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            Paris, June 1815

          

        

      

    

    
      A thief. With a parasol. On a tightrope.

      Even in his strange world, it was a first.

      Nicolas Valette drew his evening cloak around him, crossed his arms, and smiled into the darkness. Mademoiselle Marianne Bonnard was proving to be everything he’d been promised, and more.

      He watched in amusement as she opened the window across from his office, climbed over the balustrade, and settled the tips of her toes on the narrow stone ledge. She turned, extended her arms out to the side, and took a cautious step onto the wire that was suspended across the street. The lamp attached to the cable swayed. Shards of light bounced drunkenly over the cobbles below.

      She’d chosen a perfect night for thieving. The Seine rippled a dull, gunmetal gray in the moonlight, and a concealing mist snaked low over the dirty water, blanketing the faint, fetid odor of refuse and rotten fish. Notre Dame lay behind her, Pont Royal to her left, though it was called Pont de L’égalité nowadays. Everything had a different name since the Revolution. Including the woman in front of him.

      Nic shook his head at the incongruous sight she presented, clutching that small black umbrella in one delicate hand—the same parasol she used for her performances at the Cirque Olympique.

      She’d just reached the halfway point when a shout broke the silence. Nic held his breath, despite the fact that he’d seen her perform this trick countless times without falling. The parasol dipped but she kept her balance, as sinuous and graceful as a cat.

      It was only two late-night revelers staggering home to their beds. They weaved along the street, far too drunk to notice the slim figure wavering above their heads.

      Nic’s nerve endings hummed with a delicious prickle of anticipation as she closed the gap between them. At the circus she wore a flamboyant pink-frilled corset that made her look like a silk-encased bonbon just waiting to be unwrapped. Tonight she wore black, tight-fitting garments that outlined the contours of her lithe body.

      The only inconsistency was her footwear: dainty, pale pink ballet slippers tied at the ankles with silk ribbons. Hardly the usual hallmarks of a hardened criminal. But criminal she undoubtedly was. Nic tilted his head, intrigued by the contradiction she presented, and waited.

      When she was within arm’s reach of the window, he uncurled himself from the shadows, swung open the glass, and savored her gasp of dismay.

      “Good evening, chérie.” He leaned forward and offered her his hand, enjoying the expression of dawning horror on her piquant little face. “Or should I say good morning?”
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      Merde!

      Marianne’s knees buckled, and the wire lurched in response. She seesawed her arms, managed to right herself, and stared at the apparition in front of her with undisguised horror.

      Nicolas Valette.

      Her quarry. Her target. Her very worst nightmare.

      He wasn’t supposed to be here.

      His reputation among the criminal underworld was legendary, his name breathed in hushed whispers by those who assiduously tried to avoid his notice. One of Fouché’s most trusted agents, he was rumored to be as powerful and as omnipotent as his master. And as dangerous when crossed.

      Her breath came hard and fast, shallow pants of fright in the chill night air. Dieu! He’d send her to prison, or worse, and there’d be no one to take care of Sophie. How could she have been so stupid?

      She couldn’t turn on the wire without falling. She glanced down at the cobbles twenty feet below. Too high to jump. She’d break her neck. Even if she survived, she couldn’t risk an injury. She had her parasol, but with her luck, if she tried to hit him, she’d probably just fall and dash her brains out on the street. The only choice was that outstretched hand.

      She didn’t want to touch it. It was a beautiful hand—strong and elegant. But it was the hand of the enemy.

      Marianne raised her eyes. He was in evening dress: an immaculate black jacket that molded to his broad chest and shoulders like a second skin. He probably needed three valets just to get him into it. Expensive white lace glowed at his throat and wrists, and his midnight-black hair was slicked back to reveal a wicked, clever face with arched black brows and a thin, straight nose. A faint, mocking smile curled the corners of his mouth.

      She edged backward.

      Valette folded his arms and leaned one shoulder negligently against the window frame. “I can wait here all night. Can you?”

      His voice was low and intimate. It brushed against her nerve endings like a silk scarf dragging across her skin. Speech was impossible. Her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth. She concentrated on balancing instead.

      He tilted his head to one side and studied her. “So, what’s one of Duval’s little lackeys doing sneaking into my lair?”

      That stung. She was nobody’s lackey. Well, she was, but she didn’t need reminding.

      “Did he send you here to steal?”

      Marianne shook her head, though the movement made her teeter even more. He raised a brow. His eyes bored into hers, full of wood smoke and shadows, and she had the unnerving thought that he was reading her soul.

      “Strangely enough, I believe you,” he said finally. “So if you’re not here to take anything, you must have been sent here to leave something.” It was a statement, not a question. He extended his hand again and flicked his fingers imperiously. “Hand it over.”

      Marianne finally found her voice. “Hand what over?”

      “Whatever you’ve been sent here to plant.” He waited, infinitely patient, a spider at the center of his web.

      Her face heated with guilt. She pressed her lips together.

      Valette sighed at her stubbornness. “What’s Duval up to? And why such extraordinary lengths to deliver it to me? Why not a simple foot messenger? Not that I don’t appreciate your skills, mademoiselle . . . ?” He let the end of the sentence trail off invitingly.

      It was her turn to raise her brows. “You’re one of France’s greatest spies, monsieur. I’m sure you already know my name.”

      A smile twitched the corner of his mouth. Marianne wished it wasn’t so distracting. It was hard enough to stay upright as it was.

      “You’re right, of course, Mademoiselle Bonnard. I know far more than just your name.”

      A chill ran down her back. The wire gave a corresponding wobble, and she had to take a few steps toward the window to avoid falling. Valette’s hand was still there. Beckoning. Tempting.

      “Come on. Take it. I won’t hurt you.”

      What a lie. Of course he would hurt her. She knew men like him. He’d be as bad as Duval, in his own way. Oh, he might not be so heavy-handed; no doubt he used subtler methods to extract the information he wanted from people. But he would hurt her, all the same. Still, what other choice did she have?

      With a sigh of defeat, she took his hand. A jolt rushed through her at the contact, like faint lightning. She gasped, but if he felt it, too, he made no sign. He just hauled her inelegantly over the stone parapet, through the open window, and into the shadowed room beyond.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In the circus ring she’d been bathed in dramatic candlelight. Here, faint slivers of moonlight crept through the shutters and caught her high cheekbones and startled eyes. She was even prettier close up, Nic realized with a start, despite glaring at him like she was putting a curse on him.

      He couldn’t resist the temptation. He gave her arm a deliberately hard tug. She fell against his chest with a satisfying little “oomph” and dropped her parasol. He used her momentary imbalance to search her, slipping his fingers under her shirt to brush the warm skin of her lower back. He found a knife in her waistband and tossed it aside, then snatched the sheaf of papers she’d hidden there, too.

      She gave a gasp of outrage and tried to grab them, but he held them up, out of reach. He caught a tantalizing whiff of her perfume, the briefest imprint of her body against his, before she pushed herself away and stumbled backward as if burned.

