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Chapter One: Rendered Helpless
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It has been more than one month since Elizabeth and I found ourselves at the mercy of the new French government in Paris. The war with Napoleon is over and King Louis XVIII has been installed as the leader of France. Though the people of this country are war-weary and probably greatly disturbed by what has happened over the last few years, they have no idea the true inconveniences my wife and I have been forced to endure while in France.

“I tire of this place,” Elizabeth complains as she sits quietly in a chair near the fireplace. “They have refused us an audience with the king and now tell us it is at his pleasure that we remain here.”

“Aye, my love,” I reply somberly. “However, we must be greatly thankful we have not found ourselves deep within the bowels of some filthy prison. They could have just as easily stowed us in such a place and forgotten about us completely.”

“We have been forgotten, husband!” my wife retorts. “With whom have we spoken since arriving besides the guards and servants? Not one emissary from the king of France has come to see us.”

I have made multiple entreaties with the commander of the small guard attachment at this estate house to send a message to someone with governmental authority. Alas, he has refused repeatedly and has even warned that if I persist I might find myself confined to a single room instead of being allowed the use of the estate.

“At least we have been allowed accommodation in this beautiful place, my dear. For the time, we have all the comforts of home, including hot baths and plenty to eat. They have been generous with this estate.”

“Generous with their refusals to set us free, William.” Elizabeth’s eyes fill with tears. “They have allowed the men to go, why not do the same for us? We have no quarrel with the French.”

Sighing, I recall the forty-two men for whom the Prince Regent of Great Britain requested me to obtain release from the French government. Through a sticky arrangement with six French aristocrats I thought were direct representatives of King Louis, I expected that to have been done. Instead, I have discovered they were not fully within their rights as the king’s representatives. There has been some doubt on my part as to whether they were truly working on behalf of the king at all.

“The men have gone back to England, according to the commander of the house guard, yes. However, the six with whom we were intimate still languish in a prison somewhere in Paris. They will be going on trial, and it appears you and I will serve as witnesses to their supposed crimes.”

My wife shakes her head. “What crimes? Did they not have King Louis’ authority? Did the king not then accept the deal made and release the men?”

“The king and the government, Eliza. I believe there might be some argument between them that has festered already after his installation to the throne. Perhaps he would like to release us, but their parliament is not so keen on the idea. We must be prepared for what might come.”

Elizabeth gets up from her chair and walks to a window nearby. She very quietly stares out into the expansive lawn toward the tall wrought iron fence that surrounds us. We have spoken twice about the possibility of escape and whether we might have any chance of climbing the ten-feet-tall border without being seen. Thankfully, better senses have prevailed and we have seen the errors in such a plan. There is no possible way to leave this property with the exception of a government decree or the king’s pardon. Neither of which appear to be near the offering.

“What shall we do if they do not let us go, husband?” she quietly asks. “What shall we be forced to endure if the government here sees us as enemies instead of emissaries from the Prince Regent?”

“The Prince Regent will surely send word to France that he expects our safe return, Eliza.”

She turns, her eyes full of fire. “Fuck the Prince Regent! He has gotten what he wanted and now he will leave us to rot.” Elizabeth comes to me and I put my arms around her. “We must leave here, William. I cannot stand to be sequestered so. Our life in London is slowly disappearing.”

“Please do not despair, my love,” I say to her as I embrace her tightly. “It will take some time to convince them to release us. Antoine and Livette, as well as their friends, will be tried soon. Once that has transpired and we have said what we need to say, they will release us.” 

I say this with greater hope than I currently possess within me. There is no guarantee they want to use us for testimony against the six co-conspirators who dallied with us to win the release of the forty-two British prisoners. My thoughts, based on the brief conversation I had with a government prosecutor three weeks ago, is that we are simply tools for their use in the trial. Elizabeth and I will gladly provide them the information they seek so as to aid in our own release back to England. Unfortunately, there has been no such guarantee offered by the French government.

“You should go speak with the commander again, William. Plead with him to send word to someone that we need to speak with an official.”

“If I do such a thing, it could mean my confinement to a single room, Eliza. I have told you as much after the last time I spoke with him. The commander is not a pleasant man.”

She looks into my eyes, her blue orbs shimmering with a pleading glaze of tears. “William, I need to go home. If you would but speak once more to him, I know he will listen.”

Sighing loudly, I ponder such a request and what it could mean. Either I hold my wife dearest to me, even above life and death, I must act in any way I can to provide comfort to her. However, doing so could mean finding myself closed into a small room here in the house with no privileges to walk the grounds with my true love. Though my heart beats hard as I become quite anxious of the prospect, I must see to my wife’s desires.

“I’ll go,” I say as I release her. “Please keep me in your prayers, dear wife. There is no way to know which way this will turn.” Turning, I walk out through the door as one of the guards follows me. Elizabeth and I are not allowed to go anywhere without an escort, as per the commander’s request. This alone tells me of the seriousness of the French’s interest in the two of us.

I make my way to the house’s library where the commander has set up his office. He is just inside with two other soldiers, writing something onto a piece of parchment. Standing at the door, I wait for him to notice my arrival so that he might either give me permission to enter or tell me to simply piss off.

After a minute or two, Commander Jacques Bequette looks up at me and smiles. “Entrez, Monsieur Reddell.” 

Walking inside, I feel goosebumps forming along the back of my neck. It is my hope he does not notice my nervousness, but I consider the man shrewd in his ability to read a man from a distance. 

“Good morning, Commander,” I say as I stop just in front of his desk. “I hope this day finds you well.”

He smiles widely, his portly face stretching into curved lines along his cheeks. “Well enough, monsieur. To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

The commander, though rotund, is an imposing figure. At more than six feet in height while standing, he is large and burly. There are rumours concerning his time in Napoleon’s army and how he killed men with his bare hands. Though I question many of these stories, I have no doubt of the sheer power within the man. He cowers to no one.

“Commander, if you will please, consider my previous request to have a message sent to someone in the king’s court. Perhaps even the government itself.”

Commander Bequette chuckles and then stands to his feet as he steadies his blue-eyed gaze upon me. In a thick French accent, he replies, “You are either a very brave fool or a very stupid fool. Either way, you are a fool, Monsieur Reddell.”

“You should consider your words, sir,” I say with as much vigour as I am able to muster. “I am an emissary of the Prince Regent in Great Britain.”

The commander laughs as he walks from around his desk and then
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