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One

London, February 25, 1813

The sun was starting to shine through the fog when, dressed in civilian clothes, Colonel Leo Standish, Earl of Branford, passed through the front door of the Horse Guards building, home of the War Office. There was just the faintest trace of a limp in his walk, legacy of a wound he had taken at the siege of Burgos several months before.

Branford entered a functional room painted in a rich, dark green, with a desk, a glass-fronted bookcase and a large table with a map spread out upon it. Two men were sitting on either side of the desk, and when the earl walked in they both rose to their feet.

“My lord,” John Herries, commissary-in-chief of the British Army, addressed him. “Thank you for coming. I don’t believe you’ve met Mr. Nathan Rothschild.”

“No, I have not. How do you do, Mr. Rothschild?” The earl came forward with an outstretched hand. He had certainly heard of Rothschild, the London scion of the industrious financial family, whose brothers were spread throughout Europe.

The short bald man was dressed in a flawless black coat, white necktie and buff pantaloons. He put his hand into the earl’s large grasp. “It is an honor to meet you, my lord,” he said.

The earl’s blue-green eyes moved from Rothschild to Herries. “What’s this all about, Herries?” he asked.

“Won’t you have a seat, my lord?” the commissary-in-chief said. “We have a job for you and I’d like to explain it.”

The earl drew his eyebrows together. “A job? I don’t have time to do any jobs, Herries. I am returning to my regiment next week.”

“If you would just let me explain, my lord…”

“Oh, all right.” The earl folded his six-foot-two body onto one of the chairs. “Go on.”

“I’m sure you are aware of the difficulties the Marquess of Wellington has been having with funds,” Herries began.

The earl nodded. “He needs to feed and pay the troops, and the local Spanish and Portuguese bankers won’t accept paper money anymore. He needs gold coin.”

Herries continued. “Mr. Rothschild has managed to buy up for us several million newly minted napoléon d’or coins in Holland.”

The earl’s face broke into a rare smile. “Good for you, Mr. Rothschild. Well done.”

Rothschild smiled back.

Herries went on. “Our only problem, my lord, is that we need a way to safely transport the gold to the army in Portugal.”

“It’s still in Holland?” the earl asked.

“Yes, and we need to get it through France to Wellington in Portugal. Needless to say, once the French government gets word of the sale of all those gold coins to Rothschild, they will be on the lookout for anything that might look like an English conveyance.”

The earl arched an eyebrow. “By any chance, does this job you have for me have something to do with the transportation of these coins?”

“It does, my lord.” Herries pulled at his lip, then turned to the other man. “I think I’ll let Mr. Rothschild explain.”

Rothschild looked earnestly at the tall, fair-haired man. “I have had some experience in this sort of thing, my lord. As you may or may not know, my family has transferred money around Europe all during the years of Napoléon’s regime. One of the most trustworthy means we have found for doing this is a French circus, the Cirque Equestre. The circus owner, François Robichon, used to be Master of the Horse to Louis XVI, and he has no love for the Revolution or for Napoléon. The circus can travel anywhere without question, and Pierre has moved money for us successfully on a number of occasions.”

“Two of the circus wagons have false bottoms where the gold can be stored,” Herries put in.

The earl nodded. “It sounds like an excellent idea, but how does it involve me?”

Herries looked at the splendid young man who was sitting across from him. He had never met the Earl of Branford before, and faced with the man in person, a task that had once seemed reasonable now seemed highly improbable. He looked again at Nathan Rothschild.

Nathan continued. “Very unfortunately, François died several months ago and the circus is now headed by his daughter. I am hesitant to commit such a large sum of money to the care of so young a girl. I want her to have a British escort to make certain that the money gets safely to Portugal.”

“And I want her to have a British escort to keep her honest. We don’t want little fingers dipping into the gold bags,” Herries said bluntly.

Now both of the earl’s eyebrows went up. “A British escort would most certainly draw French attention to the circus, exactly what you are trying to avoid.”

“Not if the escort pretended to be a part of the circus,” Rothschild reasoned bluntly.

There was a moment of silence. “And you want that escort to be me?” the earl asked at last.

Herries shifted on his chair. The earl hadn’t changed his own position, but there was a dangerous look in his eyes. Herries cleared his throat. “That’s right, my lord.”

“May I ask whose idea it was to attach me to a circus?” the earl asked, his pleasant voice in contrast to the look in his eyes.

Herries could not bring himself to meet that blue-green gaze. “Lord Castlereagh put forth your name, my lord. As you can understand, he is quite anxious that the gold arrive as safely and as promptly as possible. Wellington will need it to finance his next campaign and his subsequent entry into France.”

Silence. Finally the earl asked with awful courtesy, “Am I supposed to—perform?”

“Of course not, my lord,” the two men chorused in horror.

The earl linked his long, manicured fingers together on his lap. “Then how are we to account for my sudden attachment to a circus? I speak French, but not like a Frenchman. And I’m not the sort of person who just blends into the background,” he added ironically.

“We have thought about that problem, my lord, and we have come up with a solution,” Herries assured him. “You will pretend to be Gabrielle Robichon’s new husband.”

This time the earl’s eyebrows almost disappeared under the lock of golden hair that had fallen over his forehead. “What?”

Herries said earnestly, “It is the only way to disguise you, my lord, other than making you a performer. Mademoiselle Robichon’s family will have to know the truth, but the rest of the circus performers will think you are married.”

“I see,” the earl said slowly. “I am to pretend to be the husband of a circus owner.”

