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Paris, 1791

A cold, sleety rain began suddenly as a gust of wind ripped around the corner of the Rue Saint-Martin and into their faces. Christian Saint-Cyr Lavelle bowed his head against the stinging needles of icy water and cursed himself for a fool.

‘Dammit, Fontenay, why do I give in to your lunatic notions? Even the Atlantic in January is friendlier than this!’

He glanced at his companion who was struggling to control the skittish horse upon which he was mounted. The creature was nervous, and Lieutenant Gérard Fontenay, at best an indifferent horseman, wasn’t helping.

Captain Lavelle’s own mount, aptly named Malavoir, was regarded as the ugliest stallion in the city, with a temperament well suited to his devil-black coat. He gave an impatient snort. ’Twas a sign his owner knew well: he wanted to run.

‘Not here, you devil,’ Christian muttered, yanking none too gently on the beast’s mouth. ‘You’ll have us all killed.’ He called to his friend. ‘There’s an alley over there. It leads to the river and we can let them have their heads!’

‘Aye aye, Captain!’ Gérard sent him a mock salute, but Christian could see he was relieved to turn his horse out of the driving rain and let the narrow street afford momentary shelter.

They trotted along in silence, avoiding the piles of rotting cabbage and dodging upended barrels that stank of fish, for this was a poor quarter and with the turmoil of the past two years, no one much cared about cleanliness. Just surviving from day to day took effort, and the imagination of everyone was occupied with mightier things. The future of the king and the rights of the common man seemed so much more important than the state of the streets. After all, once the doors were closed and wine and bread brought to the table, such things assumed little importance.

Christian ducked as a bucket of water whooshed down from an upstairs balcony. The horse seemed to sense it a second before he did, and side-stepped neatly so that only his withers and his master’s boots received a splashing. It scarcely mattered, with the rain and muck all around them.

As they neared the end of the street, Gérard motioned to Christian to stop.

The sound that reached them was unmistakable. Men, mostly, and a few women, wearing the revolutionary cockade of red, white and blue, and carrying staves, burning torches and pitchforks. The oily flames blew wildly in the wind, casting strange shadows on the faces of their bearers.

‘Damn rabble out for blood,’ Christian muttered. He glanced around, but apart from retracing their steps, there was no other way to the river.

‘They have no quarrel with us, Gérard. Let’s go through.’

His friend turned to him, jaw dropping. ‘Are you crazy, mon vieux? We may not be their prey, but— ’

Christian spurred his horse into the mélée, his friend’s tutt-tutt just reaching his ears. He laughed. Gérard could be such an old woman sometimes. Perhaps it came from being married and having children — obligations he prided himself on having avoided.

The two naval officers entered the square side by side, causing a few eyes to turn and some comments to be hurled. Christian ignored them. He had no interest in the rabble’s grievances. He only wanted to get home and into some dry clothes before he caught pneumonia. At least the rain had eased and the wind seemed less boisterous here.

‘Captain, is this wise?’ his companion muttered, as they became entangled in the fringes of the surging crowd.

Christian didn’t answer. His eyes were searching over the heads of the rabble. ‘‘Tis not us they are concerned with, Gérard — look!’

An elegant blue and gold carriage, reminiscent of something from the opulent days of the Sun King, stood halted in the middle of the crowd. The coach horses milled about, jittery from the press of bodies and clearly alarmed by the angry shouting. From his vantage point astride his stallion, Christian could see a dozen sans-culottes rocking the vehicle, bouncing it on its elegant springs.

He felt a pang of sympathy for the occupants of the carriage, then chided himself for it. They were not his concern. The Revolution had opened his world, laying a path of possibilities at his door. Such avenues had never existed when he had been a mere commoner in the noble House of Charigny. But now, with his reputation as one of France’s most skilled naval explorers well established, the flames of the old order held promise for his future.

And helping aristocrats who were foolhardy enough to venture out in their gilded conveyances was not on his agenda!

‘Capitaine, this could get ugly. We must turn back!’

‘I despise retreat, Gérard, you know that.’

Christian looked around, searching for a way around the crowd, but all the exits appeared jammed with a mass of noisy, unwashed humanity. He sighed, tugging his collar around his face and reining his fractious horse more tightly. Across the place the men were working together now, encouraged by the shouting crowd.

’Un, deux, trois!’

The berline bounced high on its springs, so high that two of the wheels momentarily left the ground. Another burst like that, Christian thought, and the thing would topple for sure.

Then, at the small window, he saw a face. Despite the distance — of some fifty paces — it sent a flood of dismay through him.

He stared over the heads of the crowd at that terrified gaze. Dark eyes set in a ghost-white face stared out, glancing wildly about until they came to rest directly on him. Christian felt speared. The woman looked straight at him, her expression pleading over the heads of her tormentors as though she knew instinctively that he would be the one to help.

Christian swore silently. Some of the crowd had noticed the two naval officers in their midst and he heard their shouts as they pointed. This was not turning out to be one of his better days.

He felt Gérard touch his arm. ‘Don’t think of it. Captain,’ he warned, ever the voice of reason. Christian touched a hand to his hat as if to reassure himself that he still wore his revolutionary cockade. ‘’Tis not your fight.’

‘She needs our help, Gérard. They’ll tear her to pieces.’

His eyes scanned the crowd for the noisiest heckler, then he picked his target, shouting at a tradesman not too many paces distant who seemed to be something of a ring-leader.

‘Who is this person and what has she done?’

The man cupped a filthy hand to his mouth and shouted, ‘She is an enemy of the people, citoyen!’

‘Why say you?’ Christian knew he ran the risk of enraging the crowd against himself, but the man’s arrogance irritated him. The woman, whoever she was, deserved better.

The tradesman laughed, egging on his neighbours. ‘Why, citizen, if you can’t tell that just by looking at her fine gold carriage, perhaps ’tis because you’re one with her type!’ The crowd roared with laughter, turning now to enjoy this spectacle.

