe that he never brought politics into the
bedroom. He said that our time was for pleasure, and I should not
worry about such things!"

"And he was very right," Talleyrand said,
playing idly with one long spiral curl. "You are much too beautiful
to waste time talking about politics."

"But now I am afraid, Monsieur! I am so
afraid I shall be sent back to Holland, now that Moreau is fallen!"
I rested my hand on his knee. "Oh please, Monsieur! Please don't
let them send me away! I know nothing about politics, and only long
to remain in Paris, where I shall not be punished for the license I
have enjoyed." I held his eyes and did not blink, trying to let
nothing else show there.

He pursed his lips, and for a moment looked
like nothing so much as a well-bred cat who has got a bowl of
cream. "I am sure I can help you, Madame. It is such a little
thing, really."

"A little thing to such as you, a very great
man, but a great deal to a young woman like me."

For a second I thought I had overdone it,
but he smiled complacently, almost kindly. "I will look into your
case, Madame. Unfortunately, I have a luncheon appointment in a few
minutes, but if you might return at two the day after tomorrow, I
shall be pleased to review all the particulars of your case."

"Oh!" I clasped his hand to my bosom and
rained kisses upon it. "You are too good!"

"Come then." He got to his feet with some
difficulty, as I was between his knees, and helped me up. "Dry your
tears. A woman as lovely as you should not cry. You may rely upon
me."

"Day after tomorrow?" I looked at him
hopefully, trying to look up, which was more of a trick standing,
as he was not tall, and I am tall for a woman.

"At two," he promised, petting my arm. "I
will see you then. Go home, Madame, and be of good cheer."

"I shall," I promised,
and made my escape.

I reported all to
Maurice when I left the theater that night, and the next evening he
was there again, with the verbal message, "The gentleman is
satisfied."

Well, I thought. That was something. It was
enough that I had arranged another appointment.

The following day I dressed carefully. I
didn't want to wear the same dress again, so instead I chose a
pretty sprigged muslin and added a broad pink sash, powdering my
breasts and rouging my nipples. I debated whether or not to shave
my pubis, but opted in the end for a quantity of lavender water,
and a careful trim with a pair of little scissors. After all, I was
not entirely certain of his tastes. An enormous hat with pink
ribbons added to the effect, and I went to meet Talleyrand looking
something like Madame de Tourvel in Dangerous Liaisons, only with a
good deal less brain. I hoped that was his fantasy. It was a bit
late now to switch to ambergris and black dresses.

This time I did not have to wait in the
antechamber long. It was only a few minutes before I was announced,
and the clerk closed the door behind me with what might have been a
smirk.

I gave the Minister my best smile.
"Monsieur, I am so grateful that you have given me even a little of
your time today."

"How could I not?" he asked. "You were such
a charming suppliant."

"I am gratified that I charmed you,
Monsieur," I said, "As I have often heard that you are the most
charming man in France."

He nodded affably. "Then come and kneel by
me again, as I confess this little matter of yours may be instantly
resolved. You need have no fear because of your former association
with Moreau. If every beauty were in the confidence of a man, there
should be no secrets in France!"

I came and knelt by him again, pooling my
skirts about me pleasingly, and leaning forward a little to promote
the view.

"And we must take your hat off," he said.
"Such lovely hair should not be covered indoors."

"Here," I said, reaching up, "I will…."

"Allow me." Carefully, Talleyrand untied the
ribbon and drew out the hat pins, each curl I had spent ten minutes
on that morning cascading from combs in charming disarray. "You do
have lovely hair."

"Thank you," I said, leaning against his
knee. "I have been so fearful, since Moreau. You do not know what
it is to live without a man's protection, Monsieur!" I was laying
it on thick, but he seemed to like it.

He ran his fingers through my hair, playing
with each curl. "Not dyed. Your hair is as fine as a child's."

"Thank you, Monsieur," I said, one hand
gently caressing the inside of his thigh. He gathered my hair up,
kneading to the scalp, brushing it the wrong way so that a chill
ran up my back. I pressed my face against his leg.