Herries and Rothschild exchanged glances. Neither one of them dared to answer.

There was a long silence.

“I suppose I shall have to do it,” the earl finally said. “It’s essential that the money get to the army.”

For the first time Herries realized that he had been holding his breath. He let it out slowly.

Rothschild said, “Thank you, my lord. I realize that this duty may be distasteful to you, but we do feel it is necessary.”

“And the girl is willing to pretend that I am her husband?”

Rothschild nodded decisively. “She agreed.”

The earl asked, “What’s in it for her? Are you paying her to carry the gold?”

Rothschild said with dignity, “Of course I will pay her, but she is also doing it because she knows her father would want her to. François Robichon was a royalist through and through.”

The earl unlaced his fingers. “Where am I to meet this circus?”

Herries said, “I think it would be a good idea for you and Gabrielle to meet in Brussels. That is where you will tell people that you were married. Then you can return to the circus together.”

“Very well.” The earl stood up. “I imagine you would like me to get started as soon as possible.”

“Yes, my lord. Gabrielle will be waiting for you at the Hôtel Royale.”

“Is there any particular name I am to go by?”

Herries said, “You could use your given name, my lord. I don’t think anyone would recognize it.”

The earl smoothed one of his sleeves. “Very well. I will meet this Gabrielle and go with her to the circus, where I will pretend to be her husband. What about the gold?”

“It will be loaded into the circus wagons before you get there, my lord. You should be able to start your journey immediately.”

“How long will it take us to get to Portugal?”

“If you get the gold to Biarritz, the army will take it over the Pyrenees to Wellington,” Rothschild said. “The journey from Lille to Biarritz should take about a month, my lord. The circus will have to make stops to perform. It would look suspicious if it didn’t.”

The earl’s finely chiseled lips settled into a grim line. “The things I do for my country,” he said. “Very well. I will leave for Brussels tomorrow.”

“Thank you, my lord,” both men chorused. After the earl had gone and the door was closed behind him, both Herries and Rothschild looked at each other. “Couldn’t Castlereagh have gotten someone who was not quite so noticeable?” Rothschild said.

Herries shook his head. “He wanted Lord Branford. Said if anyone could get the money through, it was he.”

Rothschild said, “I hope he was right, Herries. I hope he was right.”

Outside, the earl got into his chaise, tipped the boy who had been holding his grays and started the horses, driving through the city streets toward Grosvenor Square, where his town house was located. He pulled into the mews behind the house, relinquished his horse and carriage to one of his grooms, and went into the house from the back.

He was surprised by his eighteen-year-old sister in the hallway in front of the library.

“Oh, there you are, Leo,” Dolly cried. “Mama and I have come to call on you.”

“Have you?” he asked. “And whose idea was that?”

“Mine. Come into the drawing room and join us.”

“I can’t stay long, I have things to do. I am leaving for the Peninsula tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Dolly was clearly upset. “So soon?” Her gaze dropped to his injured leg.

“I am perfectly healthy. There’s no reason for me to linger in England when my regiment needs me.”

“But there is a reason,” Dolly lamented. “I wanted you to help me with my come-out. I thought you could be my escort to Almacks when I make my first appearance there.”

“Good God,” the earl said. “Whatever put that into your head?”

“Well, there is one other thing you can do for me. Come along and talk to Mama,” Dolly said, and, taking her brother’s arm, steered him past the magnificent circular staircase into the marble-floored front hall and thence into the drawing room, which looked out onto Grosvenor Square. Sitting on a gold velvet sofa in front of an alabaster fireplace was a lovely middle-aged woman whose hair was so fair that it scarcely showed the white that had begun to streak it.

“Hello, Leo,” she said quietly.

“Hello, Mama,” he replied. He made no attempt to go to her. “This is a surprise.”

“Dolly dragged me. We are planning her come-out and she has a question she wants to ask you.”

His eyes, the same shade as his mother’s, moved to his sister’s animated face. “What question?” he asked.

His sister looked at him pleadingly. “Please, can we use the ballroom here at Standish House for my come-out ball? It would be so wonderful to have it here. If we have it at Jasper’s house we will have to use the drawing room, and it isn’t very big.”

Jasper Marley, Lord Rivers, was Dolly and Leo’s stepfather. Dolly, along with Leo’s two young brothers and his half brother, lived with her mother and stepfather.

Leo looked at his mother. “Was this Dolly’s idea or yours?”

“Believe it or not, the idea was Dolly’s,” she replied composedly.

“Yes, it was,” Dolly said. “I think Papa would want me to have the best come-out, Leo. I think he would want me to use the ballroom.”

He looked into his sister’s anxious face. “I’m sure he would. Of course you may use the ballroom. But I won’t be here for the great occasion.” He turned his eyes back to his mother. “I am leaving tomorrow for the Peninsula.”

Her fair eyebrows drew together with concern. “Must you go back, Leo? Surely you have done more than your share in this war. You’re twenty-eight. It’s time for you to be thinking of marrying and setting up your nursery. You have the succession to think of.”

His mouth set. “I have two younger brothers, Mama. If something happens to me, the earldom will stay in the family. And I believe in finishing what I start. The war is not over yet.”

She met and held his eyes. “You took a bullet in your leg. You may not be so lucky the next time.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “Would you care?”

Her eyes watered. “Of course I would care! You’re my son.”

“Lucky me,” he replied.

Dolly said anxiously, “I wish you wouldn’t fight with Mama, Leo. I know you don’t like Jasper, but he’s not that bad. I think you and Mama should make up your quarrel before you go back to the war.”