Christian glanced over their heads. The woman’s face had disappeared behind the curtained window of the berline, but at least the monsters who had been rocking her vehicle had ceased for the moment and were watching him instead. He mistrusted their expressions.

It was impossible to tell if this was an organized event or merely a spontaneous outburst against a foolish aristocrat. He knew he must tread carefully, for his own sake, for spies were more common than square meals in Paris these days. Yet the fear on that woman’s face haunted him.

He spurred Malavoir into the crowd, forcing the sans-culottes aside simply by refusing to make eye-contact with them. His stallion was tall and strong, as black as coal and with a face to match his ugly reputation. They let him pass. Gérard followed in his wake.

The captain kept his eyes on the curtained window of the coach. As the crowd’s yelling subsided into muttering, the cloth twitched and she looked out.

Christian had known she was handsome, yet the face that gazed up at him through the rain pierced him to the core. Beneath the hood of her fur-lined cloak, chocolate-brown eyes thickly fringed with black lashes emphasized her pale cheeks, and her small pink mouth trembled slightly.

‘Help me, please?’ she asked, so faintly that he barely caught the words.

Malavoir forged restlessly beneath Christian’s legs, but he held the horse in check, feeling a surge of anger at this bewitching woman.

‘What can you possibly be thinking, citoyenne, to be out in such a contrivance? Have you no feeling at all for these poor people?’

He knew he was pandering to their baser instincts, but if he were to make a path for the woman’s coach, he saw no other way.

‘I say again,’ he called loudly against the wind, so that those in the immediate vicinity could hear, ‘are you a friend of the Revolution?’

There was a lull while she stared at him and Christian wondered if she understood what he expected.

He caught a glimpse of something in her eyes, or perhaps it was the tilt of her nose that made him raise his brows, but she answered with some asperity, ‘I love freedom, monsieur, like all thinking people.’

The irony of her assertion amused him, given the opulent form of transport she chose. Around him, he felt a slight shift in the temper of the crowd and seized the moment.

‘Let her pass, citizens, in the name of liberté!’

Before their leaders could decide how to respond to this, a gap opened before the horses, whose impatient milling about had kept many at a respectful distance. The coachman wasted no time and flicked his whip. In a moment the vehicle was plunging through the crowd and out into the side-streets.

‘You’re a total madman, Lavelle,’ Gérard complained, as they took advantage of the resultant confusion to make their own retreat. ‘’Tis time you were back at sea.’

Christian grinned. ‘Past time. For us both.’

They parted soon after, Lieutenant Fontenay to his apartment near the Louvre, and Christian for the elegant town palaces of the Faubourg Saint-Germain.

As he reached the wide boulevard skirting the river, he saw the berline again. Like a gilded cage on wheels it flew across the bridge over the Seine. And for one fleeting moment, the curtain flicked aside and he caught a glimpse of the bewitching face within.

***
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Catherine allowed the heavy curtain to fall back across the window, shutting out the vision of the man on horseback staring at her from across the rainswept river. Yet even in the shadows of the swaying coach, she could feel his eyes upon her. Dark eyes, though perhaps ’twas only the stormy sky that made them seem so, for she was certain they were blue. When he had spoken those words, asking her if she were a friend of the Revolution, their eyes had somehow connected, as though he were speaking to her without words. She had understood instinctively. And yet he was a complete stranger.

She lay back against the padded seat, tugging her sable cloak tighter to ward off a sudden chill. Now that they were safe and speeding on their way, her mind dissolved into shock. What if that horseman had not happened along? That bloodthirsty mob would surely have turned the berline on its side, spilling herself and her maid into the jaws of who knew what horrors?

‘Not long now, Miss Kitty,’ the woman in the seat opposite murmured, reaching across to pat her mistress’s hand.

Catherine forced a smile. ‘I have a dreadful feeling about this, Martha, as though that mob was somehow a sign. We should never have left Philadelphia.’

The abigail harrumphed softly. Catherine noticed the heavy black rosary moving steadily through her hands, as it had done so often during their voyage from America. Poor Martha. She would follow Catherine to the ends of the earth, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

‘You know what it says in the Bible,’ her maid announced. ‘Take care what you wish upon yourself, lest your dreams come true.’

Catherine pressed her lips together to contain a smile. ‘I don’t think that was the Bible, Martha. It sounds more like the Chinese laundryman who came on Fridays.’

Suddenly the coach slowed and they heard voices beyond the window, but mercifully they were not challenged again, and the iron-clad wheels continued along the heavily cobbled streets. But the distraction was enough to send Martha back to her beads with a vengeance.

Catherine sagged against the seat, wishing for the hundredth time that this journey would end. How big was this city, and why were there so many checkpoints?

And just who was that stranger? she wondered, her thoughts returning to the man who had effected their rescue. She could not forget the picture he made in that bleak place or the ease with which he held that devil-black horse under control. He had saved her life. Of that she was certain.

At last she understood her hired coachman’s warning: Mademoiselle, to pass through Paris in a vehicle such as this is to offer your head on a platter. At the time she had laughed. But that was when she had just stepped off the ship, with no experience of the turmoil she had since witnessed in France. How little she had understood the dangers!

Already, she was wiser. Already, she had seen the beast in the hearts of the people. And it had frightened her. She smoothed her hands over the cloak covering her knees, letting the silky fur trickle through her fingers.

She was not prepared. Her father had commented on the situation, but she had listened with only half an ear, so occupied was she with preparing for her departure for France. It had not seemed too significant — her childhood memories of the American Revolution were of heroic battles fought far from the protective walls of her home.

