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  Arrival in the City of Lights


The crossing from Dover had been rough, the Channel churned gray and unforgiving under an October sky. Abigail Walder stood at the rail for much of it, her knuckles white against the salt-stained wood, breathing in the sharp tang of the sea to calm her fluttering stomach. She was no stranger to travel, but this was different. This was France. Enemy soil, some in London still whispered, even if the Treaty of Amiens had briefly pretended otherwise. Now, in 1805, the air itself felt charged, as though the world held its breath before some great plunge. 
By the time the packet ship docked at Calais and the carriage began its long journey south to Paris, Abigail had composed herself into the picture of English restraint. Her chestnut hair was pinned in a simple chignon beneath a modest bonnet. Her traveling gown of deep green wool hugged her slender frame without ostentation. At five and twenty, she knew her place. A governess turned companion, she carried letters of recommendation and a quiet determination to prove herself useful to Madame Laurent and her young daughter.
The roads grew smoother as they approached the city. Abigail watched the French countryside roll past the carriage window, vineyards turning gold in the autumn light, villages clustered around ancient churches. Her hazel eyes missed nothing. Every new sight fed the secret romantic hidden beneath her dutiful exterior. She had read Voltaire in secret, devoured accounts of Parisian salons, and now here she was, sent across the water because Madame Laurent sought an Englishwoman of impeccable breeding to polish her daughter’s manners before the girl’s debut.
Paris announced itself long before the carriage wheels clattered onto its cobblestones. The air thickened with the scent of woodsmoke, baking bread, and something floral she could not name. Then the city unfolded around her, a riot of color and noise. Grand buildings rose on either side, their stone facades elegant even where revolution had left its scars. Women in high-waisted gowns hurried along the pavements, their laughter bright. Men in military coats strode with purpose. Everywhere, the tricolor flew.
The Laurent residence occupied a handsome townhouse on the Rue de Rivoli, its windows glowing with early evening light as the carriage drew up. A footman helped Abigail down. She smoothed her skirts, lifted her chin, and reminded herself that she was not some wide-eyed girl. She was Miss Abigail Walder, and she had a duty to perform.
Madame Laurent received her in a salon decorated with silk wall coverings the color of ripe peaches. The noblewoman was in her forties, silver threading through her dark hair, her sharp features softened by an expertly cut gown of burgundy velvet. She regarded Abigail with cool appraisal.
“Miss Walder. You made good time. The roads can be dreadful this season.” Madame Laurent’s English carried the elegant lilt of her French accent. She extended a gloved hand.
Abigail curtsied with perfect form. “The journey was tolerable, Madame. Thank you for your kind welcome. I look forward to making myself useful to you and Mademoiselle Camille.”
A girl of sixteen appeared from behind a lacquered screen, all dark curls and bright, curious eyes. Camille Laurent studied Abigail with open interest. “You are truly English? You do not look so severe as I imagined. Will you teach me to speak like the ladies in London?”
Abigail allowed herself a small smile. “If that is your mother’s wish, Mademoiselle. Though I suspect your French grace will teach me far more in return.”
Madame Laurent’s expression warmed a fraction. “You will do nicely. We have little time to prepare. Tonight we attend a reception at the Tuileries. The Emperor himself is expected. You will accompany us. It will be an excellent introduction to Parisian society.”
Abigail’s pulse quickened. The Emperor. Napoleon Bonaparte. Even in England his name stirred equal parts fear and fascination. She had seen prints of his face, the intense eyes, the military bearing. Now she might stand in the same room with him. The thought sent an unwelcome shiver through her.
She spent the next two hours in a whirlwind of preparation. A maid helped her unpack her trunk in a modest but comfortable chamber overlooking the garden. Another laid out her best gown, a high-waisted column of ivory silk that flattered her fair skin and slender curves without drawing undue attention. Abigail pinned her hair more carefully than usual, allowing a few soft tendrils to frame her face. She told herself it was only proper to look presentable. The secret flutter in her chest, she ignored.
When she descended the stairs, Madame Laurent gave her an approving nod. “You have the quiet elegance of your nation, Miss Walder. Good. The French appreciate beauty that does not shout. Come. The carriage waits.”
The streets blazed with torchlight as they approached the Tuileries Palace. Abigail had never seen such opulence. Carriages lined the courtyard like jeweled beetles. Officers in brilliant uniforms escorted women dripping with diamonds. Music spilled from the open doors, a waltz played with Parisian flair, faster and more daring than anything heard in London drawing rooms.
Inside, the air was heavy with perfume, candle wax, and the low hum of a hundred sophisticated conversations. Crystal chandeliers cast warm light over silk gowns in every shade, gold leaf on the walls, and frescoes that spoke of older kings. Abigail stayed close to Madame Laurent and Camille, observing everything. The French laughed more openly than the English. They touched one another’s arms without hesitation. The women’s necks were bare, their bodices cut to display the elegant line of collarbone and breast. She felt suddenly provincial in her modest neckline.
“Do not look so startled, Miss Walder,” Madame Laurent murmured as they moved through the crowd. “Paris is not London. Here, wit and beauty are currencies. Spend them wisely.”
Camille clutched Abigail’s sleeve. “Look, there is Marshal Ney. And over there, the new Italian countess everyone is talking about. Mother says her diamonds are paste, but I think they are real.”
Abigail listened, nodded, and stored every detail away. Her sharp mind catalogued names, faces, alliances. She had always been observant. It had served her well in quiet English households. Here, it felt like both shield and necessity.
They had been at the reception nearly an hour when the room seemed to shift. A hush rippled outward from the grand double doors. Heads turned. Postures straightened. Abigail felt it before she saw him, a change in the very atmosphere, as though the air itself recognized greater gravity.