"I understand Moreau was very devoted to
you," he said, and I heard the quickness of breath in his
voice.

"He was my master and my teacher," I said.
So close, I could smell him, almost feel the heat of his
arousal.

Again the hands playing in my hair, drawing
the spiral curls out. "And what did he teach you?"

"This," I said, and began to undo the
buttons on his breeches. "This, Monsieur." He was fifty, but still
he jumped at my touch, and I gathered the weight of him into one
hand, licking delicately at his swollen cock, laving it with my
tongue while he gathered up my hair again. I felt his carefully
trimmed nails on my scalp, and a great breath escaped him.

I took him in my mouth, drawing with long,
luxurious strokes, deep and slow as possible, while all the while
he kept kneading at my hair, like a cat with a toy. A few dust
mites danced in the light slipping between the velvet curtains, and
the oriental carpet was soft beneath my knees. It seemed to take a
very long time. He said nothing more, and my mouth was otherwise
occupied. Just when I had begun to think this would surely go on
all morning, he moaned, his hands clenching on my curls, and came
almost silently.

I swallowed convulsively, as nothing else
would do in the precious neatness of the office.

Wordlessly, he handed me his handkerchief,
with which I wiped my mouth while he rebuttoned his breeches.
"There, you are neat, Madame," he said.

I hardly knew what to say to that, so I
blinked prettily instead.

He drew one long ribbon of hair across my
shoulder. "I have left you in disarray," he said. "I have ruined
your morning's work."

My hair felt like a ball of yarn that has
been batted about the floor. "It is nothing," I said, feeling
vaguely sick on my stomach and wishing I could be gone.

"Oh, but I cannot let you go out like that!"
he said. "Here, let me take a hand."

"It is nothing," I said again, wondering if
I should ask if we could meet again, or wait for him to bring it
up. "I do not mind."

"I shall mind, if you leave here looking
ruinous," Talleyrand said, brushing his fingers ineffectually over
my draggled curls. "Come, let me restore you. Bend your head like a
pretty thing."

I bent my head, and he pulled out some small
paper, with which he proceeded to tie up an errant curl.

"You will be as fine as ever," he said,
dexterously rolling another curl in paper, for all the world as
though he were my ladies' maid. "You will put your hat on when you
go out, and not take your hair down until you get home."

Where he could not see I rolled my eyes. It
seemed my main attraction was my hair, and I was more than tired of
this already. Two, three, four curls, each one fussily arranged and
papered. I looked up, trying to see how many he planned to do. The
slip of paper he was folding to put around my curl was a thousand
franc note!

He glanced down, catching my eye, and his
thin aristocratic lips bent in a smile. "You see, I am not
insensible after all."

I pulled a bit of hair forward from the
other side. "Here is another piece that needs doing!"

Talleyrand laughed. "For the sake of your
curls, Madame!"

"Oh yes," I said.

There were eight in all before he put my hat
back on, arranging the pins and ribbon just so. "Now you are
decent, Madame," he said.

"I am," I said, getting to my feet. "And I
hope you are left with an impression of my case that is
favorable."

"Quite," he said.

I waited for him to suggest another
rendezvous, but he was already looking at the papers on his desk.
"I shall be going then," I said.

"Good afternoon, Madame," he said, rising to
his feet to see me out. He stopped, one hand on the door handle,
prepared to let me out. "And Madame," he said courteously, "You may
tell my dear friend Fouché that this was an excellent try, but in
the future I prefer to arrange my own assignations."

"Ah!" I gaped.

He glanced at my hat. "But I believe it's
been worth your while. I know how little Fouché pays his agents.
Good afternoon, Madame."

"Good afternoon," I
managed, and somehow got myself downstairs and into the carriage
before I burst into laughter. It was that or tears.

I told "the
gentleman" in person. He made no comment, only waited for me to
tell the entire story, as baldly as I might. I would not seem
squeamish to him. Nor did I attempt to conceal the money, though I
certainly had not brought it with me.