      He let her go, regretting the loss of contact. She’d probably slice his hand off if he tried to touch her again. He’d bet she had more than one knife hidden on that delectable body. The top of her head might barely reach his shoulder, but she could take care of herself. He had a file on her an inch thick in his desk to prove it. She was a neat, lethal, little package.

      Satisfaction burned through him. Duval’s package. And now his.

      Keeping her would be like trying to tame a snake: exciting—and potentially deadly. But hell, he loved a challenge. Life had lost its luster a long time ago; the promise of danger was all that kept him going. That, and revenge.
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      He’d taken her blade. With nothing more than sleight of hand and distraction.

      Marianne’s estimation of her adversary rose, even as she cursed herself for falling for such a basic trick. She felt naked without her knives.

      He turned to light a lamp, and she glanced around for something else to use as a weapon. Nothing. He stood between her and the door. Perhaps she could rush past him.

      “Don’t bother,” he said, not looking up. “It’s locked.”

      A taper flared, blinding her, and a warm glow cocooned them as he turned up the flame.

      Marianne studied her surroundings. His lair was neat, lavish but not ostentatious. A tortoiseshell-and-brass clock ticked loudly on the mantel. A set of cut-glass tumblers clustered round a bottle of brandy on a side table. Everything looked masculine, comfortable. The place even smelled expensive, like leather and tobacco and wood smoke.

      A wave of fatigue rolled over her. Tonight’s performance had been tiring; the walk above the street had exhausted her. She quelled an insane urge to run her fingers over the soft brown leather of the nearest chair and sink into its welcoming folds.

      Concentrate! This was a place of danger, not comfort. It was designed to be disarming, to lull the unwary into spilling their secrets and confessing their crimes. She caught back a bitter laugh. They’d be here all night if she started confessing hers.

      Valette leaned his hip against the edge of a huge desk. Its dark leather top was piled high with files and papers. Marianne wondered how many of them concerned her.

      She crossed her arms across her body, hugging her elbows.

      Valette shot her a cool glance. “You’re playing a dangerous game, chérie. What if the city watch had caught you instead of me?”

      She wasn’t that lucky.

      “The gendarmes are fools. When they study a crime, they look only at their feet. It would never occur to them to look up, at the stars.”

      “A philosopher as well as an acrobat and spy,” he mocked gently. “You’re a girl of many talents, Mademoiselle Bonnard.”

      Marianne flushed.

      He unsealed the packet of papers he’d stolen from her breeches, scanned the contents, and glanced up, an amused glint in his eyes. “Do you know what this says?”

      She shook her head. It was true. She hadn’t wanted to know. Her job had been to plant it in his office and get out.

      “Duval sent you to frame me. According to this, I’m a Royalist traitor.”

      Her stomach dropped, but she kept her face impassive. “That’s not my problem. I don’t know what’s between you and Duval. I’m just the messenger.”

      “Are you? I wonder.” His eyes took on a calculating gleam. She felt like an insect, caught beneath a magnifying glass. He tapped the papers lightly against his thigh, then tilted them toward the lamp and watched impassively as they curled and caught alight. The flames lent a satanic glow to his flawless features, and she shivered against the uncanny notion that she was bartering with Lucifer himself. The smell of charred paper caught her nose, and she suppressed an instinctive shudder. She hated that smell.

      He blew it out before it burned his fingers and dropped the blackened remnants into an ashtray on the desk. “Such things are easily disposed of.” He tilted his head and studied her. “If only the same could be said of you.”

      The threat hung heavy in the air between them. Her heart pumped uncomfortably. There were any number of ways he could dispose of her. She took a step backward.

      “But I don’t think this is about the papers at all.” He shot her a speculative glance. “I think this is all about you.”

      Marianne snorted in astonishment. “What?”

      “You’re what Duval was sending to me. A message, of sorts.” He pushed away from the desk, graceful as a panther. “Or a challenge.”

      She couldn’t back up any more. She was hemmed in, her thighs pressed up against the window ledge. She tried to slow her breathing. “Stay back! I’m warning you . . .”

      He stopped just in front of her. Too close. Marianne tensed, expecting a fight, but he simply reached out and stroked her cheek with his finger. She flinched, but heat flashed all the way to her toes.

      “You’re very pretty,” he said pensively. He brushed the pad of his thumb over her bottom lip, rolling it down slightly. Her stomach lurched as if she’d missed her footing on the wire. She dragged a breath into suddenly tight lungs and gazed up at him in alarm.

      “Perhaps Duval intended you as a diversion?” Cool fingers raised her chin, his hand so large he cupped her jaw from ear to ear. She suffered the touch as he turned her face to the moonlight and looked his fill. “You might almost be worth it.”

      She bit her lip, her pulse hammering in her throat. “You’re wrong. I’m the messenger, not the message.”

      Again that half smile. “Poor little Marianne,” he mocked. “You’re in way over your head.”

      Hah. She’d known that for years. Only she couldn’t get out, and Duval kept pushing her head under again and again. “Let me go,” she croaked.

      He shook his head. “I can’t.”

      A shiver of foreboding skittered down her spine. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve seen you on your wire and with your knives.” He paused for a moment to let that sink in.

      He’d been watching her? When?

      “Why would the secret police bother with an insignificant pawn like me? I’d have thought you’d have more important things to do, with the emperor back in Paris,” she challenged.

      His lips twitched. “You’re too modest, ma belle. Rumor has it you’re the best thief in Paris.”

      “You’re confusing me with Armin Lafonte.” Armin Lafonte had died two years ago. He still made a useful scapegoat. “And I prefer the term ‘liberator’ to ‘thief.’”

      His smile widened. “You have some very useful skills.”

      She shrugged. “So?”

      “So, I have a mission that requires those skills.”

      Her recoil was instinctive. “No! I can’t work for you.”

      “Why not? You work for Duval, and he’s a snake. How much does he pay you? Whatever it is, I’ll double it.”

      “I don’t want your money.”

      He raised a dark brow. “Interesting. Duval is such a loathsome creature. I can’t imagine there’s anything about him to elicit such loyalty. He must have some hold over you.” He tilted his head, his eyes intense. “Is it the lovely Sophie?”

      Her blood turned to ice. Merde. He really did know about her.

      He gave a triumphant smile. “That’s it, isn’t it? Your pretty sister.”

      She glanced away. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      His long fingers turned her face back to his. He looked disappointed. “Don’t feign stupidity, chérie. It doesn’t suit you. He’s obviously blackmailing you. What does he do? Threaten you? Threaten her? Tell me.”

      His voice was cool and compelling, soft like velvet. It made her want to spill every one of her secrets, to confide in the hypnotizing warmth of his eyes. It was deliberate, she was sure, part of his parcel of interrogator’s tricks. He was an expert at getting people to reveal their souls. She had to remember that. She had too many secrets. And he was far too skilled.

      She settled for a partial truth. “She’s his hostage in all but name. If I don’t steal for him, he’ll make her work in one of his brothels. Please. She’s only sixteen.”