Despite the events of the day, she felt a thrill of excitement — and dread. For wasn’t that how any young woman might feel when wild imaginings and cold reality suddenly became bedfellows in her life? It was a strange sensation that even when she had left Philadelphia and embarked upon her voyage across the wintry Atlantic, had not truly come upon her. Until now. She glanced at her maid, her fingers busy upon her rosary, her eyes closed and her lips moving in silent prayer. Perhaps Martha felt it, too.

For both of them, it was a wrenching change. One moment she had been plain Catherine de Lacy O’Donnell, rich but dull, her life devoted to nursing her mother; then Marguerite O’Donnell had given up her earthly struggle, and Catherine had found herself with no real prospects.

She sighed. A spinster. That was her lot in life. And it did not fit. It was not what she had dreamed of as a little girl, and it was certainly not what her beloved mother had desired for her.

Through all those years of bedside caring, Marguerite O’Donnell had taught her daughter two things: to believe in her dreams, and to speak French like a native. Catherine’s mother had fallen in love with an Irishman who, while he had never been quite acceptable in English-dominated American society, had a great nose for making money. But she truly loved him and had stayed in America to share his life, though she never forgot her heritage. It was from her mother’s lips that Catherine had learned about elegant balls, beautiful dresses and palaces full of kings and princes.

Princes! Catherine knew a fairytale when she heard one, and yet those bittersweet dreams, spun on golden afternoons as her mother lay dying, became Catherine’s reality, paid for by a lavish dowry.

It was not until after her mother’s death that Catherine realized Marguerite’s dreams had borne tangible fruit. Her father had told her of his deathbed promise to his wife: that he would arrange a marriage to a legitimate French nobleman for their daughter. She had been most insistent, even to specifying that it should be no lesser person than a duke.

Catherine had cried, clinging to her father, knowing as he did that the future could not atone for the past. But she had allowed him to write his letters, had not enquired as to his success until one day, as the first Pennsylvanian snows began to fall, he had brought her the news. Catherine de Lacy O’Donnell would become the wife of the Prince de Charigny’s only son. A duke. Just as her mother had wanted.

She shook her head, still not comfortable with the image of herself as a duchess — much less as a future princess. She knew the arrangement her father had made had taken money — lots of it — and tried to focus on that fact to lend some reality to this strange dream. But she was equally certain that despite his promise to Marguerite, her father would have weighed the value of such a marriage carefully. The cost must reflect the gain. No fool, her papa.

She squirmed on the swaying seat, impatient for the journey to end. For the millionth time she wondered what her betrothed would be like. She slid her fingers inside her cloak and withdrew the gold locket she had worn since her father accepted her betrothal five months ago. Slipping her thumb under the tiny clasp, she opened it, as she had done a thousand times before, and let her eyes dwell on the miniature portrait of her future husband.

Catherine frowned. Surely, it could not be . . . ? Her fingers trembled as they held the tiny portrait, and she pushed aside the curtain to bring it into the light.

Her heart contracted for an instant, and then pounded so hard it almost stole her breath away. ‘That man,’ she whispered, ‘surely it cannot be . . . ’ Yet the likeness was unmistakable.

The man who had rescued her on horseback bore an uncanny resemblance to her fiancé.

I am surely imagining things. There is some similarity, but . . . . The nose seemed the same, the eyes also, but the chin of the man in the picture was a disappointment. She liked a strong chin in a man, and this was soft — one might even describe it as flaccid. And it didn’t help that in the portrait he was dressed in the height of courtly fashion with an ash-white powdered wig. The man who rode that fearsome black stallion with such nonchalance wore but a simple greatcoat and top boots; his hair had been dressed with nothing more than a light dusting of rain.

She felt the carriage slow. You are such a romantic, Catherine, she scolded herself. You’ve encountered only one gentleman since your arrival in Paris and your imagination has already decided that he’s your betrothed. She chided herself for such naïveté and tucked the locket resolutely away.

The berline lurched in a sharp turn, the horses responding swiftly to the coachman’s barked command by pulling to a quick stop.

The beasts snorted in the damp air, then the footman’s feet crunched in the gravel and the door was flung back. Beyond, Catherine saw wide doors open, spilling golden light across rain-slick marble steps.

‘I believe we have finally arrived, Martha.’ She squeezed her maid’s hand and they looked at each other with a mixture of anticipation and dread.

Catherine accepted the lackey’s arm, stepping out and following him quickly up the steps of the enormous mansion, with Martha close behind. So this is the Hôtel de Charigny, she thought, impressed beyond her expectations by the elegant façade and the lush gardens that she spied through wrought-iron gates beyond. It was a far larger house than any she had seen in Pennsylvania, with three storeys rising to a roof edged with sculptures depicting cherubs and satyrs. Rows of giant windows, that she mentally thanked God she would never have to clean, glowed softly through the rainy twilight.

She ducked into the shelter of the portico, wondering at her luck, wondering at her future.

How would her friends in Philadelphia feel if they could see her now? Would they still snigger about her, the not-quite-socially-acceptable Irish girl who was still unmarried at twenty-four? Catherine suppressed a sudden desire to giggle. Not anymore. Now they would die for an invitation to visit.

A servant took her travelling cloak and led her across a broad white-marble foyer. She trailed him up a wide curving staircase carpeted in a deep red that set off the white stone of the balustrade and the polished brass trimmings sparkling in the light of numerous sconces. She stopped in surprise and looked about her. This was not quite as she had expected. She understood the Charigny estate had fallen upon very hard times, that the aristocratic establishment had been reduced to genteel poverty. Perhaps the Prince de Charigny was already spending her dowry. As she picked up her skirts to follow the servant, she couldn’t help but wonder if it would be enough.

She was shown to her quarters and left in the care of Martha, who fussed about checking the linens and drawing the heavy brocade curtains. Catherine wandered about the little sitting-room in awe, trailing her fingers across the gleaming mahogany escritoire and admiring the fine artistry of two gilt-framed paintings of roses by the celebrated naturalist, Pierre-Joseph Redouté. A cheery fire danced in the grate and on the mantel above stood an elegant ormolu clock. She wondered at the size of the Prince de Charigny’s debt that he would accept money from an American rather than discreetly dispose of such treasures. She poked her head through a door adjoining the salon, and her brows rose at the sight of the vast bathroom, lined from floor to ceiling in white marble, with a huge marble bath surrounded by urns planted with ten-foot palm trees.