Fouché's only comment was a shrug, as if to
say he had expected no more. "Well," he said, "Talleyrand is no
fool." Which I thought should have been self-evident. They had been
playing deadly games, sometimes at cross purposes and sometimes
not, for the better part of ten years.

"Since you have already been amply paid," he
said, "I see that you need no more. Until I next summon you,
Madame."

And with that I had to
be content. It was true that, though the currency was inflated and
8,000 francs was not worth what it had been a few years before, it
was still more than I might have hoped for in the run of a play.
The price for Talleyrand in scoring off Fouché, and probably a
bargain at the price.

It was only a few
days later that the verdict came down in Moreau's trial. While it
had not been specifically proven that he had been part of the
Royalist assassination plot, it was clear that he had known such a
plot existed and had done nothing to avert it. For this he was
convicted as a mere accessory, to two years in prison, rather than
the death sentences that were pronounced on the others.

I thought he had done rather well for
himself. But then, Moreau had always been cautious, and doubtless
there were no incriminating papers, only word of mouth from
unreliable witnesses and thugs hired to do the dirty work.

He served four days of his term. On the
fifth day, Bonaparte commuted his sentence to exile, giving him ten
days to quit the country. This was, I thought, quite a
masterstroke. In prison, Moreau would seem a martyr. Living
peacefully in retirement elsewhere, there was little to be said of
him, and the First Consul should look magnanimous to someone who
had plotted his own murder.

I was glad, for I should not have liked to
hear that he was killed.

To my surprise, a
letter came for me the next day.

My dear Madame St.
Elme,

I do not know whether
you will be glad to hear from me, or rather the opposite, but as I
am preparing to leave I have come across some documents belonging
to you, letters and legal papers relating to your marriage that I
think you will want. Is there some time when we might conveniently
meet that I may deliver them to your hand? Day after tomorrow at
noon in the Boulevard Madeleine would suffice, if you can think of
no better.

I am your
obedient,

Victor Moreau

I stared at the paper, and for a moment I
felt all of that old thrill, all of that frisson of desire I had
once known, staring at his spidery writing. Perhaps I had not loved
him, but I had desired him. I had hated him. For a moment I thought
of nothing more than crushing the paper between my hands or burning
it. If Victor had some papers of mine, he could have sent them as
easily as the note. Why should he want to see me, so many years too
late?

Curiosity won. Or
perhaps I wanted some denouement, some ending. I could slap him. I
could curse him. I did not know what I would do. But what I should
not do was wait at home, wondering what would have happened if I
had gone.

That day was a day
of rain, with fitful summer squalls racing across the sky. I stood
in the Blvd. Madeleine fully half an hour, waiting for him. I
almost didn’t recognize him. He was cloaked against the rain, his
hat pulled low on his head, his steps quick and abstracted.

When he lifted his face, I drew in a breath
of surprise. His hair which had been ebony only touched with gray
was now almost white, startling with his dark, sharp eyes. He
looked so much older. I had thought he would be as he had been,
when we had begun almost eight years ago, but he was nearly fifty
and looked it.

"Ida," he said, and once again I started. He
had never called me that. It was not my real name, and he had never
called me by it.

"Victor," I said.

His eyes looked me over, and I saw a hint of
that old amusement there. "You haven't changed."

"You have," I said.

"Misfortunes," he said, and shrugged.

"You should have known better," I said.

He shrugged again and offered me his arm.
"Probably."

I took it and we walked together, not going
anywhere in particular. "You had papers for me?"

"Yes." He dug a packet from his pocket and
gave them to me. "I thought you might need them."

"You might have thought that six years ago,"
I said. "Why did you keep them?"

"One of life's mysteries," he said, and I
took his arm and we walked again.

I glanced sideways at him. "Where do you
go?"

He laughed, a short laugh like a bark. "New
Jersey."

"New Jersey?"

"New Jersey, in the United States," he said.
"A pleasant enough place, I'm told. It lacks palaces, but I
understand that it at least has restaurants."

"Why ever in the world?" I would have
expected London, or Rome, or even Cairo.

"Why not?" I was getting tired of his
diffident shrug. "Are you going to ask me now if I am guilty of all
I was charged with? A present for a new master?"