“We don’t have a quarrel,” the earl said. “Do we, Mama?”

She surprised him by answering, “Yes, we do. And I wish we could put it behind us, Leo. I hate to see you going into danger again.” She stood up and clasped her hands in front of her. “Can’t you forgive me?”

His face was hard as stone. “Some things can’t be forgotten…or forgiven. And now, if there’s nothing more you need me for, I have a number of things to do before I leave tomorrow.”

A ripple of pain passed over his mother’s face.

“Leo!” Dolly said sharply.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, Dolly,” he replied curtly. “You came here to get use of the ballroom—well, you’ve got it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have things to do. Good afternoon.” He turned and strode out of the room.

“Mama, are you all right?” Dolly flew to her mother’s side.

“Yes, I’m fine.” Tears were running down Lady Rivers’s face.

“What is wrong?” Dolly asked in bewilderment. “Can Leo still be angry with you for marrying so soon after Papa died?”

“Leo has his reasons, Dolly. I don’t blame him for his actions toward me. I just wish he had a little more charity in his heart, that’s all.”

She took out her handkerchief and wiped her eyes dry. “Come along, dear.” She tried to smile. “Leo isn’t the only one who has things to do.”





Two

It was raining when Gabrielle Robichon’s elderly carriage pulled up in front of the Hôtel Royale. She got out of the carriage and went to talk to the driver. “You can stable the horses in the mews in back of the hotel, Gerard. Make sure they are rubbed down and give them a bran mash.”

“I know, Gabrielle,” said the driver, who was almost as venerable as the carriage. “I’ve been taking care of horses for longer than you’ve been alive.”

Gabrielle smiled at him.

Gabrielle’s older companion appeared at her side. “For heavens sake, chérie, let’s get out of this rain!”

“All right, Emma, all right,” Gabrielle said. The two women hurried toward the door of the hotel, which was opened for them by a liveried doorman.

“Our bags are in the carriage,” Emma said to the doorman. “Will you have them fetched, please?”

“Yes, madame,” the man replied. “I will have them sent up to your room.”

“Thank you.”

The two women approached the desk. “We are supposed to have a reservation, Emma,” Gabrielle said.

The clerk behind the desk looked at them, and Emma said, “Madame Dumas and Madame Rieux. I believe we have a reservation.”

The clerk looked at his book. “Yes, I see it here. I will have someone show you to your room, mesdames.”

“Thank you.”

The two women followed a livery-clad young man up the central staircase to a room on the second floor. Emma and Gabrielle looked around at the four-poster bed, the aged Oriental carpet, and the nightstand with a pitcher of water and a basin. When the young man had left, Emma said, “Well, here we are, ready to embark on this crazy scheme.”

“It’s not so crazy,” Gabrielle said, taking off her bonnet. “Papa transferred gold for the Rothschilds many times.”

Emma took off her own hat, baring her dyed red hair. “That may be true, but you never had to masquerade as the wife of a strange Englishman before!”

“Mr. Rothschild insisted. It’s stupid, of course. He should know we can be trusted to get his gold to Biarritz without an English bodyguard to make us more noticeable.” Gabrielle looked disgusted. “If Papa were still alive they would never have thought of doing this.”

Emma said, “On the other hand, it will be nice to have someone along who will be responsible for the gold besides us.” She put her bonnet on a walnut chest with a lace runner on the top. “If something bad happens, he can take the blame.”

“Nothing bad is going to happen,” Gabrielle said firmly. “Except I am going to have to pretend this anglais is my husband.”

“I hope he is a gentleman,” Emma said nervously. “Just think, Gabrielle, you may have to share your bedroom with him!”

“Don’t worry, Emma, nothing is going to happen.”

Gabrielle smiled. “I will keep my trusty knife handy, believe me. If he tries anything, I’ll skewer him.”

Emma shivered. “Please God it will not come to that.”

“I doubt it will,” Gabrielle said soothingly. “Mr. Rothschild said the man is a colonel on his way back to the army after being wounded. A colonel should be a gentleman.”

“I hope so,” Emma said “There’s a dining room downstairs,” Gabrielle said. “Let’s go and get something to eat. I’m starving.”

Emma smiled in agreement. “We don’t often get the chance to eat in a hotel of this quality.”

The two women removed their pelisses, hung them in the wardrobe and went down to the dining room.

The earl arrived in Brussels the following afternoon to meet Gabrielle Robichon. He checked into his room at the hotel and was told that the ladies were out. He asked to be notified when they came back.

At five o’clock a hotel employee brought him word that Mesdames Rieux and Dumas had returned and would receive him in room 203. The earl, who was on the third floor, went down a flight of stairs and knocked at the designated door. It was opened by a middle-aged woman with dyed red hair and faintly slanted green eyes. She was wearing rouge.

“Good afternoon,” the earl said pleasantly. “I am Colonel Leo Standish.”

“Good heavens,” the woman said, staring up at him. Then, visibly gathering her wits, she opened the door wider and said, “Come in, Colonel.”

The earl stepped into the room. A charmingly husky voice said, “How do you do, Colonel. I am Gabrielle Robichon Rieux.”

He turned slightly and looked into the huge brown eyes of one of the loveliest girls he had ever seen. Her shining brown hair was parted in the middle and drawn back into a single braid that went halfway down her back. Her nose was small and delicate and her lips were clear-cut and perfect. She was holding out her hand but she was not smiling. He crossed the floor to take her hand into his own. She was quite small; her head did not reach the top of his shoulder, but her handshake was as firm as a man’s.

