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It was not, Eleanor reflected, as though they were unpractised at this type of assignment. The League of the Scarlet Pimpernel might indeed be the most skilled group of men (and a couple of women) in England, or even Europe, when it came to snatching the unfairly persecuted and unjustly accused out of the jaws of law enforcement. It was their favourite sport, their preferred pastime, the game for which they’d ignore all other duties.

But this time it wasn’t a game. They were at home, in England, and they were rescuing one of their own, from an enemy whom none of them had known about a month ago.

Eleanor couldn’t see the sky above through the roof of the carriage, but she could feel the pressure of heavy clouds weighing down upon her in the heat of the July night – as heavy as a dozen wet sheets on laundry day, as oppressive as the eyes of a mob. She was grateful she had nothing more to do at the moment than huddle in the back of the carriage and let the men concentrate on driving and maintaining their disguises.

Sir Percy wasn’t with them. While he was the person they could most have used – and who most wanted to be on this mission, to rescue his wife Marguerite – he was also the person who most required an alibi. Any suspicions of his collusion would almost certainly result in his arrest. At this moment, he was across town at a fashionable affair, losing money at piquet and becoming visibly intoxicated. (That, as he put it, was one way of making absolutely certain people remembered your presence.) He had planned the rescue in meticulous detail, however, and Eleanor was comforted by the knowledge he’d organized the whole affair.

She just hoped she’d be able to carry out her part of it successfully.

Charles – Lord Charles Bathurst – shared the back of the carriage with her, his shoulder comfortingly pressed against hers. His eye-glasses had been tucked in an inner pocket and he was squinting in the semi-darkness. On the outside of the coach, Tony – Sir Anthony Dewsbury – was guiding the horses, with Andrew – Sir Andrew Ffoulkes – next to him. Both of them were in the heavy coats and not-quite-gentlemanly clothing commonly seen on Bow Street Runners. Charles wore the same, but they didn’t fit him as well, hanging loosely on his thinner frame.

Others of the League – Jeremiah, George, and a few young men whom Eleanor had never been introduced to – were currently roistering across London in its more select gaming hells and clubs, behaving like (or at least causing the damage of) twice their number of titled spawn of the wealthy. This would provide an alibi for Charles and the others tomorrow morning, should they need it. They could simply claim to have been part of that crew, drinking too much, throwing money to waiters and flirting with women who were no better than they should be.

‘Almost there,’ Andrew called from above, his tone deliberately gruff. ‘Just a couple of streets away.’

Eleanor nervously reached up to touch some of the warts sculpted on her face, checking to ensure they hadn’t fallen off. She’d powdered and painted her face as a disguise before, but had never worn quite this quantity of the stuff. If it were to rain, she’d look as though she were melting alive. Her clothing was also vastly inappropriate for her young frame, being that of an elderly woman in her sixties rather than her natural twenties, and as for the contraption in her mouth . . .

Well, she had said she wanted to be useful.

The plan was straightforward enough. Arrive at the Blakeney townhouse in London halfway through the night, while Sir Percy was out at a party and many of the servants would already have gone to their beds, and claim to be Bow Street Runners sent to take Lady Marguerite into custody. Leave with milady before anyone could object too strongly, while at the same time behaving in a suspicious enough manner that it would be remembered later. Smuggle milady to a safe location, well away from the conspiracy which threatened her and the League, leaving behind a false trail.

Of course, one of the weaknesses in the plan was that Andrew, Tony and Charles were all frequent visitors to the house under their normal identities, and Eleanor herself had spent months working there as a maid. Hopefully nobody would look closely enough to see beyond their disguises . . .

The carriage jolted to a stop, and Andrew jumped down as Tony soothed the horses. Charles gave Eleanor’s hand one last squeeze for luck, then left the carriage to join Andrew. They stomped their way up to the front door of the house together, bulky and menacing in the dim light from the street lamp. Andrew thumped on the knocker with a vigour born of sweat from the oppressive heat.

The footman who answered the door was visibly taken aback by the identity of his callers. No doubt he’d been expecting Sir Percy. ‘How may I assist you gentlemen?’ he enquired, in a tone which laid significant doubt on the final word.

‘We’re here for Lady Blakeney,’ Andrew growled, his hat down low over his brows. He seized an official-looking document from Charles and thrust it at the footman. ‘Orders are that she’s to come to Bow Street without delay. It’s an emergency.’

‘But it’s the middle of the night!’ the footman objected.