      He dismissed her life’s problems with a shrug. “Leave it with me. I’ll deal with Duval. We’ll leave in one week.”

      A flush of anger warmed her cheeks. Apparently, her acceptance was a foregone conclusion. “I told you, I won’t do it.”

      The confidence in his smile was maddening. “Let’s put it this way, then. If you cooperate, my men will protect your sister from Duval while you’re away. If not, well . . .”

      “That’s blackmail! You’re as bad as he is.”

      “Worse,” he said agreeably. “But my agents are far better than his thugs. I employ only the best”—he shot her a challenging glance—“which is why I want you. I won’t take no for an answer.” His voice turned coaxing. “Come, it’s just one job. Do it and you’ll be free of Duval.”

      If only it were that simple.

      He had no idea how tantalizing his offer was. Or perhaps he did. Perhaps offering his victims the one thing they wanted most was another of his wiles. She was a fool for even hoping. She’d never be free of Duval.

      He took her silence as consent. “Now, are the stairs too conventional, or would you prefer to leave the way you came?” He opened the door and gestured for her to precede him into the hallway.

      He hadn’t used a key.

      Marianne shot him an accusing scowl. “You said the door was locked!”

      His expression was innocent, but his lips curled up at the edges. “Did I? How odd.”

      Marianne edged forward, fully expecting a trick. His long evening cloak brushed her shins as she darted past him, but he made no move to grab her. She bolted for the stairs. His footsteps echoed behind her, boot heels clicking steadily on the marble treads. Her feet, in their ballet slippers, were silent. She forced herself to slow down. He didn’t need to see her fear.

      She crossed a checkerboard-tiled hallway and skidded to a halt in front of the imposing front door, gazing in dismay at the complicated array of locks. She held her breath as he reached around her and unlocked them, painfully aware of his body just inches behind her own.

      He caught her hand before she could run. When she turned, he bowed low, mockingly so, as if he were bowing to royalty, and kissed the back of her hand with an exaggerated flourish. Heat rushed up her arm. She snatched it away.

      His mouth had that irritating half smile at the corners again. At least one of them was finding the situation amusing.

      “Mademoiselle Bonnard, it’s been a pleasure. I’d offer to escort you home, but I’m sure you’re more than capable of making it back on your own. So I’ll bid you good night. Or good morning, whichever you prefer. I’ll see you in one week’s time.”

      Marianne turned and ran. She was halfway across the Pont Neuf when she remembered he still had her knife. And her parasol.
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      “Your man in black’s here again.”

      Marianne flinched. The blade whistled from her hand, and she watched in mute horror as it flipped over and over and embedded itself, shivering, into the painted wooden boards a whisker from Laurent Falconi’s head.

      “Madre di Dio! You nearly had my ear off!”

      Laurent leaped forward with a scowl, clapping one hand to the side of his handsome face. “What the hell is wrong with you, Marianne? You’ve been distracted all week.” He turned and frowned at the sequined dancer who’d interrupted their last-minute backstage rehearsal. “And you know better than to talk to her when she’s aiming a bloody dagger at my head, Françoise!”

      Marianne dropped her last three knives and rushed toward her employer. “I’m so sorry! I lost my concentration. It won’t happen again, Laurent, I swear.”

      He gave her hair a brotherly ruffle. “Eh bien. No harm done. But I beg you, focus when we’re out there.” He nodded to the red brocade curtains that separated them from the audience. “The audience doesn’t pay to see me bleed.”

      Marianne gave him a cheeky grin. “But just think of all the women who’d rush to your aid . . .”

      Laurent harrumphed, but his smile widened. “It might even be worth it, monkey. But Papa won’t be pleased if there’s bloodshed in his beautiful ring.”

      “I suppose not.” Marianne peered through the gap in the curtains. Fifteen tumblers were forming a human pyramid in the middle of the sawdust circle, a trick known as La Spaniola. She squinted past them to scan the audience in the raked seating beyond.

      Light from the candles glinted off opera glasses and pince-nez. The most expensive boxes were high on the right, closest to the ring. Her stomach clenched. Françoise might not know the man in black by name, but she certainly did. She’d done a little digging of her own over the past few days.

      Nicolas Valette was the protégé of not one, but two of Napoleon’s greatest spymasters, Fouché and Savary. Unlike his masters, however, it seemed he never fell from grace. Savary was currently out of favor, so Fouché was once again in charge, and everyone was scrambling to see which way the cards would fall now that Napoleon was back in Paris after his dramatic escape from exile.

      Her breath caught as she located Valette’s dark figure. He’d attended the circus three times in as many days, stalking her—no other word for it—since their bizarre rooftop encounter a week ago.

      He was wearing black again, as Françoise had said: another impeccably cut jacket with a top hat he’d removed and placed on the edge of the box. The white of his ruffled shirt glowed in stark contrast, and a jeweled pin winked in the folds of his cravat. Light from the huge central chandelier anointed him in a warm glow, like a dark, gilded prince.

      Tonight he was sitting with the emperor’s son-in-law, Eugène de Beauharnais, and several other dignitaries. He bent toward his female companion—a different woman than last night, although equally stunning—and murmured something in her ear. The woman giggled and flicked her fan as he trailed a casual white-gloved finger over her exposed décolletage.

      A slow burn warmed Marianne’s stomach. Her own breasts tingled. She was about to turn away in disgust when he raised his head, as if he sensed her gaze. There was no time to draw back. His eyes locked onto hers, even at such a distance, and he sent her a slow, wicked smile, as if he’d known she was watching all along.

      She leaped back from the curtain. Nicolas Valette made her break out in a cold sweat. No doubt the ability to reduce people to a quivering mass of nerves with a single glance was another useful skill in his job as an interrogator.

      She rubbed her bare arms and bent to collect her knives from the floor, cursing her shaking hands. She was on stage in five minutes. How on earth was she going to perform, knowing he was in the audience? Thank the Lord she’d already finished her tightrope act. At least she couldn’t fall and break her neck. With the knives, she could only hope she wouldn’t slice off Laurent’s ears. Or any other body part. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, counting to ten, willing herself calm.

      She couldn’t resist a quick glance up at his box when she stepped into the ring, but his seat was conspicuously empty. Her stomach dropped. With relief, not disappointment. If he wasn’t there to distract her, Laurent’s ears should be safe.

      The knife throwing was her last act. As soon as she could escape the thunderous applause without seeming ungrateful, she bowed out of the ring and pushed through the mass of performers waiting to take part in the finale.

      The week Valette had promised her was up, but she wasn’t hanging around to see if he was coming for her. Duval had summoned her. Marianne’s stomach tightened at the prospect. She’d rather walk naked through Montmartre than face Duval, but he was an evil she couldn’t ignore.

      The dressing room was deserted. Not bothering to change, she simply shrugged a hooded cloak over her pink corset and exchanged her ballet slippers for more practical lace-up boots. A shriek from the elaborate cage in the corner interrupted her: Pagnol, the capuchin monkey, wearing his usual outfit of red waistcoat and matching pillbox hat. He tinkled the brass bell suspended in the corner of his cage and sent her a beseeching look with his liquid brown eyes.