Martha seemed less impressed. She pronounced herself satisfied with the housekeeping and proceeded to unpack their boxes.

‘You’d best be making a good impression on these Frenchies, Miss Kitty,’ she said, carefully withdrawing an elegant gown of white silk embroidered with red roses and sewn with tiny seed pearls.

Catherine eyed the gown, thinking it rather too fancy for the occasion, but then she touched her locket with her fingers and her pulse quickened at the thought of him seeing her in that confection.

‘I shall wear that gown, Martha, and you must stop referring to our hosts as Frenchies. Remember, soon I shall be the wife of a French duke. I very much doubt that my husband will tolerate such insubordination.’

Martha’s face fell at the notion she might be dismissed from her mistress’s household, and she paled visibly. Catherine felt guilty, for she knew it was not badly meant.

‘Pray, don’t take it so hard, Martha. I shan’t let them send you away, I promise.’

Martha blinked, but apart from lowering her eyes and attending to her work, made no further comment. Catherine sighed. Adjusting to their new life would be difficult for everyone.

A short while later, there was a knock at the door. Martha opened it.

A servant, dressed in plain black like all the others she had seen so far, bowed, looking past Martha to Catherine who was sitting on the edge of a chaise-longue and wondering when she would be summoned to meet her betrothed.

‘Mademoiselle O’Donnell,’ he said, emphasizing the last syllable in her name in a manner she had found quite charming ever since her arrival in France. ‘If you will accompany me, please.’

Catherine took a deep breath and followed the man from the room and down the stairs, past numerous carved and gilded doors, until he finally bent to open a set. Stepping aside and standing stiffly to attention, he announced her.

Catherine tangled her fingers nervously in her ivory fan. This was the moment she had waited for, and yet now it was here, she felt nothing but panic. This place, this giant house with all its servants, was so alien to her. By American standards, she was wealthy, but this . . . this was something quite different.

She felt suddenly very small, very young, and totally out of place.

The servant was waiting, looking at her with a touch of distaste that made it clear he was having much the same thoughts. Catherine met his glance, stiffening her spine. Well, maybe she wasn’t an aristocrat, but she was engaged to the duke. If she was good enough for him, she was certainly not going to let herself be intimidated by his man.

She swept into the room, head erect, and the doors swung softly shut behind her.

At first, the salon appeared to be empty. She gazed in delight at the elegant harpsichord that stood beside the floor-to-ceiling windows, its glowing walnut veneer reflecting the light of a brace of candles resting on the lid. Through the still-open drapes at the windows she glimpsed a stone terrace, and the silhouettes of tall trees against the darkening sky in the garden beyond.

She turned to survey the rest of the room, instinctively drawn toward the fire crackling in the grate, and found herself staring straight into a man’s face.

‘Oh!’ Catherine stood as if turned to stone. Her eyes widened in shock as she recognized the man who had rescued her from the crowded square that very afternoon. And he was staring at her, not in a friendly way, but with the coldest pair of blue eyes she had ever encountered.

‘So,’ he said, after a chill moment. ‘It was you.’

Oh, dear Lord, Catherine thought. Martha had warned her about the curse of one’s dreams coming true. Now she understood; for if this was her fairytale prince-to-be, he was not at all what she had imagined. This man was as hard as flint, and if she was not very much mistaken, exceedingly angry. 
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Catherine gazed speechlessly at him. Fleetingly, she compared his thunderous face with that in the locket she wore about her neck. The artist had done little justice to his subject; for in front of her stood as striking a man as she had ever encountered, tall and broad-shouldered, with an unmistakable air of command. His unadorned gentleman’s clothes were plainer than she had expected and gave him a dangerous air, as though his magnificent surroundings and the wealth of her dowry meant less than nothing.

‘I see that despite your stupidity you have arrived unharmed,’ he said acidly. Catherine flinched, but she would not show the hurt, for she felt only gratitude to him for rescuing her.

‘Thanks to you. I don’t know what that crowd wanted of me, but ’twas indeed fortunate that you arrived when you did.’

His eyes narrowed for a second. ‘Mamselle, if you have no idea what happened this afternoon, you had best gather your belongings and return to America on the instant.’ He ran a hand through his hair. ‘Have you no regard for your own safety — much less that of your servants?’

Catherine flushed, stung by his accusation. Her father had told her this suit was most eagerly awaited by both her betrothed and his family. How could her careless mistake have wrought such fury? Was he expressing a change of heart before they could even become acquainted?

‘I care a great deal for the welfare of my servants, sir, and I apologize if I have given offence. I shall endeavour to do better — under your guidance, of course,’ she added, watching him carefully.

He turned away, leaning one arm against the high mantel and staring down into the blazing fire. She noticed how very tall he was, and with his face averted she was at last able to steal a look unobserved. Her eyes flitted over his lean frame, broad-shouldered beneath his tan frock coat, and down to his strong legs as he reached a toe to push an ill-balanced log back into the nest of flames. He wore close-cut breeches of dark brown twill and leather shoes that looked comfortable but scarcely new or in the height of fashion. His shirt was silk, but plain of lace and decorated with no more than a simple cravat. In fact, his clothing seemed not at all in keeping with his sumptuous surroundings.

‘If you wish to hear my advice,’ he said without turning, ‘it’s to turn that ridiculous carriage into scrap before it gets you into further trouble.’

‘My berline?’

He pushed himself away from the mantel and rounded on her. ‘Do you know nothing of the Revolution France has suffered these past years? I take it you Americans do gather the occasional morsel of news from Europe?’