“You are married?” he said in surprise.

“I was married,” she replied matter-of-factly. “Now I am a widow.”

“You’re very young to be a widow,” he said. He was a little discomposed. He had not expected her to be so pretty.

She shrugged, a very Gallic gesture. “This stupid war has made widows of many young women. I am sure that is true in your country as well.”

“Unfortunately, it is. Was your husband killed in the war?” he asked.

“No. He was kicked in the forehead by one of the circus horses.” Her face was grave. “It was such a stupid accident. André lifted the horse’s rear foot to clean it and Sandi kicked out—something he never does. It was just bad luck that he got André in the head.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“We had only been married for a few months. It was very sad,” Gabrielle said. “And now let me introduce you to my companion, Madame Emma Dumas.”

He turned to the older woman and held out his hand. “How do you do, Madame Dumas.”

They shook hands and then he turned back to Gabrielle. “I appreciate the awkwardness of this situation for you, Madame Rieux. You are very generous, allowing me to masquerade as your husband.”

She shrugged again. “I myself do not think it is necessary, but Monsieur Rothschild insisted. Frankly, Colonel, you are likely to call more attention to us than to be a help.”

He said stiffly, “I will do the best I can to blend into the circus, madame. You are carrying a huge amount of money that is vital to the British forces. It is only natural that the army wants someone along to keep an eye on it.”

She bristled visibly. “Monsieur Rothschild trusted Papa implicitly!”

“But your father is not here any longer,” he pointed out. “And even if he was, the army would probably want to have someone go along.”

She crossed her arms and eyed him up and down. “You are not the sort of person who can easily blend in,” she said.

He was annoyed. “I will do the best that I can, madame.”

There was a little silence. Then she said, “If we are to be married you must call me by my Christian name, Gabrielle.”

“And you must call me Leo,” he said.

“Leo,” she said. Then, briskly, “It is too late to leave Brussels today. We should plan on leaving early tomorrow morning. That way we will make Lille before it gets dark.”

He asked, “The circus is at Lille now?”

“Yes. We wintered there. We usually begin our tour in mid March, so we will be starting a little earlier than usual. But not so much earlier as to make us noticeable, I think.”

“Very well.” He looked at Emma. “May I invite you ladies to have dinner with me this evening?”

“Thank you,” Emma replied with dignity. “That will be very nice.”

Gabrielle nodded.

“At seven o’clock, in the dining room?” he asked.

“That will be fine,” Emma replied.

He gave the women a perfunctory smile and went to the door. It had not quite closed when he heard Emma say, “Whoever would have thought our escort would look like that?”

The door closed before he could hear Gabrielle’s reply.

The dining room of the Hôtel Royale was small, with room for perhaps thirty people. When Gabrielle and Emma entered they saw Leo immediately; he was sitting at a table near the fireplace.

“Good evening, ladies,” he said, rising to greet them.

“Good evening,” the two women replied in unison.

A waiter held Gabrielle’s chair and she seated herself, carefully arranging her plain yellow silk evening dress. Emma, who was dressed in emerald green, was seated as well.

Gabrielle looked at the man who was to pretend to be her husband for the next month. André would be jealous, she thought as she took in Leo’s clean-cut features, his blue-green eyes and his thick golden hair. She noted the breadth of his shoulders underneath his black evening coat. This man was very different from André, who had been dark, whippet-slim and only a few inches taller than herself.

He’s big enough to carry water and help with the tent, she thought. She looked at the unconsciously arrogant tilt of his head. He’ll probably think those tasks are beneath him, though.

The waiter was standing by to take their order and she gave her attention to the menu. Once they had chosen, Leo looked at Gabrielle and said, “So tell me about your circus. How many people do you employ and what do they do?”

Gabrielle folded her hands in her yellow silk lap and replied, “It is called the Cirque Equestre because we feature horses. We have five Arabians who perform at liberty, we have a grand old fellow who is our rosinback, and we have two Lipizzaners that are trained to High School and who do a pas de deux. They also perform individually.”

Leo held up his hand to stop her. “You have Lipizzaners trained in High School?” he asked incredulously.

“Yes. Two of them. Papa was able to buy them off the farm in Austria and he trained them himself.”

“He trained them with your help, Gabrielle,” Emma put in.

“Papa had the knowledge. I just followed what he said to do.”

Leo said in amazement, “I had no idea you had horses of this quality.”

Gabrielle was insulted. “Did you think we were just a carnival? I’ll have you know that the Cirque Equestre is well-known for its horses.”

Amusement glinted in his eyes. “I did not mean to denigrate you. Forgive me. It’s just that I am very interested in classically trained horses. I had an opportunity to see some Lusitanos in Portugal and I thought they were marvelous.”

Gabrielle didn’t care for the amusement, but she accepted the apology by nodding gracefully. When she spoke she kept her voice cool. “Portugal has a wonderful history of classically trained horses. France, of course, did also, but the Revolution destroyed it. Papa was determined to keep alive the tradition as best he could. All of our horses are classically trained.”

“That’s wonderful. Who rides your Lipizzaners?”

“I do. And my brother Mathieu accompanies me in the pas de deux.”

“I look forward to seeing them perform,” he said with such obvious sincerity that Gabrielle was appeased.

She smiled at him. He did not smile back.

Very well, monsieur, she thought with annoyance. If you want to be all business, then we will be all business.

“How many people do you employ?” he asked.

