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I would be lying if I said violence was not in my nature. I am a Fembot. Deceit, seduction and kicking people in the teeth are my defining characteristics, but there is never any malice involved. I will happily break the odd neck when required, but only in a professional capacity. I wouldn’t thump anybody just for the sake of it – well, not often, anyway – and I have certainly never taken any pleasure in watching other people suffer. The same cannot be said for the crowd gathered in the Place de la Revolution. They are a sweaty, unwashed bunch and are baying for blood.

A drum beat pounds steadily away as some poor bloke is led solemnly up the steps onto a wide wooden platform. The crowd are jeering and spitting at him, which seems a little disrespectful, but the young aristocrat is holding his head high as he moves towards the guillotine. I admire his bravery, though a quick zoom in with my new optical sensors shows me the poor lamb is trembling beneath his shirt. I wish I was able to help him. I do have a couple of pistols secreted in my skirts, but I am keeping those in reserve. I could never get up onto the platform to rescue him in any case and, sad as it may sound, I have no desire to interfere with established history. If the good citizens of France want to embroil themselves in a pointless blood bath, that is their affair. I just want to get home.

‘Ten minutes,’ Professor Llewellyn said, as I stepped into his experimental time machine. I would be projected ten minutes into the future. I only agreed as a quick favour, after he had given me a full systems upgrade. Now I am lost in time and the damn machine is broken. It worked perfectly well on my first trip, sending me into the far future. But then, trying to get back to the present day, I snapped a bit of it off and it is now – to put it bluntly – completely knackered. And so here I am, stuck in the late eighteenth century and, unless I can get the machine repaired, I will never be able to return home.

There is one small ray of hope, however. I haven’t damaged any of the electronics, just a small part of the external control mechanism; a lever and a pulley, essentially, with a couple of steel rotors attached. If I can get that fixed – which is not beyond the bounds of possibility – then all will be well. I may have arrived at a particularly bloody point in human history, but they have at least invented the grandfather clock.

The man I am here to see is stood in the back of a cart a few yards away from the executioners’ platform. I don’t have a photograph to identify him by but he matches the description I have been given: medium height, blond hair, blue eyes and clean shaven, apart from the sideburns. There are a dozen people in the cart – women as well as men – and nobody else comes close. The bloke carries himself with some dignity, too. I was worried all that time spent in a Parisian jail might have broken his spirit; or, more disastrously, his hands.

I jostle my way through the crowd, elbowing a few gossiping peasants aside, to take up position a few feet behind the cart. Four guards are standing watch over the prisoners and there are another half dozen over at the platform. Unfortunately, the pistols I have with me are single shot affairs. Nobody has got around to inventing a revolver as yet, let alone rapid fire machine guns. That is another disadvantage of being lost in time: no ammunition. My chest cavity has been empty for days. If my boobs were properly loaded I could be out of here in a couple of minutes. Ah well. If I can’t use deadly force then low cunning will have to suffice. Thankfully, I am programmed for that as well.

A small glass phial is secreted down the front of my bodice. I stopped off for supplies at the eighteenth century equivalent of a pharmacists shop before crossing the channel from England. One advantage I do have over this time period is a comprehensive knowledge of chemistry. I reach a hand down the front of my dress and pull out the phial. Even with this concoction, though, I will need split second timing.

The drumming is getting louder and the crowd are reaching a crescendo of blood lust. The prisoner has placed his head beneath the sharp metal blade of the guillotine. The executioner prepares to let it drop but he waits politely for the drummers to finish their solo before relinquishing the rope.

I pull out my pistols and take careful aim at two of the guards, whose eyes are glued to the platform. The blade falls and, as the crowd lets out a huge cheer, I pull both triggers and the guards collapse backwards against the cart. My phial hits the ground a second later and, as the glass smashes, a mushroom of smoke erupts, completely obscuring the wagon and its cowering aristocrats.

I switch to infrared, my eyes focusing quickly on the man I want, who luckily is standing at the back of the cart. I pull down the flap and grab hold of his shirt sleeves. He needs no second invitation. I grab his arm and pull him down onto the cobbles.

The guards are crying out in alarm. Belatedly, the crowd realises something is happening away from the guillotine, but the smoke is spreading right across the square now.

I have only seconds to get the prisoner away. His hands are tied but happily his legs are free. I grab his shoulder and, without ceremony, propel him forward into a nearby side street.

I wish I could say the place was empty, but there are dozens of people milling about, even away from the square. Doesn’t anyone do any work in Paris? It is Thursday afternoon, for goodness’ sake, or “Sextidi” as the revolutionaries insist on calling it. Luckily, I have scouted the area and I know a few back streets we can run down to avoid the unwashed masses. Ideally, I would like to get out of Paris straight away but there is no chance of passing through the city gates in broad daylight, not with my man here all tied up.

‘Where are we going?’ he asks, in a thick Parisian accent.

‘We need to hide up for a while,’ I tell him. ‘I’ve got a place just along here.’ I’ve booked a room at a nearby inn. It is on the first floor, but I have left the window open at the back. There is a small, enclosed alley to the rear of the house, a dead end, which I reconnoitred earlier on. No one will see us clambering up into the room. A drainpipe hangs down the length of the wall and a water tank covers half the distance. I help the Frenchman up onto it and push him through the open window into the bedroom. He flumps heavily onto the wooden floor.

I follow behind, cursing my voluminous skirts, and close the window behind me.