"I know you're guilty," I said evenly, "and
I expect I would have a harder time proving it than the prosecutor.
You forget how well I knew you, Victor."

"I suppose you did." He stopped and we stood
facing one another in the rainy street. His eyes roved over my face
as his hands once had. "I should have expected you to be coarsened
by now."

"From the life you left me to?" My voice was
bitter, but not as much as I had expected. "You underestimate me.
You always have."

"I never have," he said mildly. "Did I not
say that when a man makes a pet of a tiger he should not be
surprised when one day it bites his hand off?"

"It was you that bit my hand," I said.

"And it was you who loved Ney." He took my
arm again and we walked, stepping carefully on the slick stones. "I
saw you together in Munich, you know. I knew you were there."

"And said nothing?"

"I had other things on my mind," he said.
His profile was gray and impassive. "You are a tiger, and you will
outlive us all."

"I hope so," I said. "But if I do, it will
be no thanks to you."

He smiled as though at some pleasant memory.
"You can still thank me for delivering you from that odious
marriage, and for seeing to your education. That, I think, I did
well."

"Yes," I said. "You did. But I am not done
with it yet. My husband's family is still trying to get me back to
Holland and lock me away."

"My dear, if I could I should intervene," he
said. "I did all those years, while I could."

"Did you?" This time it was I who stopped
and faced him. "Until your arrest?"

He nodded, one eyebrow rising. "Who else did
you think? But I have no more power to do anything of the
kind."

I put my gloved hand on his arm. "Victor,
why would you do that?"

"Tigers don't belong in cages," he said, and
steered us around a boy taking dustbins out.

I said nothing. The rain dripped down from
my bonnet.

"I do not think I will see you again," he
said conversationally.

"I don't imagine so," I said, trying to make
light of it. "I am seldom in New Jersey."

"I wouldn't think you're missing much." The
corner of his mouth quirked. "How will you remember me, I wonder?
An ogre? A failed conspirator? A general not quite as good as
Bonaparte or a lover not quite as dear as Ney?"

I stopped and took both his hands in mine.
"As my Valmont," I said. "My dark seducer, dangerous and
fascinating, cruel and lost. That is what I will remember of you,
Victor. That is the story I will tell about you in years to
come."

For a moment he smiled. "Better to reign in
hell, then?"

"Much better," I said,
and kissed him goodbye in the rain for the last time.







Playing for
Queens

My third assignment
for Fouché was not until the eve of autumn. I had hoped, after the
failure of throwing me at Talleyrand, that he would lose interest
in me. Of course not. Of course Fouché didn't simply forget about
me.

However, this time instead of sending
Maurice or one of his other thugs, he simply sent a note for me
with the instruction that I should present myself immediately. He
had been reinstated as Minister of Police since the spring, and I
supposed he thought there was no reason he could not simply summon
me to his office now.

It was a beautiful day, though rather warm,
and I was not surprised to see that his windows were open, letting
in all the racket of the Place Vendome two stories below. I made my
courtesy briefly. "Monsieur."

"Madame." He did not look up from the folder
before him, only waved me to the chair opposite his desk.

A chair, I thought cynically. I am really
moving up in the world. I settled myself, wondering who he wanted
me to sleep with this time.

At last he looked up from the papers, as
though suddenly noticing me. "Madame, do you recall Dr. Fraser, the
gentleman I asked you to find last spring?"

"Yes, of course," I said. "But as you know,
he died nearly two years ago. Or so I was told by reliable people.
Is that not true?"

Fouché's mouth twitched in a thin line, what
perhaps passed for a smile from him. "Dr. Fraser is indeed dead. A
pity, but something that can be worked around. He can no longer
provide the evidence I require, but fortunately it is likely that
it can be obtained in other ways."

I waited, a cold pit of dread in my stomach
at what those ways might be. I had heard stories of the Terror, of
course, and of his means of obtaining information.