“The part of the circus that is permanent is my family—myself and my brothers, Mathieu and Albert. Then there’s Gerard, who is our ringmaster, and Emma and her dogs. That makes five. Then we have the acts that accompany us.”

“And what acts are those?”

“First there is the circus band—that is four members. Then there is Luc Balzac, our equestrian, Henri and Franz and Carlotta Martin, who are rope dancers, and the Maronis, who are tumblers—there are four of them. Sully is our clown, and Paul Gronow, our juggler.” She tilted her head a little. “How many is that? I have lost count.”

“Fourteen plus the five permanent members,” he said.

“Oh, and we employ two grooms.”

He nodded. “Which of these people know about the gold?”

“Myself, my two brothers—” she smiled at her companion “—Emma and Gerard. The people who winter with us.”

“What about the grooms?”

“Jean and Cesar don’t winter with us. They report to the circus when we are ready to set out.”

“So, five people. And everyone else will think that we are married?”

“Yes,” she said. “I suppose it is good that you are so handsome. That will make it more believable that I should marry a noncircus man.”

“Thank you,” he said sarcastically.

She shrugged. “I speak the truth. You are going to be difficult to explain. You will have to work, though. You can’t just stand around and do nothing. Everyone who knows me knows I would never marry a man like that.”

Leo just looked at her.

“What do you think you could do?” she asked.

“I have no idea,” he replied shortly. “Just don’t expect me to perform. I’ll help out with the labor end of things, but I’m not getting up in front of people and making an ass of myself.”

Her eyes glittered. “Our performers are all trained artistes, Leo,” she said. “I wouldn’t dream of putting an amateur in our ring.”

“Good,” he said. “Then we understand each other. I’m here to get the gold to Wellington. If I have to work, I will. But not in public.”

She folded her lips in a stern line. “Very well.”

The first course was served. What the hell can we talk about? he thought. What do I have in common with circus people?

Gabrielle said conversationally, “It looks as if we are seeing the last days of Napoléon. His grande armée was destroyed in Russia and soon your General Wellington will defeat his army in Spain.”

The war was something Leo could always talk about and he responded appropriately. The war and international affairs carried them through dinner, and when he got up to escort the ladies out of the dining room, Leo was feeling slightly better. If he was going to have to spend the next month shackled to a female circus player, it was a help that she seemed to be intelligent.





Three

The following morning, Leo met his traveling companions in the hotel lobby, where they were waiting for their coach to be brought up. He was dressed in a rust-colored riding coat, breeches and high boots—an appropriate outfit for a circus, he thought.

Gabrielle frowned when she saw him. “Those clothes are all right for dress-up,” she said, “but you can’t dress like that around the circus.”

He was dumbfounded. He had thought he was dressed down. “What do you suggest I wear?” he asked a trifle acerbically.

“Trousers, low boots, a shirt—without the tie—and I suppose you can wear that jacket to keep warm. We’ll stop in a town along the way and do some shopping. I have a feeling that nothing you have with you is appropriate.”

Leo looked at his portmanteau and said sarcastically, “Can I at least keep my underwear?”

He would never in a million years have mentioned underwear to an English lady.

But Gabrielle didn’t blink. “Yes, you can keep your underwear. But I will pick your outerwear. It’s important that you don’t raise any suspicions. We can’t do anything that may call attention to ourselves.”

She was right, and he was annoyed that she was right. He was also annoyed that she looked so pretty, standing there with the chandelier light shining off her beautiful silky brown hair.

“Where’s your bonnet?” he asked abruptly.

“In the hatbox,” she replied. “I hate wearing bonnets. They are so confining.”

Emma, who was wearing a bonnet, said, “Nevertheless you should wear it, chérie.”

“I made my impression coming into the hotel. Now that I am leaving I can do as I like.”

Emma rolled her eyes. Gabrielle patted the circle of braids that crowned her head. “Besides, I can’t fit a bonnet over these braids.”

Leo said, “I was under the impression that short hair was in vogue for women.”

“It’s not in vogue for circus performers,” Gabrielle informed him haughtily.

Leo was conscious of a fleeting feeling of approval. It would be a shame to cut off all that lovely hair. He found himself looking forward to seeing it down.

Good God, he thought in horror as he realized what he was thinking. I can’t become attracted to this circus girl. That would be disastrous.

“Here is the carriage,” he said crisply, grateful for the distraction. “Are you ready, ladies?”

Gerard stopped the carriage in front of the hotel door and the three of them went out to meet it.

Gabrielle’s attempt to buy clothing for Leo was not very successful; he was too tall for any of the trousers they looked at, although they did manage to buy some plain white cotton shirts that were more appropriate than his own custom-tailored ones.

“I can make him some trousers,” Emma finally said to Gabrielle, and so they bought material instead.

Leo found himself alternating between indignation and amusement at the way the two women treated him. You would think I was five years old, he thought, as Gabrielle held a shirt up in front of him and nodded that it would be all right. They made their purchases and returned to the carriage for the final leg of the journey into Lille.

The circus was gathered on the outskirts of the city, on the farm that Gabrielle’s family had rented for the winter months. As they drove in, Leo saw a collection of a dozen or so wagons parked in a big field. Gerard drove past the wagons, however, and went directly to the farmhouse, where his passengers alighted.

A slender young man, who looked like a masculine copy of Gabrielle, came out to meet the carriage.

“Leo, this is my brother, Mathieu,” Gabrielle said. “Mathieu, this is my new husband, Leo Standish.”