      Marianne pushed a nut through the bars and he snatched it greedily, sitting back on his hind legs to nibble his prize.

      “Say thank you!” she scolded, laughing.

      The animal doffed his tiny red felt hat at her and sent her a sarcastic monkey grin.

      Henri Falconi, Laurent’s younger brother, caught her as she was slipping through the back door. He was still hobbling about on crutches from when he had fallen from the wire and broken his ankle three weeks ago.

      “Aren’t you staying for the finale?”

      “I can’t. Something’s come up. Sorry.”

      “Need someone to go with you? You can’t be too careful, these days. Pretty citoyennes aren’t always safe walking alone at night.” He shot a droll glance at the blades she’d tucked into her waistband. “Even ones with three knives in their coat.”

      She leaned up and pressed a kiss to his jaw, grateful for his brotherly concern. The Falconis had saved her life. She owed them so much. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine.”

      He accepted her rebuff with a nod, his attention caught by one of the acrobats lighting a cheroot by the back door. His expression darkened. “René, put that out! You know there’s no smoking back here.” He gestured at the dressing room behind him. “Use your eyes. What do you see?”

      René looked at him blankly. Henri gave him a slap around the ear. “You see sawdust, imbécile! You see a dressing room full of clothing. Straw for the animals. Crates of fireworks for the finale.”

      Still poor René looked confused.

      Henri rolled his eyes. “The whole place is a tinderbox.” He whipped the cheroot from René’s slack lips, threw it down, and ground it out beneath his heel. “Remember what happened at Astley’s? It burned to the ground. Twice.”

      René ducked his head. “Sorry, boss. Won’t happen again.”

      Henri caught Marianne’s eye and gave her a despairing see-what-I-have-to-deal-with glance. She smothered a smile as she slipped into the street. Rene’s cigar wasn’t the only incendiary thing around the circus. Henri’s temper had been on a short fuse, too, since his injury. She could only commiserate. She hated inactivity. Not being able to perform must be driving him to distraction.

      She half expected Valette to be waiting for her at the stage door, but the street was empty and she set off at a brisk pace. The new gaslights extended only to Rue Lespinasse; after that, Marianne kept to the shadows, her blades, as always, clutched in her hands. The dangers lurking in the alleyways didn’t scare her, though. That dubious honor was reserved for Jean-Jacques Duval.
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      Marianne’s stomach gave an anxious flip as she neared the Palais Royale.

      It had once been the boyhood home of Louis XIV but, as always with the aristos, chronic lack of money had forced the Duc d’Orléans to convert it into a series of shops and cafés and open it up to the rabble. The old king had mocked his cousin’s new career as a “shopkeeper,” but the transformation had been a huge success. The old money of the ancién régime had been replaced by that of the nouveau riche, even more vulgar and ostentatious.

      Some said it was a wicked place, proof that there was nothing in Paris but sin. True, the Camp of the Tartars by the east entrance was a notorious hangout for thieves and low-class tarts. But most people avoided that part.

      For drinking, debauchery, gambling, and intrigue, the Palais Royale was the place to be. Tonight, as ever, the pavilions, shops, and cafés seethed with life, lit by flaming torches. Rogues and swindlers rubbed shoulders with priests and gentlemen, merchants and activists. Handsome hussars with their bristling mustaches and smart navy uniforms escorted ladies of dubious virtue from one amusement to the next. Street brats darted in and out of the crowd, their nimble fingers finding easy pickings.

      Marianne made her way along one of the covered walkways, savoring the warmth of the evening. Posters stuck to the walls advertised the “miraculously preserved 200-year-old corpse of Zulima,” and “Monsieur Belon’s mechanical model of the solar system.” She’d always wanted to see that, but there was no time to indulge her curiosity tonight.

      The little shops along the colonnade sold everything. Bear grease for thinning hair, fans, ink, books, telescopes, opera glasses, stolen dogs, fold-up raincoats, lottery tickets. She didn’t need such fripperies, but couldn’t resist stopping for a moment to watch a shadow show at one of the booths. Tempests, shipwrecks, even the mythical forges of Vulcan were magically conjured before her eyes.

      If only they could spirit her away from Duval.

      The scratchy sounds of a violin snaked through the open windows of the Société Philharmonique, and a knot of people gazed upward, spellbound by a galleon-shaped hot-air balloon hanging in the sky above. A few weeks ago it had been a life-size horse, ridden by a chevalier. Pushing past an organ grinder with a dancing monkey that reminded her of Pagnol, Marianne mounted the marble steps of the Théâtre Montausier.

      The most expensive brothel in Paris was as elegant as any gentleman’s club, and just as exclusive. In a city that prided itself on indulgence, the Montausier catered to every sin, pleasure, and vice one could possibly imagine. And many more besides.

      Downstairs, patrons could watch live performances on the stage, anything from a biting satire to a comical musical review. In the side rooms, they could drink, gossip, try a game of hazard, or select a partner for the evening’s sport.

      Upstairs, the rooms were rented by the hour or the night, depending on the depth of the gentleman’s pockets. Anyone with the right money could find a girl to suit his budget and proclivities.

      When Duval had first brought her here, she’d been naively shocked to discover the place was a brothel. There was no red lantern above the door, as in Montmartre and Montparnasse. And she’d been surprised at how tasteful it was. A scandalous den of iniquity should have gilt cherubs and garish red wall hangings, surely? The huge beds in each room had conformed to her childish expectations, but the fine paintings on the walls and the exquisite furniture had been unexpected. A brief pain clenched her heart. Odd, but sometimes the place reminded her of home.

      She and Sophie had stayed here in one of the back rooms next to Duval’s “office” for several weeks, but when Marianne found work with the Falconis, she’d persuaded him to let them rent their own small apartment. Duval hadn’t wanted to give them such freedom, but he’d seen the sense in keeping Sophie away from the gentlemen who frequented the club. The conviction that he’d agreed only because he was saving her sister for himself made Marianne’s skin crawl.

      The doorman, one of Duval’s usual thugs, spared her a brief, disparaging glance and opened the door with a sarcastic flourish.

      Idiot. Pagnol has more brains than he does.

      A huge cut-glass chandelier glittered above the double staircase. Lavishly dressed ladies hovered and flirted in the foyer, drawing prospective partners into convenient alcoves to agree to terms. The low rumble of conversation from the gaming room was interspersed with the occasional chink of glasses and good-natured curses.

      Marianne strode forward. She wasn’t here for fun and games.

      A woman appeared at the top of the stairs, her portly bulk and the alarming puce shade of her gown commanding immediate attention, and Marianne smiled as she recognized the theater’s owner.

      Sixty, plump, and always jovial, Madame de Montausier was rumored to be worth more than a million francs. Napoleon himself had courted her, but apparently Madame had decided they wouldn’t suit. It was the emperor’s loss; the woman was wasted as a brothel owner. She would have made an excellent general.