‘We’ll be safe here for a few hours,’ I say. ‘Here, let me untie your wrists.’ I pull a small penknife from the top of the skirts and quickly saw away the rope. He grins as his hands come free.

‘Mademoiselle, how can I ever thank you?’

I look down at his rugged torso. ‘I’m sure I’ll think of something.’

He rubs his wrists and stares across at me. ‘I don’t even know your name.’

‘Just call me the Scarlet Pimpernel.’ I smile.

‘The what?’

‘The Scarlet Pimpernel. It’s an alias.’

The Frenchman gazes at me blankly. ‘Why would you name yourself after a flower?’

‘Erm...well, it’s just a bit of fun. Capturing the imagination, you know.’

‘With a flower?’

‘Yes.’

He shakes his head. ‘You need something more dramatic. How about “The Flashing Blade”? That would stick in people’s minds.’

‘I don’t have a blade,’ I point out. Well, a penknife, but that hardly counts.

He shrugs and changes the subject. ‘You are English?’

‘No...er...French.’

He laughs. ‘Not with that accent.’

‘I’ll have you know my accent is perfect.’ I have the latest language software installed.

‘Perfect for an American perhaps.’

‘I’m not an American, I’m Brit...’ I stop. This guy is starting to get on my wick. But, of course: I am speaking twentieth century French. It is hardly surprising it sounds a bit off to him. Vowels do have a habit of shifting over the centuries. It seems a bit ungallant of him to criticise me just now, though. ‘Look, Monsieur...’

‘Citizen, please.’

‘Look, citizen, I’ve just saved your arse from certain death. You could at least be grateful.’

His blue eyes twinkle in amusement. ‘But I could be a murderer, for all you know. Perhaps I deserved to die.’

‘Are you a murderer?’

‘No. I’m a tradesman.’

I roll my eyes. This conversation isn’t going the way I was expecting. ‘Look, let’s start again.’ I extend a hand. ‘My name’s Sally. Sally Shagwell.’

He takes the hand and grips it firmly. ‘I am Jacques Duval. Thank you for saving my life.’

My hand falls away. ‘Sorry, who?’

He tries not to look offended. ‘Jacques Duval.’

Oh great. I let out a growl. I’ve only gone and rescued the wrong damned Frenchman.

‘Is something the matter, citizen?’

‘I thought you were someone else. Citizen Lemaitre.’

‘Citizen who?’

‘Gaston Lemaitre. The watchmaker. He was due to be executed this afternoon.’

Duval shrugs again. ‘I have never heard of him.’

I flop down onto the bed. So much for my contacts. ‘They told me Citizen Lemaitre was being guillotined at two o’clock this afternoon.’

‘Ah.’ Duval nods. ‘That explains it. There are two batches for the block each day. I was due to be executed this morning, but the blade on the guillotine broke. Everything had to be put back until it was fixed. Now there’s a bit of a backlog.’

‘So Lemaitre wasn’t there at the Place de la Revolution?’

‘No. If he was due to be guillotined this afternoon, he’ll be back at the Conciergerie. They won’t get around to him now until tomorrow morning.’

‘Great.’ That means I will have to mount another rescue. And after the smoke bomb this afternoon, security will have doubled at least.

There are voices out in the street. I hear footsteps clomping up the stairs. Duval and I exchange worried glances.

‘Quick, get your clothes off,’ I say.

Duval raises an eyebrow in surprise. ‘But Mademoiselle, we have only just met!’

‘Strip off if you want to live!’

There is a heavy thud at the door.

––––––––
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The Conciergerie is a veritable fortress, smack bang in the heart of Paris. There must be dozens of prisoners quartered here and security is very tight. Passes have to be shown at every door. I am glad nobody has invented photo ID, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to get near the place. The interior is dark and dusty and the kitchens are about as hygienic as an army latrine. I have particularly sensitive nasal receptors and I can state with some authority that this place absolutely stinks.

The cook stares at me suspiciously as I stir the bubbling pile of slop that will be served up to the poorer prisoners, those who can’t afford to pay for something decent. The cook is a huge, fetid barrel of a woman, with legs like tree stumps and the kind of hands that could rip a phone directory to shreds, if such a thing existed in 1793. Her face, by contrast, might almost be described as pretty, were it not for the frown, the badly rouged cheeks, the pox marks and the beady, unfriendly eyes.

‘What did you say your name was again?’ she rasps.

‘Marguerite,’ I reply, making sure not to meet her eye. I am playing the obedient servant, so as not to draw attention to myself. ‘Marguerite Dulac.’

The cook peers at me sceptically. ‘A bit of a posh name for a serving wench.’

I glance up at her then, keen to establish my revolutionary credentials. ‘We are all equal now, citizen.’

She laughs mirthlessly. ‘So they tell us, citizen, so they tell us.’ She looks down at the bubbling broth and wrinkles her nose. Even she recognises how badly it smells. What little meat there is in there must be older than she is – and she is forty-five if she is a day. ‘I reckon that’s about done. You can start slopping it out now. I’ll summon the guard.’

I nod and grab hold of a couple of wooden bowls.

The gruel, with a bit of bread and cheese, will serve as a last meal for several of the inmates. I am reliably informed that Gaston Lemaitre is one of them. This will be my last opportunity to rescue him before he is sent off to the guillotine. Entering the Conciergerie in disguise is a desperate strategy but it was the only
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