“How do you do, Mathieu,” Leo said.

Mathieu looked from Leo to Gabrielle. “He’s going to be very hard to hide. He’s so big—and he certainly doesn’t look French.”

“I know, but there’s nothing we can do about it,” Gabrielle said. “He’s what Monsieur Rothschild sent us.”

“What if we said he was Swedish?” Mathieu asked. “Would people know that his accent was English and not Swedish?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Leo said flatly. He did not at all appreciate being talked about as if he wasn’t there. “If someone does recognize my English accent they will wonder why you are attempting to disguise me.”

Mathieu frowned, clearly not liking having his idea so summarily rejected.

“All circuses are international,” Gabrielle said briskly. “The Maronis are Italian, after all, Mathieu, and the Cirque Barent has an English clown. It will be all right. Now, can we go into the house instead of standing here in the front yard?”

Leo had to duck his head as he went through the front door. The room that he found himself in was the main living room of the farmhouse. It was furnished with heavy oak furniture and on the walls were a series of rural landscapes. As if on cue, a fawn-colored greyhound came racing up to Gabrielle. She bent to caress the beautiful, deerlike head. “Colette, my darling. How are you? Did you miss me?”

The dog sniffed her clothes and her hands.

“She was a lost soul without you,” Mathieu said. “You have her so spoiled, Gabrielle, that she just pines away when you are gone.”

“Poor little girl,” Gabrielle crooned. “I missed you, too.”

Leo loved dogs. “What a beautiful animal,” he said. The dog turned her head as if she had understood him. He snapped his fingers and she came to him, allowing him to caress her with royal grace. Then she returned to Gabrielle.

There was a rush at the door and more dogs came dashing in. “Mes enfants!” Emma cried. “Here you are!”

Leo looked at the six small terriers that were leaping around Emma. “Good heavens,” he said.

Emma smiled at him. “These are my trained dogs. You will see them in action when we perform.”

The room was very crowded with dogs. Emma said to Gabrielle, “I will take them outside and then upstairs to my room.” She held the door open and the dogs scampered out, followed by Emma.

Gabrielle turned to her brother. “Where is Albert?”

“He went down to the barn to check on the horses. He’ll be back soon,” Mathieu said.

“Albert is your other brother?” Leo asked.

“Yes. He is two years younger than Mathieu.”

“And how old are you, Mathieu?” Leo asked.

“Nineteen,” the boy replied.

Leo’s eyes went to Gabrielle, who was standing with one hand resting on her dog’s head. “Who owns the circus?” he asked. “I thought it was you.”

“My brothers and I own it together,” she replied, “but Papa put me in charge because I am the eldest.”

“How old are you?” Leo asked curiously.

“Twenty-two,” she replied.

Emma said, “Here is Albert now.”

A young boy who looked like Mathieu, but whose hair was several shades lighter, came into the room.

“Gabrielle!” He went to hug her. “Everything went all right?”

“Yes. Albert, this is Leo, my new husband.”

The brown eyes that fixed themselves on Leo’s face were a lighter shade than Mathieu’s and Gabrielle’s. “Hello,” he said. “You are the English colonel?”

“That’s right.” Leo held out his hand. “I am pleased to meet you, Albert. But call me Leo.”

“The horses are all right?” Gabrielle said.

Albert nodded.

“Good. Now, is there any food in the kitchen? We pushed on to make it here this evening and we missed dinner.”

“I think there’s some cold meat and bread,” Mathieu said.

“I’ll go and fix something,” Gabrielle said. “In the meanwhile, you boys can show Leo to his room.”

Both boys looked at her. Albert said, “Which room is his? There is no extra room.”

“He’s going to stay in my room,” Gabrielle said. “It would look distinctly odd if he did not.”

Both boys frowned and looked at Leo.

“Your sister will be perfectly safe,” Leo said. “The only consequence she might suffer from this masquerade is a little embarrassment.”

“I am never embarrassed,” Gabrielle said. “Go along now and take him upstairs.”

The two boys and Leo, who was carrying his portmanteau, went up the stairs with obedient alacrity.

Gabrielle fixed a plate of cold roast beef and sliced bread, which she set on the kitchen table. Emma was already sitting at the table when the boys and Leo joined them. Mathieu and Albert had already eaten, but they sat at the table, anyway, clearly wanting to hear whatever the conversation was going to be.

Gabrielle sat down and put some meat on her plate. She looked at her two brothers, then she looked at Leo. He was piling roast beef on his plain, slightly chipped white plate.

He looks down on us, she thought. He is an English colonel and we are just circus folk. I foresee an uncomfortable four weeks ahead.

Leo looked up from his meal. “Has the gold been loaded?”

Gabrielle looked at Mathieu. “Yes,” he said. “Monsieur Rothschild’s men came three days ago and transferred it into our wagons. No one saw them. The rest of the wagons only came yesterday.”

“I would like to see the gold myself,” Leo said.

Gabrielle was insulted. “Do you think we would lie to you?”

“Not at all. But since I have been charged with getting it safely to Portugal, I must see it.”

He doesn’t trust us, she thought. She said coolly, “Better to look tomorrow morning, when we are loading up to go. It will look strange to the rest of them if you start poking around the wagons now.”

He looked annoyed. “Of course,” he said in a clipped voice.

She pressed on. “As I believe I told you, my family, Emma and Gerard are the only ones who know about the gold. We don’t want to do anything to raise suspicion in the others.”

“I said I agreed with you.” His annoyance showed in his voice. “I’ll wait until tomorrow to check it.”