He entered without fanfare, yet every eye found him. Napoleon Bonaparte was smaller than she had imagined, perhaps five feet seven in his polished boots. His dark hair fell in disciplined waves across his forehead. The famous gray eyes, piercing even at a distance, swept the room with military precision. His uniform was simple compared to those of his marshals, dark green with modest gold embroidery, yet he wore it like a second skin. Power clung to him. It radiated from the compact, intense frame, from the way he moved as though the world had already been arranged for his convenience.
Abigail’s breath caught. She told herself it was only the historical weight of the moment. Yet her gaze lingered on the clean line of his jaw, the way his hands, strong and square, rested confidently at his sides. When those eyes turned in her direction, she felt the impact like a physical touch.
He was speaking with Talleyrand and a cluster of diplomats, but his attention drifted. Again and again it returned to her. Abigail looked away, cheeks warming. She was nobody here. An English companion in a sea of French nobility. Yet she felt his stare like sunlight on her skin.
Madame Laurent noticed. “The Emperor has seen you,” she whispered, a note of surprise in her voice. “Stand straight, Miss Walder. If he approaches, speak sensibly. He values intelligence even in women.”
Abigail’s heart hammered against her ribs. She kept her hands folded calmly before her, the picture of English composure, while inside her thoughts scattered like startled birds. This was dangerous. This was foolish. And yet when a path opened through the crowd and Napoleon walked directly toward their small group, she could not look away.
He stopped before them. Up close he was even more striking. The gray eyes held flecks of blue, she noticed. They studied her with frank, unnerving interest.
“Madame Laurent,” he said, his voice carrying the accent of Corsica tempered by years of command. “You bring new faces to my court. Introduce me.”
Madame Laurent curtsied deeply. “Your Majesty, may I present my daughter, Mademoiselle Camille Laurent, and her English companion, Miss Abigail Walder.”
Abigail sank into a curtsy, aware of how the silk of her gown whispered against her legs. When she rose, she found him still watching her.
“An English rose in Paris,” Napoleon murmured. His gaze traced the modest line of her neck, the careful arrangement of her chestnut hair, then returned to her face. “The journey from London was not too perilous, I hope, Miss Walder?”
His English was excellent, lightly accented, each word shaped with precision. The sound of it curled through her like warm wine.
“Not perilous at all, Your Majesty,” she replied, keeping her tone polite and measured. “Merely long. Though I confess the sight of Paris at twilight repaid every mile.”
One dark eyebrow rose. A faint smile touched his lips. “You speak with honesty. Rare in these rooms. Most ladies would flatter me by saying they thought only of seeing the Emperor.”
Abigail met his eyes steadily, though her pulse thundered in her ears. “I was taught that flattery is a poor substitute for truth, sire. Paris is beautiful. That is truth. The honor of standing before you is… considerable.”
For a moment the noise of the reception seemed to fade. His gaze sharpened, as though he had discovered an unexpected puzzle. He stepped a fraction closer. Abigail caught the faint scent of soap and warm wool from his uniform, the clean masculine note beneath it.
“Considerable,” he repeated softly. “An interesting choice of word. You choose your language with care, Miss Walder. Tell me, what does an English governess make of our French manners? Do we seem very wicked to you?”
The question carried layers. She felt the weight of them. Around them, courtiers pretended not to listen while hanging on every word. Madame Laurent stood frozen in polite tension. Camille’s eyes were wide as saucers.
Abigail chose her reply with the precision he had noted. “I see a society that values beauty, intellect, and boldness, Your Majesty. Qualities any civilized person must admire. Wickedness is too simple a word for what I have observed in my few hours here.”
His smile deepened, revealing a flash of genuine amusement. It transformed his intense features, made him look suddenly younger. “You parry well. I think Paris will not bore you, Miss Walder. Nor will you bore Paris, I suspect.”
He lingered a moment longer than protocol required. His eyes held hers, and in that brief span Abigail felt something pass between them, a spark of recognition, of challenge. Her skin prickled. Her breath grew shallow. Then he gave a short nod to Madame Laurent, a polite word to Camille, and moved on, the crowd parting before him like water before the prow of a ship.
Abigail remained exactly where she was, cheeks flushed, heart racing. The music seemed louder now. The candlelight brighter. She pressed one hand lightly to her stomach as though she could calm the wild fluttering there.
Madame Laurent exhaled. “You handled yourself admirably, Miss Walder. The Emperor does not often engage new faces so directly. You must have intrigued him.” Her tone held both approval and a faint note of warning.
Camille bounced on her toes. “He looked at you as though you were a painting he wished to study closely. Did you see his eyes? Like storm clouds.”
Abigail managed a calm smile, though her thoughts were anything but calm. “His Majesty is a remarkable man. It was an honor to speak with him.” Inside, her mind replayed every word, every glance. The way he had studied her face. The low timbre of his voice shaping her name. The sense that he had seen past her modest gown and careful posture to the woman beneath who hungered for more than quiet duty.
She told herself it was nothing. A fleeting moment. The Emperor of the French had an empire to manage and wars to plan. She was a minor noble’s hired companion. Their paths would not cross again.
Yet as the reception continued around her, as she danced one careful quadrille with a French officer and listened to Madame Laurent’s gossip about court intrigues, Abigail could not shake the feeling that something fundamental had shifted. The City of Lights had welcomed her with music and splendor and the piercing gaze of a man who ruled half of Europe.
Later, when the carriage returned them through the darkened streets, she leaned her head against the cool glass and watched the gas lamps flicker past. Her gloved fingers traced the line of her own collarbone where his eyes had lingered. The secret romantic inside her, so long repressed beneath English good sense, stirred and stretched like a cat waking from long slumber.
Paris, she thought
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