      Madame clapped her hands in delight when she saw Marianne, and held out her plump beringed fingers in greeting as she descended the stairs.

      “Chérie! I swear I haven’t seen you in an age! Please tell me you’re finally coming to work for me, instead of those foolish Italian acrobats?”

      Marianne smiled but shook her head. “No, Madame. I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

      Madame chucked her fondly under the chin. “That face of yours is wasted at the circus. How can men see how pretty you are when you’re dangling up there on a wire?”

      “I don’t want men to notice me.”

      The older woman sighed. “But I take such good care of my girls.” She gave Marianne’s cloak a dismissive flick and shuddered delicately. “Must you wear such hideous things? You’re not a stable boy. When I think of how ravishing you’d look in a fine dress and jewels . . .” She studied Marianne with a connoisseur’s eye. “With your face, and that husky little aristo’s voice, I swear, you could make us both a fortune.”

      Marianne chuckled. “You already have a fortune, Madame.”

      “That’s true. But one can always make more. And all this political turmoil is proving excellent for business.” She gave a satisfied smile. “The Journal is saying that Britain, Russia, and Austria have all vowed to see the end of the emperor once and for all.” She shook her head sagely. “No good will come of it, mark my words. But enough about politics. If you’re not here for pleasure, it must be for business, hmm?”

      Marianne grimaced. “Duval summoned me.”

      A frown creased the older woman’s forehead. “Tonight? He’s been in a foul mood all day.”

      “He said to come straight after my last performance.”

      “He’s in the back room.” Madame touched her arm. “I wish you’d let me help you, ma chère. Wouldn’t you rather become one of my girls, instead of dancing to his tune?”

      Marianne turned away from the sympathy in the older woman’s eyes. “I can handle him. But thank you.”

      Duval was a loathsome slug, but dealing with him was the only way to protect her sister. If she had the courage, she’d kill the fat blackmailing bastard herself, but the idea of dispatching another human, even one as deserving as Duval, was too much. She’d already sunk low enough without adding murder to her litany of crimes.

      Marianne’s stomach churned as she ascended the rest of the stairs. Her parents would be turning in their graves if they knew what she’d become. Five years ago she’d been Mademoiselle Marianne Elizabeth de Beauvais, a useless, pampered aristo, just like the foolish king and queen who’d lost their heads. If not for the Falconis, she might have lost her own head, too. Madame la Guillotine had been silent for the past few years, but with first another incompetent Bourbon restored to the throne, and now Napoleon back in Paris, who knew what the future would bring?

      She was citoyenne Marianne Bonnard now. Circus performer. Liar. Thief. At least now she could fend for herself.

      She touched the knives at her back as she made her way along the hall; she’d never make the mistake of facing Duval unarmed again. That idiot on the door hadn’t even thought of searching her. No surprise. People rarely suspected her until it was too late. By then she’d already disappeared into the night with their jewels, their papers, their secrets. Her innocent face was one of her greatest assets.

      Skinny Marie, one of the Montausier’s most popular courtesans, was dragging a client along the hallway by his cravat. Her jade-green gown disappeared into a bedroom, and the man followed, unresisting. The sounds of sex emanated from several of the other rooms Marianne passed. Giggles and shrieks, the squeaking of bedsprings. Moans of pleasure. Her heartbeat quickened. How much of it was real and how much feigned? She shuddered.

      The last door led to Duval’s “office.” As a minister for the Department of Morals he had a plush government office in the Quai d’Orsay, but for his less-legal enterprises he used the Montausier.

      His official role was regulating Paris’s numerous brothels and collecting the revenue due to the state. Marianne shook her head at the irony. Corrupt, paranoid, and vindictive, Duval was the complete antithesis of an upstanding citizen. Her own work for him comprised gathering the leverage he needed to extort and blackmail his underworld contacts and fellow ministers so his numerous scams weren’t exposed. Putting a man like him in charge of the city’s morals was like trusting a fox to guard the henhouse.
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      Jean-Jacques Duval lounged behind a gaming table and, as ever, he reminded Marianne of a toad. He was bloated and dissipated, with flabby skin, bulging eyes, and a wet, wide mouth that he constantly moistened with his flickering tongue. He was repellent. And also very dangerous. Marianne cursed the day she’d ever met him.

      His lackey closed the door with an ominous click and positioned himself just behind her, blocking her escape route. Two more of his seemingly inexhaustible band of thugs skulked behind his chair, one on either side, like twin gargoyles. Remi, the one she recognized, cracked his knuckles and shot her a chilling smile. The other one was equally mountainous. He had a red face and no discernible neck. His head disappeared right into his shoulders, like a prize bull.

      A cold shiver snaked along her spine. Merde. No chance of fighting her way out. Madame was too far away to be of any help. And the rest of the staff were too well trained to interrupt. Even if they heard her scream.

      She treated him to a stony stare. “What do you want, Duval?”

      He clucked his tongue at her belligerent tone. “Tsk. Little Marianne. That’s not very welcoming.” He tossed a pair of dice idly across the table, and his beady eyes narrowed. “I’ve another job for you. I want it done tonight.”

      Marianne frowned. “That’s impossible. It’s nearly midnight, and I’ve already done two shows today. Whatever it is, it’ll have to wait.”

      Duval’s eyes hardened, but his mouth curved in an unpleasant smile. “You’ll do it tonight.”

      He raked a leering glance down her body. Marianne tightened her cloak around herself and suppressed a shudder as the pink tip of his tongue flicked out over his lips.

      “You didn’t plant those documents in Valette’s office, did you?” he said sweetly.

      She bit her lip. She should have known he’d find out. Paris was like that. You went to a salon, there was a spy. You went to a brothel, there was a spy. You went to a restaurant, there was a spy. She shouldn’t be surprised. She was one of them.

      “Your silence is telling,” Duval mocked.

      She affected a shrug. “I left the letter just where you said, in his office.” That was technically true, at least. “He must have found it and destroyed it. What’s between you two, anyway?”

      Duval’s brows lowered, momentarily distracted. “That bastard’s been trying to discredit me for years. Him, and Fouché. Always poking their noses in my affairs. Always trying to catch me doing something wrong.” He snickered. “I thought I’d return the favor. Unfortunately, you failed to complete your mission. Antoine, relieve Miss Bonnard of her cloak.”

      The mountain behind her moved. She tried to duck past him, but he was surprisingly fast for such a big man. He gripped her arm in a painful squeeze and tugged off her cloak. Her hand tingled unpleasantly.

      Merde. Why hadn’t she bothered to change? Her peach satin bodice had ridiculous lace ruffles around the neckline and over the shoulders. The short bloomers barely covered the top of her thighs. Rose-colored tights completed the ensemble. It wasn’t particularly revealing when she was thirty feet above the audience. Now it seemed ridiculously inadequate, like a tissue paper flower in the rain. She yanked hard against the brute’s restraining hand, and he let her go.

      Duval raised one eyebrow. “An unusual choice of apparel,” he said dryly. “You never fail to surprise, Marianne, I’ll give you that. Search her,” he ordered coolly.