‘Certainly,’ she replied, affronted by his sarcasm. ‘Though I fail to see how your political difficulties have any bearing upon my transportation.’

He let out a short laugh, gazing at her with an expression that changed from incredulity to frustration and then to something she could not quite interpret. ‘Those difficulties could have cost you your life, mamselle.’ He raised a hand and wiped it across his face. ‘Perhaps you did not notice how few fine carriages are seen on our streets these days. They attract attention, and that is something no one can afford to do.’

‘But, sir — ’ Should she call him ‘sir’ or ‘Your Grace’? she wondered in a panic, for this was not going at all well. ‘Surely, things are not that bad. I was led to believe . . . ’ Catherine’s voice trailed off as she encountered the thunder of his scowl.

She looked away quickly. Unbidden, her mind filled with a vision of how she must have appeared to the poor people on the streets of Paris. He was right to chastise her. She had deliberately chosen the most opulent carriage she could find, wanting to make the best possible impression on her future in-laws. No wonder there had been so many to choose from, and all going for a song and a prayer.

She bowed her head, feeling suddenly very stupid. Her legs trembled and she glanced about, wondering if she could sit somewhere. ‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘I truly didn’t think — ’

She gasped as his warm fingers encircled her arm and his other hand pressed into the small of her back. He ushered her to a chaise-longue.

‘Forgive me,’ he muttered, more kindly than she had yet heard him speak. ‘I was not considering the fatigue your journey has caused you. Pray be seated while I fetch some refreshment.’

Shaken by the strange sensations his intimate touch had wrought, Catherine sank wordlessly onto the chair and watched as he crossed to the sideboard and poured ruby wine from a decanter.

He returned with a glass. His fingers brushed hers momentarily as he pressed it into her hands, creating a flash of heat where their skin made contact. Catherine stared at the wine for a second, wondering how the mere touch of his hand could cause her heart to leap about so wildly in her breast. Then he perched on the seat beside her.

Catherine scarcely dared breathe. He was so close she could smell the rainswept tang of his still-damp hair which curled around his collar and fell across his forehead. Her fingers itched to reach out and smooth it back, and she clutched her glass tightly in both hands to control them. She glanced up, feeling sad that their first meeting should have been so filled with acrimony, but where she had expected to read censure in those fathomless blue eyes she saw something gentler, something indefinable . . .

She raised her glass to touch softly against his. ‘To the future,’ she whispered.

She held her breath in the silence that was broken only by the crackling of the fire in the grate, hoping he might smile, that he might forgive, if not forget. But then he frowned, and a shuttered look marred his features once more.

He stood, turning from her and setting his glass down on a table so roughly that the contents splashed upon the marble surface.

Catherine set her wine aside, also untouched.

‘Have I offended you?’ she asked, bewildered by his abrupt withdrawal. ‘I know I have a lot to learn about France and society, but in Philadelphia I was not considered witless. I think you will find me an eager pupil.’ Her stream of babble faltered beneath his icy glare. ‘That is, if you would take the time to guide me.’

It was not the right thing to say. His brows drew together in a frown that could have stampeded an army.

‘Why on earth should I wish to do any such thing? My dear Miss O’Donnell,’ he went on, sarcasm making a mockery of the term, ‘I have no intention of passing any more time in your company than good taste dictates. What you do or do not learn about society is of supreme indifference to me.’ He leaned towards her, so she could be in no doubt of his sincerity. ‘You may be buying yourself a title, but don’t ever make the mistake of thinking you can buy me!’

Then he turned and marched out of the salon, letting the doors slam behind him with considerable force.

Catherine sat stunned, staring straight ahead of her into the crackling fire, his bitter words making her ears ring as if he had physically boxed them. She felt numb, paralysed by the venom in his words.

She smoothed her palms across the heavy white silk of her gown, forcing herself to remain calm, to breathe in and breathe out until the trembling had passed.

Then she got up, replaced her wineglass on the sideboard and returned to her room.

* * *
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Christian stormed out of the Hôtel de Charigny only to see his uncle’s unadorned carriage turn into the boulevard. He leaned his back against the door with a sigh.

What a total imbécile he’d made of himself, he thought forlornly. And now here he was trying to run off like a knave. He watched as the carriage drew up and the Prince de Charigny descended, rather stiffly in deference to the rheumatism that plagued his left hip these days. Christian was fond of his uncle, who had been the only father he really remembered since his own parents died in the typhoid epidemic of 1764, when Christian was but five. And in those twenty-seven years he had developed the greatest respect for his foster parent’s powers of deduction; he knew the little scene between himself and Dominic’s bride-to-be would come to light sooner than Christian might like.

The prince hobbled up the steps towards him, leaning heavily on a silver cane. He stopped in surprise when he observed his nephew on the top step.

‘Hmm,’ he commented without preamble, as he resumed his climb. ‘Are you leaving or arriving?’

Christian grimaced. ‘I was leaving, but since you are here, I suppose I must be arriving again.’

His uncle gave him a puzzled look. ‘Come into the library. I have some matters to discuss with you before the American arrives.’

‘Miss O’Donnell is already here,’ Christian answered, as they surrendered their coats to Gilles.

The prince raised his eyebrows. ‘Where is she now?’

The man answered. ‘In her room, sir.’

‘Very well, then. Bring us some wine, Gilles, and let us not be disturbed. Come on, you young rascal,’ he said to Christian, ‘let’s get to it.’

Over a glass of Madeira, Christian and his uncle discussed the most recent turn of events in the king’s household, for the prince was closely involved in the fortunes of the monarch, although publicly he took no such stand. Once again, Christian warned him of the dangers, of the flood of spies who could betray him to the Assemblée at any moment. And, as usual, the prince waved a hand in dismissal at the suggestion.