As though he read my face, his lips twisted
in a real smile. "Nothing so draconian, Madame. Much can be
accomplished with money. You are to act as my go between, to
persuade a certain lady to sell me the documents I desire. I had
reason to believe that she has them, and they are far too valuable
for her to have disposed of. Your job is simply to persuade her
that it would greatly be to her benefit to work with me, and to
convey those documents to you for a reasonable sum."

"Who is the lady?" I asked.

"Therese Tallien. I understand she is well
known to you."

I took a breath. "Yes," I said. I certainly
knew Therese. Once I had thought we were dear friends. Until Victor
disposed of me, and I was no longer of any importance at all.

"M. Tallien has divorced her," Fouché said.
"Some small matter of her bearing three children who were not his.
She is now living quite retired in the Loire, until her new lover,
the Comte de Camaran, is free to marry her without losing any part
of his inheritance. His uncle is acutely ill, I hear, and once he
is gone his edict that his nephew will have nothing to do with her
is meaningless. And alas, Madame Tallien is barred the capital.
Some little fracas with the Emperor, I understand. He suggested
that she would prefer to live away from court." Fouché looked at me
and his gray eyes sparkled maliciously. "Is it not nice that we
once again have a court?"

There was no possible answer to that which
would not cause me great trouble, so I held my tongue.

"I see that you are prudent, Madame," Fouché
said, with a quick nod. He reached into a desk drawer and brought
forth a purse, which he gave to me. "There is a draft within for
fifty thousand francs, as well as some travel money for you. If
Madame Tallien is cooperative, the draft is hers in exchange for
the documents I want."

I kept my voice steady. I did not want to
see Therese, did not want to talk to her, not after all that had
passed between us. But I knew better than to refuse Fouché. "What
are these documents and how shall I know if they are the ones you
want?" I asked. Fifty thousand francs was a lot of money. Therese
had always had lavish tastes, and I supposed that since her
divorce, and since her affair with the banker Ouvrard ended, she
might be feeling the pinch.

"Letters or notes to Madame Tallien from
Madame Bonaparte," Fouché said. "Requesting her assistance in a
matter of delicacy. You will get these documents from Madame
Tallien and bring them to me. That is your sole part in this
affair. I send you because I expect that you can be exceptionally
persuasive to Madame Tallien."

I felt the blood rise in my cheeks. Servants
talk. He had heard, then, what had once passed between us.

"Is that clear, Madame?"

"Yes," I said.

I had a long time
to think on the way to the Loire. The roads were good and the days
warm and pleasant, and my funds more than adequate for inns as I
traveled. I went dressed as Charles for more than one reason. The
obvious one was that it was simply far easier to travel as a man
than a woman, who would need to have a maid if she pretended to
decency, and who would be held back by the slow pace of a carriage,
which I should have to rent. As Charles, I could simply saddle
Nestor and go.

The other reason was much more complicated.
I had never had the upper hand with Therese, a hanger on in her
stellar orbit, a rather ordinary blonde among the ladies of fashion
who circled around her. I had thought, perhaps, that I was a
friend. I had been wrong. When I had gone to her after Victor threw
me out, she had refused to have anything further to do with me once
it became clear that Victor was done. I was valuable only while I
was with him. Without him, I returned to being nothing.

That still stung. I had not gotten over that
yet.

I supposed most women would have seen
through her. But strange as my early life had been, and as solitary
as my adolescence, a wife before I was a woman, I had never had the
crowd of girls around me that most women had. I had never been part
of the circle of maidens whispering and gossiping, never learned
how to tell what was true and what was false. I counted myself
lucky in some ways to have missed it, but in missing it I had never
learned to survive in the world of women. I did not know how. In
retrospect, I thought Therese had played me for a fool more than
once, only I had been too naïve to realize it.

Charles was another matter. Charles had
always had the upper hand with her, sometimes quite literally. If I
had to see Therese again, much less needed to try to get her to do
something, it was better to be Charles than Elza.

And yet Fouché thought I might prove
"exceptionally persuasive." Could it be that quiet, respectable and
comfortable exile was wearing on her? Without the political circles
that were her meat and drink, without lovers to seduce
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