      Marianne feigned indifference as the thug pawed her, his hands lingering on her breasts and thighs. He found the two knives at her back and threw them onto the table with a clatter.

      The delicate frame of the armchair creaked in protest as Duval heaved his corpulent form up and stood. His jewels flashed, and Marianne curled her lips at the ostentatious display. For someone who was supposed to support the virtues of liberté, egalité, and fraternité, his ideas on wealth distribution were hardly egalitarian. Those expensive baubles were paid for by money skimmed from the government-run brothels he was supposed to oversee. Apparently, he didn’t see the irony in dressing himself as richly as the aristos he claimed to despise.

      Plus ça change, indeed.

      He rounded the table and traced a pudgy finger down the side of her cheek. Marianne forced herself not to duck away from his touch.

      “Do you remember the deal we made, four years ago?”

      As if she could forget.

      “You promised to bring in enough income to cover yourself and your sister if I allowed you to work at the circus instead of here,” he continued smoothly.

      “And I have, haven’t I?”

      He tapped her chin with a sausagelike finger. “I won’t deny that you’ve been useful until now. But this failure with Valette suggests you’ve outlived your value as a thief. You have to earn your keep somehow.”

      Her heart started to hammer in alarm. “I told you, I won’t whore for you,” she said calmly.

      He chuckled. “So proud, my little aristo. There are two thousand prostitutes in Paris. You think you’re better than them? Even the great Bonaparte’s first time was with a streetwalker.” He stretched out his pudgy hand and studied his rings complacently, turning them so the facets caught the light. “Valette came to see me a few days ago, you know.”

      He paused, like a snake waiting to strike. Marianne kept her face impassive, determined not to give him the satisfaction of a reaction.

      “You never said you’d met him, Marianne.”

      “I haven’t,” she lied evenly. “I’ve seen him at the circus a few times, in the audience. He has a box. He must have seen me there.”

      Duval’s eyes glittered. “How delicious. We keep tabs on each other’s people. It’s a little game we play.” He rubbed his hands together. “Well, you seem to have made quite the impression. He made a very tempting offer for your company.”

      Marianne’s heart rate quickened, but Duval waved a dismissive hand.

      “I refused, of course. But it got me thinking. If a man like Valette—who scarcely needs to pay for female company—would be willing to hand over good money for you, just consider what some of my less-handsome clients might be induced to spend.” He gave a lavish sigh. “Genuine virgins are in such short supply. I need a regular batch of virtuous innocents to cater to my most wealthy and discerning clients.”

      “I won’t whore for you,” Marianne repeated clearly. “I’ll kill myself first.”

      He smiled, delighted by her resistance. “No, you won’t. Because then I’d have to use Sophie instead. Don’t forget, she’s untouched only because of my generosity.”

      A chill chased over Marianne’s skin. “If you touch one hair on her head, I’ll kill you.” She deliberately flicked her eyes to the scar on his chin. It made her feel better. She’d given him that mark. He’d underestimated her once before.

      Duval snorted, his smile reptilian. “Ah, little one. You’re like a tigress protecting her cub. Such fierce passion.” He stepped closer. His breath stank of wine. She flattened her lips together.

      “I wonder what Valette saw in you, my dear? You’re not exactly the kind of woman he usually goes for. And by that I mean beautiful and experienced.” He sniggered at his own joke. “You do have soft skin, I suppose.” He brushed her cheek again with his soft hand.

      Marianne stood her ground, but her skin shrank from his touch.

      “And good lips. Men like nice pouty lips.” He snagged a strand of her hair and tested it between his fingers like a cloth merchant testing silk.

      Marianne drew her lips back in a snarl as he circled her. “Would you like to inspect my teeth, too? Like a horse?”

      He flicked a dismissive glance at her chest. “Your tits are too small, though.” He cupped her through the fabric and squeezed painfully. Cruelly.

      She forced herself to remain motionless while her fingers itched to rip out his throat.

      “Still, some gentlemen prefer not to be smothered. They can pretend you’re a boy. Some like that, you know.”

      She cast a longing glance at the window. Too high. She couldn’t let him win. Couldn’t risk endangering Sophie. She’d survive, suffer any indignity. Just to thwart him.

      He ran a smug gaze from her head to her feet. “You’re not as pretty as your sister, of course.”

      That stung, even though it was the truth. The sky was blue. Spring followed winter. Sophie was beautiful. That irrefutable truth scared Marianne half to death. The past four years had been a hideous balancing act, trying to keep Duval happy and as far away from Sophie as possible.

      “I doubt your customers will care when the lights are out,” she said coolly.

      She still had the knife in her boot. The gargoyle had missed that one. But how to get it out? They’d be on her in a flash.

      Duval leaned over her shoulder. His rancid breath tickled her ear. “I’m so glad I left you a virgin, Marianne.”

      A wave of nausea rolled over her, so strong she almost gagged. She closed her eyes. She didn’t feel like a virgin.

      “I rather envy the first man to have you,” he continued silkily. “If you weren’t so valuable untouched, I daresay I’d enjoy breaking you in myself.” He licked his lips. “Perhaps when your first lover’s done with you, I might bestir myself to continue your education.”

      She wouldn’t remember the things he’d made her do. She was ice.

      But her mind refused to cooperate. Images seared into her brain, vivid even after four years: Duval pinning her down, rubbing himself against her, so fat and heavy she couldn’t push him off. The smell of his hair powder in her throat; his hot, panting breath in her ear. He’d made her kneel between his legs. Made her touch him. She’d made herself sick after he’d left, washed her mouth out with soap. Nothing had been able to wash away the disgust.

      She forced the repulsive thoughts away. She’d escaped him then with her virginity intact. She would do the same now. If only she could get to her knife. “If I agree to this, you’ll leave Sophie alone?”

      Duval nodded. “For now.”

      “How do I know you won’t break your word?”

      He tittered. “You don’t. You’ll just have to trust me.”

      “I’d sooner trust a rat from the sewers.”

      He smirked at the insult. “You don’t have any choice, my dear. Remember, those who oppose me rarely prosper.” His sweet smile was chilling. “Remember what happened to your poor friend Joseph Breton.”

      His mock-concern turned Marianne’s stomach. Joseph had complained about the treatment of his sister in one of Duval’s seedier brothels. Duval’s thugs had beaten him so badly he’d barely escaped with his life. As it was, he’d been left unable to perform his tumbling act. He’d been reduced to manning the ticket booth at the Cirque Olympique.

      Duval’s eyes glittered with malice. “So, we understand each other. You can start tonight.”

      “What? Now?” Horror clenched her stomach. Damn him. The bastard knew better than to give her a chance to run.

      “Yes. Now.” He cast a final glance at her skimpy outfit and chuckled. “No need to change, my love. You’ll be naked soon enough.”
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      She wasn’t given time to think. Antoine marched her down the corridor and bundled her into the Montausier’s smallest theater, the one used for its most “intimate” performances. Lights blinded her as he dragged her up onto the small raised dais.