‘I am at the end of my life. If I cannot risk my neck, I can hardly expect anyone else to. But I thank you for your advice. Later, you must tell me what is happening at the Ministère de la Marine. I have heard that you might be sent to Brest to help train the squadron.’

Christian eyed his uncle speculatively. ‘Your sources are good, as ever, Uncle.’

‘So it’s true.’ He sat back in his chair and tapped a long unadorned finger on the top of his desk. ‘If you get a frigate under your hands, lad, take my advice and run for America with her.’

Christian raised his brows. ‘Comme un lâche, Uncle? No, I am no coward and I do not care to steal a ship from my own navy.’ He turned away, unwilling to admit that the idea had in fact crossed his mind during times of uncertainty. ‘No. I must take another expedition to the Pacific once things have settled down and I can’t do that from America. They are not interested in scientific exploration.’

‘There’s always trade. Americans excel at that, so I’m told.’

‘I have no interest in trade.’

‘So,’ the older man said after a moment of silence, taking a leisurely sip of his wine, ‘tell me about my future daughter-in-law. Does she know how to behave? Is she fair of face? I trust I shall not have to behold the face of a hog’s arse at breakfast for the rest of my days.’

Christian nearly choked on his wine. He turned away to hide a sudden smile, his mind captured by a pair of chocolate-brown eyes and a pert, upturned nose that tilted so enticingly. How could he possibly describe her, or the feelings she created in him when their hands had touched? Damn it all, she was engaged to marry his cousin.

‘I fear she is not what you anticipated, Uncle.’

The prince’s face fell. ‘Nom de Dieu. I knew ’twas a mistake.’ He sighed heavily, wiping a hand across his brow. ‘And yet, what choice did I have? The offer surprised me, given Dominic’s state. But — ’ He allowed himself a few well-chosen expletives before continuing. ‘Once those cahiers de doléances were drawn up, the writing was on the wall, Christian.’

‘Perhaps we should have refused.’

‘Bah! And had the château burned and our holdings looted as that young fool Robert de Chambois did? He’d have done better for his family’s fortunes if he’d run to England with his parents. At least we bought some time.’ He shook his head. ‘No, you were right to advise me to make concessions.’ He picked up his glass, twirling it slowly in the light. ‘When I heard O’Donnell was looking to ‘invest’ as he put it, in a liaison, I snapped at the bait. Now poor Dominic will have to pay.’

‘But you said it was for Dominic’s sake — ’

‘Yes, yes. Not mine, certainly, at my age. Nor yours — you have your career and you’ve never asked me for a sou since you came here.’ The prince peered up at Christian, a quizzical expression on his bushy brows. ‘Damn strange that. Guess you got that from my sister, God rest her soul. Always was too damn independent — and look where it got her.’

Christian frowned, not wanting to rehash such long-buried memories. He turned the conversation back to the quixotic woman upstairs.

‘Have no fear, Uncle. Mademoiselle O’Donnell is unusual, but easy on the eyes and most definitely a social butterfly. I fancy she expects life in Paris to be the same as it was before the Revolution.’

His uncle’s eyebrows lifted a little, but he made no comment. Christian felt a renewed surge of frustration at the cupidity of the woman.

‘She arrived in a carriage worthy of Cinderella and got herself mobbed in the Place Saint-Christophe. If I hadn’t come along in time they would have torn her to pieces.’ He ran a hand over his eyes to dispel the ghastly vision. ‘Dear God, she came so close to arriving here in pieces with her head stuck on a pike . . . ’

His uncle sat straighter, frowning. ‘I trust you did not explain that to the lady.’

‘Of course not.’ Though the temptation had been real. ‘But neither did I compliment her on her taste in vehicles.’

The prince guffawed, holding out his glass for his nephew to replenish. As Christian poured the wine, he had a sudden, horrible thought. Although he knew with sickening clarity what the answer would be, he forced himself to pose the question.

‘Tell me, Uncle . . . assure me the girl hasn’t come to France expecting to become a duchess?’

His uncle received the glass of wine, but held it before him without sipping it. With a rather sheepish expression on his face, he gave Christian a lopsided grin.

‘Au contraire, dear boy. I very much fear she anticipates becoming a future princess.’

*
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Martha answered the tap at Catherine’s door, for her mistress had thrown off the white gown in disgust and was resting on the huge canopied bed, wearing a blue silk peignoir.

‘Yes?’ Martha asked, clearly forgetting that she had promised her mistress she would make every effort to speak French, now that this was their new home. ‘Pardon,’ she said to the servant who stood stiffly at the door. ‘Vous désirez quelque chose?’

‘Mademoiselle she is awaiting downstairs in the salon, miss,’ came the answer, in passably good English.

Martha grinned at the footman, unable to resist teasing. ‘Actually, monsieur, mademoiselle is resting from her journey, but she could be ready in a few minutes if you wish.’

The man blushed to the roots of his black hair and muttered something in rapid French that she was certain was less than complimentary.

‘Je m’excuse,’ Martha said, opening her eyes very wide, ‘but I don’t believe I quite caught that.’

He glared at her, then seemed to remember himself and straightened. ‘Monsieur le Prince de Charigny commands to see Mademoiselle O’Donnell and meet her to his son.’

With that obscure announcement, he made an abrupt about-face and disappeared down the hallway.

Martha closed the door, her shoulders shaking with laughter, and wiped her eyes on the hem of her apron. ‘Oh, Miss Kitty,’ she sputtered, trying not to giggle, ‘these Frenchies do take themselves serious, do you not think?’

Catherine crushed a smile and did her best to look disapproving as she got up from the bed. ‘Martha, you mustn’t tease them. For all we know, our attempts at French may be even more comical. And apart from that,’ she admonished, ‘this is our home now, and we must show proper respect.’

Martha pulled a face.

‘Martha.’ Catherine gave her a warning look, and the maid had the grace to blush. ‘Now, come and help me get ready. I must find something to wear for supper.’ Her mind flashed to the painful interview she had endured earlier. She had no wish to earn that disdain again. She sighed. How could someone risk his own life to save a stranger one moment and then upbraid them so cruelly not an hour later?