Gabrielle was pleased. She had gotten under his guard. She rewarded him with a smile.

He stared back, his face impassive. He was the first man she had ever met who did not respond to her smile. The smile died away from her lips and she regarded him thoughtfully. Did he never smile himself? She could not remember seeing him smile once during that long dull ride from Brussels to Lille—he had not even smiled when they were buying clothes and he had looked so funny in the jacket he had tried on.

Was he always like this, or was it just because he was with people he thought were beneath him?

Don’t brood about it, Gabrielle, she told herself. You only have to put up with him for four weeks and then your duty will be done and he will go back to his regiment. Let him be as sour as he pleases. It can’t bother you.

“Everything is ready,” Albert said. “Do you want to leave tomorrow?”

“Is everyone else ready?”

“Yes, we were just waiting for you,” Mathieu said.

“There’s no point in waiting, then,” Gabrielle replied. “The sooner we leave the sooner we will get our cargo to its destination.”

“What is your agenda?” Leo asked abruptly.

“Our first stop is Amiens,” she said. “We will spend one day traveling and then two days in Amiens, where we will give four performances—one in the afternoons and one in the evenings. Vincent, our advance man, has gone ahead to Amiens to procure a field for us and to book lodgings.”

He frowned. “You didn’t mention Vincent.”

She lifted a delicate eyebrow. “Didn’t I? I suppose I forgot because he’s our advance man, he doesn’t travel with us, he travels ahead of us. We meet him at a designated spot and he takes us to the field he has rented and gives us directions to the lodgings he has procured.”

“He puts our bills up all around town, too,” Albert said eagerly. “Here, I’ll show you one.” He jumped up and went into the living room, coming back with a paper in his hand. Leo took it.

ROBICHON CIRQUE EQUESTRE

A GRAND EQUESTRIAN DISPLAY

STARRING

MLLE GABRIELLE ROBICHON

DANCING HORSES!

HORSES AT LIBERTY!

JUGGLING!

TIGHTROPE DANCING!

DARING FEATS OF HORSEMANSHIP!

M. LUC BALZAC!

M. SULLY, the Clown!

TUMBLING!

TRAINED DOGS!

THE COURIER OF ST. PETERSBURG!

Performances

12:00 and 4:00

“Very nice,” Leo said, looking up from the circus bill. “But there is no direction.”

“Vincent will write the direction on each bill before he posts it,” Emma explained. “He’ll also write the days of the week we will be performing.”

Leo nodded and handed the bill back to Albert.

Emma stood abruptly. “There is a trundle bed in my room, Gabrielle. Shall I have one of the boys bring it into your room for Leo?”

Everyone stared at Leo as the thought of their sleeping arrangements was introduced.

Gabrielle suppressed the urge to laugh. “I own I would like to see the sight of Leo trying to sleep on a trundle bed.”

“You forget I have been in the army for five years,” he said imperturbably. “A trundle bed will look good compared to some of the places I have slept.”

“Good,” Emma said briskly. “Mathieu, come upstairs with me and we will move that bed.”

Mathieu got to his feet. He looked at Leo suspiciously. “Where are you going to sleep when we are on the road? There will only be one bed in the room Vincent rents for you.”

“If I have to sleep on the floor, I will,” Leo said a little impatiently. “I’ve done it before.”

Mathieu’s brown eyes searched his face and seemed to be satisfied with what he saw there. He nodded and turned to follow Emma out of the room.

“I’m going to walk down to the barn to see the horses,” Gabrielle said. “Would you like to come, Leo?”

“Yes, I would.”

“Come along, then,” she said. “Albert, if you will put the dishes in the sink, I will wash them when I get back.”

Gabrielle picked up a lantern from beside the kitchen door and lighted it from a candle, her greyhound going immediately to her side. Gabrielle turned to Leo and gave him what she hoped was a superior look. “We can go out this way,” she said. “Do try to keep up.”





Four

The lantern threw a yellow light on the path before them and Leo took it from Gabrielle’s hands, saying, “Let me carry that.”

They crossed the yard, the dog leading the way, and went down a path that led to a large barn. When they had driven in earlier, Leo had seen that it looked rather ramshackle, but now in the dark it was simply a great looming building in front of them. The door was open and inside smelled like horses and hay.

He held up the lantern to illuminate the area.

“This way,” Gabrielle said. “We’ll say hello to the Lipizzaners first.” Her voice softened. “Hello there, fellow.”

Leo heard a soft nicker, and a white face loomed up out of the darkness of the stall. Gabrielle rubbed the white forehead and straightened a forelock. She gave the horse a piece of sugar, then opened his stall door to check if he had a full bucket of water.

“This is Sandi,” she said. “Neapolitano Santuzza, to be formal about it.”

“He’s small,” Leo said in surprise.

“Lipizzaners aren’t tall, like thoroughbreds. They are built for collected work, not for running races. He has marvelous muscles, though. You will see them tomorrow.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing him perform,” Leo said sincerely. It was the one good thing he had heard about this circus. He might have to put up with tumblers and clowns, he thought, but at least he would get to see Lipizzaners in action.

Gabrielle moved to the next stall, the greyhound at her heels. “And this is Conversano Nobilia, also known as Noble.”

Another white head appeared out of the darkness and another piece of sugar was snapped up. Once again Gabrielle checked the water.

“How old are they?” Leo asked.

“Sandi is twelve and Noble is thirteen. But Lipizzaners can work for a long time. Some of the horses that perform at the Spanish Riding School in Vienna are in their twenties.”