      Thirty or so men were seated around the stage, grouped at tables. The air smelled exclusive, male; of smuggled brandy and expensive cigars. Her entrance provoked a buzz of conversation. Duval waddled up the steps and stood next to her. Too close, as usual.

      “Here she is, gentlemen, as promised,” he announced loudly. “Mademoiselle Bonnard. The last virgin left in Paris.”

      His words produced a roar of appreciation from the audience. His fingers were painful on her jaw as he turned her face this way and that so the perverts could get a good look at her. She was about to snap her head around and bite him, but he wisely dropped his hand.

      “I warn you, good sirs, have a care. Only the most vigorous of gentlemen should consider. This is no meek miss who’ll bow to your every whim. This one’s a fighter. An acrobat, too.” He raised one eyebrow meaningfully. “I’m sure many of you’ve seen her at the Cirque Olympique.”

      Some of the gentlemen chuckled.

      “I guarantee the best night of sport you’ve had all year.” He swept a glance over the audience. “So, how much for the night, eh, gents? What price unsullied innocence? Shall we open the bidding at, say, ten francs? Ten francs for the whole night?”

      “Here.” A hand shot up, followed by a host more. “I’ll pay ten francs.”

      The first hand belonged to a fat old man, sprawled at one of the front tables. He was dressed like a fop in a pink silk coat edged in lace. Rolls of fat bulged over his too-tight neckcloth. The buttons on his canary-yellow waistcoat looked like they were about to pop with the strain of encasing his protruding stomach. He reminded Marianne of Duval. She shuddered.

      “Twenty!” Another hand waved. This time it was one of a pair of uniformed officers who were seated together near the door.

      “Thirty.” This man was older, with round wire-rimmed spectacles and a thin hook of a nose. He looked like a studious vicar. Degenerate.

      Fifty francs was bid by a sallow man with eyes too close together. He resembled a weasel. A greasy weasel.

      Marianne closed her eyes, swamped by a sense of unreality. This was ridiculous. She was being sold off, her innocence bartered like a slave on the trader’s block. She stared straight ahead. None of it mattered. As soon as this sorry farce was done, she would escape. She still had a blade in her boot. Woe betide any man who got in her way.

      Of course, she and Sophie would have to leave Paris, go somewhere even Duval’s underworld tentacles couldn’t find them. She didn’t want to leave. The Falconis were the closest thing to a family they had. Where could they go? What would they do? She straightened her shoulders. She’d think about it when the time came. For now she just had to get out of this mess with her virginity intact.

      The bidding had reached the incredible price of one hundred francs. Duval was flushed with excitement. Sweat beaded his flabby jowls. Marianne wondered darkly whether she should be honored. Even Odette, the Montausier’s most expensive courtesan, couldn’t command this kind of money. Still, this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Her lifetime, that was. She’d be a virgin only once. And not for much longer, if Duval had his way.

      Duval’s eyes gleamed with avarice. Even he looked surprised at her popularity.

      The bidding was slowing. The fat dandy was back in as the highest bidder at a hundred and fifty francs. He leaned forward in anticipation, his buttons straining dangerously. Marianne found herself casting a desperate, pleading glance at the hussars. Either one of them would be better than that pig. At least they were relatively attractive. Then again, the pig would be easier to overpower when the time came. Marianne shot him an encouraging smile.

      “One hundred and fifty francs it is, then,” she heard Duval saying, delight in his voice. He sounded far away, as if he was underwater. “No one else?” His tone was regretful. “Going once . . .”

      The hussar shook his head apologetically and patted his empty pockets, even as his friend encouraged him to bid again.

      “Going twice . . .”

      “A thousand francs,” came a silky voice from the shadows.

      A collective gasp went around the room as heads swiveled to identify the madman who’d offer such an outrageous sum. Marianne clamped her jaw shut so it didn’t drop open. Nom de Dieu!

      Nicolas Valette lounged negligently in the shadows, his elegant fingers wrapped around a tumbler of amber liquid. His long legs stretched casually in front of him, but there was a tension about him that suggested he might spring into action at any moment.

      Duval paled. “Monsieur Valette, good evening. I didn’t see you back there.”

      “Good evening, Duval.”

      Duval made an obsequious bow, practically scraping the floor. It was a shame his belly was in the way. He looked like an overstuffed sausage. “Did I hear you right, monsieur?”

      “You heard me,” Valette said pleasantly. “I said one thousand francs for the girl. But not just for the night. I want exclusive rights. A permanent arrangement, if you will.”

      Duval’s mouth opened and closed a few times like a landed fish gasping for air. “I don’t understand.”

      Marianne hid a smile at his discomfiture.

      “It’s quite simple,” Valette rose fluidly to his feet. “Even someone with your limited intelligence should be able to grasp the concept.” He spoke as if he were schooling a mentally deficient child. A few quickly stifled chuckles sounded through the room. “I’ll pay you a thousand francs. But for that, she’ll belong to me. Body and soul. Not just for tonight, but forever.”

      Duval seemed to realize he’d been neatly backed into a corner. He’d never considered relinquishing permanent control over her, but he could hardly refuse so public an offer without damaging the reputation of the brothel. The Montausier, after all, was famed for providing whatever the client required.

      “Of course. Whatever you wish,” he said weakly. “A thousand francs it is.” He placed a sweaty hand between Marianne’s shoulder blades and gave her a sharp push. “Come up and claim your prize.” He began to clap, slowly at first, then faster as the rest of the audience joined in.

      Men swarmed forward to congratulate Valette. He accepted their handshakes with good-natured aplomb, all the while making his way inexorably across the room toward her. A few people raced out of the room, keen to spread this latest, most incredible piece of gossip.

      Marianne watched his approach as if in a trance. The room was stifling, closing in. His eyes told her precisely nothing, but the corner of his mouth was curled up in that devilish half smile she was beginning to recognize. Her heart was beating uncomfortably fast. The noise and bustle faded away; it was just the two of them, time balanced on a knife’s edge. She parted her lips, unsure of what to say, but he encircled her waist and swirled her down from the stage before she could utter a word.

      “Now you’re mine,” he whispered against her ear.

      Her stomach tightened at the fierce possession in his tone. She started to protest, but Duval clapped his hands and once again addressed the audience.

      “And now, gentlemen, one final treat for you. I’ve saved the very best for last, you could say.” He caught Marianne’s eye, and her stomach turned to lead. His gloating, triumphant face swam in her vision. “The acrobat has a pretty sister!” he crowed. “May I present to you, Miss Sophie Bonnard.”

      Marianne gasped in outrage as a rousing cheer went up from the boisterous crowd.

      That lying swine!

      Her younger sister Sophie was ushered into the room and thrust up onto the stage. Marianne lunged forward, ready to claw Duval’s eyes out, but Valette’s hand clamped around her arm like a vice. He dragged her backward and pushed her, none too gently, into a chair.

      “Sit down!” Without releasing her, he sat down next to her, his hard thigh pressing against hers in silent warning.