‘Why, Miss Kitty, you’ve only just dressed!’

‘Exactly,’ Catherine replied with feeling. ‘And now I wish to dress again in something more suitable for a woman of sensibility.’

‘Sensibility?’ Martha echoed, clearly mystified.

‘Do you not think me sensible, Martha?’

‘Well, of course.’ The maid was clearly flustered. ‘Too sensible, if the truth be told. So sensible, in fact, ’twas a wonder you didn’t accept your father’s notion to marry Mr McBride.’

Catherine huffed. ‘Amos McBride was a year older than my father, Martha! And an absolute stranger to water.’

The maid cocked her head to one side. ‘You refused his hand in marriage because he couldn’t swim?’

‘Because he didn’t wash, Martha!’

They giggled.

‘Ah, well now. That’s entirely different to be sure. I’ll not swear by the Holy Bible that I ever got close enough to smell the man.’ Martha crossed to one of the remaining trunks that stood by the window, as yet unpacked. ‘Shall you wear your silver gown? ’Tis perfectly adorable and as fine a gown as anyone in the world would be seen in.’

Catherine gazed at the exquisite creation her maid was brandishing, trying to picture her betrothed’s face when he saw her in that! It sparkled as pure gold threads woven here and there into the silvered silk caught the candlelight, and sparks shot from the diamonds stitched into the sweeping skirt, painting celestial patterns on the walls of the room.

She almost laughed. ‘No, Martha. Somehow I think that will have to go the same way as the carriage we came in.’

‘Miss?’ Martha frowned. ‘But it cost an arm and a leg, your father told me so himself.’

‘And if I wear it, it might cost me my head,’ she replied with asperity.

Martha stared at her mistress, clearly mystified by this sudden change of heart. Catherine was not about to explain. The contempt in those handsome eyes, his genuine anger at her faux pas in choosing the elegant berline over a more serviceable coach, was something she had no wish to incite again.

‘Let us try something a little more demure,’ she suggested. ‘Perhaps the green velvet?’

Martha’s brows shot up, and her mouth opened and then closed in silence as she encountered her mistress’s level gaze. Shrugging, she fetched the heavy gown, smoothing out a few creases with her expert hands. It was an elegant gown, suitable for dining à la maison, with a generous white lace kerchief to cover the exposed neckline. It was not a dress to cause offence, even to the most exacting eye.

‘It will do,’ Catherine sighed, for she had spent so many months anticipating this night and the effect the Cinderella creation would have on her prospective in-laws.

Fifteen minutes later, as she stared at her reflection in the mirror, she felt suddenly rebellious. The green velvet made her travel-weary complexion look even paler than usual. Bilious would not be too strong a word. She turned away sharply. It would not do.

This first night, tired or not, she must begin as she planned to go on. She had not travelled across the great ocean to spend her life as a little mouse cowed by the first censorious glance. After all, she was an O’Donnell, and as everyone in Philadelphia knew, the O’Donnells were not easily intimidated.

‘Martha, you were right. I had the silver gown made especially for this first evening with the prince and duke. If I am to show them I’m not just some timid colonial girl ready to crumble at the first hint of disapprobation, then I must start as I intend to go on. Bring me the diamond necklace and the ear-rings as well.’

Martha’s grin nearly split her face in two.‘Shall we be putting the diamonds in your hair, miss?’

Catherine laughed at her maid’s mischievous countenance. ‘Everything we’ve got, Martha.’

* * *
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Dressing in the silver gown was more of an ordeal than she had anticipated, for the fabric was weighed down by the precious metals woven into the heavy silk. Catherine gazed at her reflection in the dressing-table mirror as Martha slid the last of the pins into her hair.

‘You’ve done me proud, Martha.’

The maid blushed, turning her pink Irish skin a violent red. ‘Thank you, miss. I’m only grateful you chose the dress. You’ve no reason to be considering yourself a nobody, just ’cause they’ve got themselves those fancy titles. Your family has a name to be proud of, and no denying.’

Catherine reached up and patted her hand, smiling at the determined set of the woman’s jaw.

‘Don’t fret, Martha. I’m quite capable of looking out for myself.’

‘To be sure. But let’s hope you won’t have to once you’re married and settled with baby— ’

There was a firm knock on the door. Catherine’s hand flew to her mouth.

‘Goodness! They must think me so rude. How long has it been since the footman summoned me downstairs?’ She leapt up from the poudreuse, and just had time to snatch up her fan before Martha opened the door.

Catherine smoothed the creases from her gown as she hurried across the room, an apology already forming on her lips. But the words died in her throat.

It was him.

Her eyes widened with dismay. She was so inexcusably late that he had felt it necessary to fetch her himself! Catherine felt the heat rise in her cheeks.

‘I see you have at last completed your toilette,’ he said dryly, his eyes travelling over her from head to toe. From the firm set of his mouth she knew she had dressed according to his expectations, but most certainly not to his taste. He himself wore a simple grey jacket with breeches buttoned below the knee. The notion that she totally outshone him caused her some embarrassment, which she quickly quashed. Had she not chosen this gown expressly to remind him of who she was and why she was here?

She would not be cowed and, as his eyes finally returned to her face, she met his look evenly.

‘Forgive my tardiness, sir. It was not my intention to keep you and your father waiting.’

He stared at her with what seemed like incredulity. Then he swore softly to himself, shaking his head.

‘Believe me, mamselle, nothing could possibly inconvenience my father. I must speak with you before we join the others.’ He looked pointedly at Martha, who was ogling the man as though he were some tasty morsel. ‘In private?’

He held the door wide.

‘Ah!’ the maid said finally, bobbing a curtsy as she passed.