“That is remarkable,” Leo said. “Thoroughbreds can’t match that.”

“Thoroughbreds are beautiful animals, but they are no good for a circus. My father used to say all they are good for is going fast.”

“But they do that extremely well.”

He saw her white teeth gleam in the lantern light. “Yes, they do. I must say I have a wish to ride a thoroughbred one day. It must be like sitting on the wind.”

“That’s a good way of putting it,” he said approvingly.

She moved gracefully across the aisle to another stall. “And these are our Arabians,” she said. “They perform at liberty. You will be amazed at what they do.”

He followed her to the next stall. “At liberty?” he asked.

“Yes, they have no bridle or saddle and they go by themselves in a circle, turning and reversing and circling at the slightest signal—without a hand touching them. It is an act Papa invented and it always gets a rapturous response from the audience.”

“It sounds impressive,” he said, noting the pride in her voice.

“This is Kania,” she continued, offering sugar. She then went down the line, checking water and naming each horse as it came forward for its treat: “This is Shaitan, this is Sheiky, this is Fantan, and this is Dubai.”

Each of the horses had the dished face and wide forehead of the true Arabian. All of the horses were pure white.

They recrossed the aisle to the Lipizzaner side of the barn. “And this is our darling Coco, our rosinback horse.”

“What is a rosinback?” he asked curiously.

“Coco is the horse most of the trick riding is done on. We put rosin on his back so that the vaulters’ slippers won’t slide.” She patted his white face. “He’s part Percheron and he’s a sweetheart.”

When she spoke to her horses her voice was soft and full of love. For the first time, Leo found himself liking this circus girl.

“Are these all your performance horses?” he asked.

“Yes. The next horses in line are our wagon horses. They deserve a treat, too.” They went along the line and fed eight more horses, who came as eagerly for their sugar as the elite horses had.

“I’m looking forward to seeing them all in the light of day,” Leo said as he accompanied Gabrielle to the door. The greyhound preceded them out.

“They are lovely horses,” she said. “My papa picked them all. He used to be Master of the Horse under the late king, you know.”

“So Rothschild told me. He also told me that your father died recently. I am sorry for your loss.”

“We miss him very much,” she said softly. “It is a big responsibility for me, to try to run the circus the way he would have wanted. But I have the help of my brothers and Emma and Gerard.”

He glanced down at the girl at his side. It was a lot of responsibility to rest on those slender shoulders, he thought. And she had had the courage to take on Rothschild’s gold, too.

“Your brothers are very young.”

“Yes, but Papa trained them well.”

“I noticed that it was your name on the circus bill.”

“I am the featured rider and trainer, yes. Mathieu and Albert are good riders, but not as good as I.” She said this perfectly matter-of-factly. “I have Papa’s touch with horses, you see.”

They were approaching the door to the farmhouse kitchen and he held up the lantern to illuminate the door-knob.

“Who is Luc Balzac, the other equestrian mentioned on the bill?” he asked.

He noticed the faintest change in her voice as she answered. “Oh, Luc is a wonderful rider. You will have to see him to believe what he can do.”

She pushed open the kitchen door and went inside, followed by Leo. As he extinguished the lantern she went to the sink. “I will just wash up these dishes,” she said. “You can dry.”

He looked up from the lantern. “I beg your pardon?”

“I said, you can dry these dishes after I wash them. Here is a towel.”

He stared at the towel she was holding out as if it was a poisonous snake. She chuckled, a rich, husky sound that was thoroughly delightful. “Have you never dried dishes before?” she asked disbelievingly.

“No, I have not,” he replied defensively.

“Well, now is a good time to start,” she said. “In the circus we all have to do a little of everything.”

He considered telling her to go to the devil, but then his common sense stepped in. I suppose I must blend in, he thought. It’s only for a month.

He came forward and took the towel from her hand. He waited while she washed a plate in a pan of water and then he dried it.

“See?” she said, giving him a smile. “It’s not so bad.”

He looked back impassively. “It’s a new experience,” he said.

Her smile faded and she turned away, plunked another plate in the pan and washed it.

It was about ten o’clock at night when everyone went to bed. There was a tense silence as they all went up the stairs and Leo and Gabrielle went together into her room.

“I will be right next door if you need me,” Mathieu told his sister meaningfully.

“I’m sure I won’t,” she replied. “Anyway, I have Colette. Get some sleep, Mathieu, and stop worrying about me.”

“Good night, chérie,” Emma said, and kissed her on the cheek.

“Good night,” Gabrielle replied. She opened the door to her bedroom. “Come along, Leo,” she said, then went into the room, leaving the door open for him.

She talks to me exactly as if I was her dog, Leo thought indignantly as he followed her in, candle in hand.

The bedroom was not large. It had a four-poster bed, and at its foot a narrow trundle bed had been made up with a quilt and a pillow. There was one nightstand and a wardrobe and a single straight chair in front of the fireplace.

Pretty dismal, Leo thought, thinking of his own sumptuous bedroom at home.

The dog jumped onto the bed and settled herself along the bottom. He looked at her for a moment before he turned to Gabrielle. “Is this your farm?” he asked.

“No, we rented it for the winter. It is not so easy to find a place for four months that has the stabling we require, so we have to take what we can get. We had this place last winter and I was lucky enough to get it again this year. They are looking to sell it, but the wartime economy is bad.” She paused and gazed around the tiny room.

“Getting dressed and undressed is going to be a problem,” she finally said. “There is no private
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