      Sophie’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. Her hands were fisted by her sides, but she didn’t appear hurt. Even her frightened pallor and the fact that she was dressed as plainly as usual couldn’t detract from her luminous beauty. Marianne glanced up at Valette’s hard, uncompromising profile, her heart pumping furiously. “If you want any cooperation from me at all, you’re going to have to get her out of here,” she hissed.

      He turned to her, his expression calm. “And what good will that do me? I don’t need her. She doesn’t have your skills.”

      “I refuse to let her be bought by some disgusting pervert.”

      “You’re in no position to be issuing ultimatums.”

      “Please. You have to help her.”

      Bidding this time was fevered. Hands shot up all around the room. Sophie saw Marianne in the audience and sent her a panicked, pleading glance. Marianne tried to nod reassuringly. The price reached five hundred francs. Marianne jabbed her elbow into Valette’s ribs. “I won’t leave her behind.”

      He frowned then sighed. “You’d better be worth it.” He raised his voice to be heard above the din. “A thousand francs. Same terms.”

      A chorus of good-natured groans erupted from the audience.

      “Come on, Valette, you’ve already got a girl!”

      “Give another man a chance!”

      Duval was pale with anger, but he clearly recognized he couldn’t renege on the deal. “Done!” he growled.

      Valette shrugged, an elegant lift of his muscled shoulders. “Sorry, gentlemen.” He stood and shouldered his way through the crowd, marching Marianne along in his wake. Men slapped him on the back and suggested all manner of obscene things he could do to enjoy the night to the fullest. Marianne ducked her head, her face burning.

      Duval forced a smile. “Congratulations, monsieur. I assume you’d like to avail yourself of one of our rooms to confirm that they’re both indeed untouched?” He shot a triumphant glance at Marianne. “I don’t expect any payment until you’ve satisfied yourself on that score, of course. The Montausier never cheats its clients. Come, now, I insist.”

      Bastard. He just wanted to make certain she was ruined. He’d probably try to watch, too, the sick monster. Most of the rooms had spy holes in the walls. All the girls knew about them; a few even said they liked having an audience while they “performed.”

      Valette inclined his head coolly. “Why, thank you, Duval. I’d like to make sure I’m getting my money’s worth.”

      Marianne’s stomach lurched. A few of the men chuckled bawdily.

      He turned to the crowd. “If you’ll excuse us, gentlemen . . .” He pushed Marianne out into the corridor, following Sophie and Duval. His grip on her wrist was inescapable.

      “Sophie!” Marianne lunged forward to embrace her sister, but Duval stepped in the way. He gestured to a door a little farther along.

      “You can use that room, Valette. I’ll look after this one for you.” He squeezed Sophie’s arm and gave her an oily smile. Sophie cringed away from him. “Unless, of course, you’d like to try them both together?” His porcine eyes gleamed at the prospect.

      Valette shot him a cool glance. “No, I prefer to savor my women. One at a time.” He marched Marianne toward the door and glanced back over his shoulder. “Oh, and Duval?” he nodded toward Sophie. “See that no harm comes to her. I’ll be most displeased if she’s mistreated while I’m . . . busy.”

      Without waiting for Duval’s agreement, he tugged Marianne through the door, locked it, and pocketed the key.
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      The instant Valette dropped her arm, Marianne scowled and rubbed her wrist.

      “What have you done? Are you mad? Open this door right now!”

      He shrugged out of his jacket, crossed the room, and lowered himself onto the bed as if he hadn’t a care in the world. He stretched his long, black-clad legs out in front of him and lounged against the ornate headboard like an eastern potentate surveying his harem.

      “Shh, chérie.” His voice rumbled with sardonic amusement. “Be calm.”

      “I will not be calm! What’s going on?”

      “I told you, I don’t take no for an answer.” His predatory expression made her shiver. The hope that he might somehow—miraculously—be her rescuer died a miserable death.

      “Listen, I don’t know what’s going on between you and Duval, but you can keep me out of it. I don’t like being caught in the middle.”

      “Too late,” he said cheerfully. “You’re in up to your eyebrows.”

      She glared at him, unable to refute that dismal truth.

      “Tongue-tied by my masculine beauty?” he taunted, stretching like a lazy cat.

      Marianne clenched her fingers. His teeth were too straight. And a good punch would certainly improve that perfect nose. “Duval’s using you to punish me. He won’t let you take me or Sophie out of here, whatever he says.”

      The confidence in his smile was infuriating. “We’ll see.”

      Marianne took a calming breath. “What do you want from me?”

      He raked her with a leisurely head-to-toe inspection that made her body tingle. His gaze lingered on her lips, her breasts, the juncture of her thighs.

      “We’re in a brothel. I’ve just paid a thousand francs for the privilege of your company. What do you think I want?”

      Her heart was racing, but she returned his survey with a scornful inspection of her own. The man was sinfully good-looking. No wonder he had women falling over themselves for the privilege of gracing his bed. The gossips said he favored discreet widows, beautiful opera singers, and the occasional diplomat’s wife. Women far more worldly and attractive than herself.

      “I’m not a whore,” she said with more calm than she felt. “And I doubt you’ve ever had to pay for sex in your whole, charmed life.”

      He folded his arms behind his head. The movement made the fabric of his shirt tighten alarmingly around his biceps. The fact that she noticed annoyed her even more.

      “There’s always a first time,” he purred. “Maybe I’m bored of easy conquests? Maybe I fancy a challenge?”

      “Duval’s made a fool of you. You could’ve had any other girl here for a hundred francs.”

      His eyes glittered. “Ah, but I don’t want just any girl. I want you.”

      Anger surged through her veins. He was playing with her, and she was tired of being mocked. She feigned a bored sigh and put her hands up behind her, pretending to unlace her bodice. “You want sex? Fine. Let’s get this over with.”

      Just try it, she challenged silently. Try it and feel the sting of my blade. She still had that knife in her boot.

      Valette rose from the bed, all effortless grace, and she took an involuntary step back. He hadn’t looked so tall, lying down. Or so menacing. Her shoulders hit the door. Calling his bluff had been a stupid idea.

      He tilted his head as he stepped closer, using his body to trap her against the door, intimidating her with his very size. “What’s the matter? It’s not as if you’re truly a virgin. We both know that was Duval’s idea of a joke.” His lips curled. “I promise I can make you enjoy it.”

      Marianne gave an unintentional snort. “I doubt it.”

      He raised his brows. “You doubt I can give a woman pleasure?”

      “I doubt you can make me enjoy it,” she said bluntly. It wasn’t his talents she questioned, though. It was her ability to respond. Duval had made sure of that. Even a man as undoubtedly proficient as Valette couldn’t move her.

      His smile just widened. “That sounds like a challenge.”

      She glanced up in alarm. “It wasn’t, believe me.”

      His eyes were gold, with an outer rim of black. Lion’s eyes. Predatory. Terrifying. Her heart pounded uncomfortably against her ribs as she tried to quell the feeling of being
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