Oh dear, Catherine thought. If Martha was smitten with the man, she would have to listen to her singing his praises every waking moment.

He turned and closed the door behind the Irishwoman, leaving Catherine uncomfortably aware that she was closeted alone in her bedchamber with him. I must become accustomed to it, she told herself. It will be my life soon enough.

She straightened her back.

‘No doubt you wish to apologize to me, sir, for your outburst in the salon? You made it perfectly plain that you had no desire to spend time in my company except as good taste dictates, and I— ’

Catherine squeaked as his hand descended to her mouth, her words smothered by warm fingers that pressed against her lips. She could taste his skin, slightly salty with the faintest hint of wine, and her heart pounded beneath her bodice.

‘Do you always chatter on like this? No wonder you get yourself into these muddles.’

Chatterbox! Catherine’s face flushed with indignant heat.

He withdrew his hand and pointed her towards a fauteuil. ‘Sit. I have something to say that I wish I need not. But since you are so ready to leap to conclusions, I have no choice.’

Catherine bit back the words of retaliation that flew to her lips and instead sat primly on the chair. She would not dignify his outburst with a response.

‘Now, Miss O’Donnell,’ he began, as he paced the floor in front of the fire. ‘Kindly allow me to disabuse you of your misconceptions. You are here because of an arrangement between your father and Monsieur le Prince de Charigny that you shall marry his son, Dominic. Am I correct?’

Something in his look made Catherine’s heart miss a beat. She took a small breath. ‘Is there some difficulty?’

His short laugh bore little warmth. ‘There most certainly is.’ He ran a hand through his tawny hair. She noticed that he wore it loose and short, allowing it to curl against his collar. It gave him a dangerous, almost piratical air.

He looked down at her, sighing. ‘Our conversation this afternoon was not to my liking, and the reason for that has only just come to me. I hope you can forgive me.’

He stood in front of her, leaning down to pluck the folded silver fan from her fingers and lay it aside. Then his hands enfolded hers, and she was startled to feel callouses on his palms.

‘How much did your father tell you about this arrangement, mamselle?’

Catherine licked her suddenly dry lips, her eyes searching his as she struggled to adjust to his warmer, more human side. The touch of his hands covering hers, warm and strong, set her nerves atingle and made coherent thought strangely difficult.

‘I’m—I’m sure he told me everything I need to know,’ she stammered. ‘Although perhaps he could have been clearer regarding the Revolution.’ She frowned. ‘But then again, perhaps he did explain and I simply didn’t listen. I am not much interested in politics, I fear.’ She paused, realizing that she was chattering again. ‘What precisely is your concern, sir?’ Should she call him ‘sir’?

His eyes were as blue as the sea, yet in their depths she sensed a storm brewing. He released her hands, fisting his own behind his back as he resumed pacing the carpet like a caged tiger.

‘Forgive me if this sounds presumptuous, mamselle, but are you by any chance harbouring the impression that I am Dominic de Montaltier?’

Catherine’s eyes grew as round as saucers, and she found herself utterly unable to breathe. What could he possibly mean?

He harrumphed. ‘Damn. I feared as much.’ He looked down at her, then resumed his pacing. ‘Well, rest assured, Miss O’Donnell, you need not fear a lifetime shackled to one such as myself. I am nothing more than the poor cousin in all this, no trophy to be bought and sold at auction.’

Cousin! He was her betrothed’s cousin! How could she have— ? But surely he had— ?

The blood drained from her face as she absorbed his words. She stared obdurately at him, too shocked even to reprimand herself for such monumental stupidity.

‘It was my mistake,’ he continued more gently. ‘You seemed to know who I was and so I failed to introduce myself. That was inexcusable.’ He extended the slightest of bows. ‘Permit me to do so now. I am Dominic’s cousin, Christian Saint-Cyr Lavelle. Just plain citoyen, these days, though in the navy I am still a captain.’

A captain? The man who had haunted her since they met — whose likeness she had worn in a locket about her neck for so many months — was a sea captain? Catherine stared stupidly at him, trying desperately to regain her equilibrium. All those things she had said to him, all that she had implied by her words? She blushed, the colour returning to her cheeks in a violent and oh-so-telling rush.

She stood up, picked up her fan, and drew in a deep lungful of air, but she could not bring herself to look at him.

‘The fault— ’ She cleared her throat. ‘The fault is entirely mine, Captain. Perhaps, since we are to be related, we should put our previous conversations entirely behind us.’ She saw his brows lift in surprise. Indeed, her outward coolness was unexpected even to herself, though she would never admit to it. She turned to the door. ‘And now, I believe I have kept my betrothed and his father waiting longer than is respectable.’

* * *
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Christian stared at the woman as she uttered these words, then ploughed past him like a frigate in full sail. He knew she would be upset, expected a tantrum of some sort, perhaps even to feel the slap of her palm across his cheek. God knew, he deserved it. But apart from a slight flush of embarrassment, she had taken his news without the slightest emotion.

He shook his head, dropping his arms to his side as he turned to follow her from her chamber. Was it just him? Had he spent so many years at sea in the exclusive company of men that he had lost whatever ability he might have had to understand women?

The fairer sex had never occupied much of his thoughts, he had to admit. He trailed the silver ship of a dress down the candlelit stairs and wondered what his cousin Dominic would make of this apparition, worthy of the infamous Marie-Antoinette herself. At least she’d had the decency not to powder her russet hair or resort to patches.

He caught up with her, offering his arm as they neared the lower landing. She hesitated and then laid her hand on his sleeve. Even through the fabric of his coat, he could feel the warmth of her fingers.

She glanced up at him, searing him with dark eyes that caught the candlelight and shot sparks. She reminded him of another woman he’d known, a long time ago. He wasn’t sure his orderly, well-planned life would survive another such as she, and he thanked God his uncle hadn’t thought to marry him off to this heiress instead of Dominic. Dominic! She’d thought he was
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