‘You think we’d be here at this time if it wasn’t urgent?’ Andrew said. ‘Now get this straight, lad. I’m Rupert Dallen of the Runners. The Bow Street Runners, before you get smart with me and ask me which ones. My friend here is John Card. And this bit of paper here, what you are currently looking at . . .’ He jabbed a finger at the warrant. ‘That’s signed by Mr Ford himself, the magistrate. It says he wants to see Lady Blakeney right now, no ifs and no buts. So you’d better tell Lady Blakeney to come right on down straight away, without bothering to pack up her frills and whatnots, and hop in the carriage, see? It’s not as if she hasn’t been coming in for questions several times this week already.’

‘I have to ask for orders. I’ll only be a moment,’ the footman said, sliding backwards with the deftness of practice. He nearly managed to close the door on Andrew and Charles, but Andrew got his boot in the way before he could fully shut it.

Eleanor resisted the urge to chew on her fingernails as she sat in the carriage and counted the seconds. Of course the footman wouldn’t go straight to milady; he’d do what any sensible servant would, and go to the butler for orders . . .

‘What is the meaning of this?’ Mr Sturn arrived at the front door, silhouetted by the hallway light beyond. Eleanor felt a sudden pang of nostalgia twist her heart at his familiar heavy outline, his strict voice demanding to know what was going on. For the first time she truly accepted that she couldn’t ever go back to being a maid in the Blakeney household again. Not now she’d been revealed to be a mage. Not now the vampires were hunting her and the League after what they did in Paris.

She would have complained It isn’t fair! to the inside of her own head, just to hear the voice of the ancient mage who’d been haunting her – Anima would undoubtedly have scolded her for assuming such a thing as fairness existed. But . . . she was gone, too. Anima had passed on to her final reward, whatever that might be, and Eleanor was left bereft of her advice and complaints. To be honest, they’d more frequently been complaints but, like Mr Sturn’s scoldings, Eleanor missed them now.

‘What is going on here?’ Quite against the usual canons of propriety, which dictated she should really be leaving her butler to deal with all this, Lady Marguerite had arrived at the door too. She was still dressed for dinner, though in a dark purple silk which Eleanor knew was among her least favourite gowns, and the light turned her bare neck and shoulders to creamy marble. ‘What’s Bow Street doing here at this hour? I’m not some sort of servant, to come running whenever you ring a bell!’ Her theatre-trained voice rose beautifully, carrying down the street. If the nearby houses hadn’t been paying morbid attention earlier, they would be now. ‘I demand to see your authorization.’

‘Here.’ Andrew shoved the warrant into Mr Sturn’s hands, ignoring Lady Marguerite. ‘That’s what gives us here the right to take Lady Blakeney off for a little trip to Bow Street, and she should think herself lucky it’s not Newgate.’ He was deliberately forcing a rougher accent than his usual languid tones: if Mr Sturn recognized him as one of Sir Percy’s frequent visitors, well . . . Mr Sturn might play along. Or he might not.

‘At least let me call my maid!’ Lady Marguerite said. A brief gust of wind stirred the heavy air and toyed with her hair and the silk of her dress. ‘I can hardly go alone—’

‘There’s a woman in the carriage to travel with you,’ Charles grunted. ‘One of the wardresses from Newgate.’

Eleanor took her cue. She swung the carriage door open and leaned out to wave a gloved hand. She smiled, drawing her lips back enough to reveal the carved bone fangs which were currently making her mouth a misery. It would be very useful if the witnesses could remember having seen a vampire in the carriage.

‘That slattern’s no fit company for her ladyship!’ Mr Sturn protested.

‘Enough of this!’ Andrew caught Lady Blakeney’s wrist with one hand, dragging her out onto the steps. He shoved her towards Charles, then forced his remaining papers into Mr Sturn’s grip. ‘Show this to his lordship when he returns. He’ll know what to do with them.’

‘I’ll be damned if I let you drag her ladyship away like this.’ Mr Sturn raised his fists, setting his jaw in lines of firm determination which showed even through his elderly jowls. ‘John, Ben, Adam! Out here now! We’re not allowing this sort of behaviour!’

Lady Marguerite gave a shriek, more for appearances than any attempt to seriously rouse the neighbourhood, as Charles manhandled her down the steps and into the carriage. Behind them, Andrew delivered a scientific punch to Mr Sturn’s chin, dropping him like a sack of flour. He turned to face the attendant footman, who’d been standing back and gawping at the show, and grabbed him by his neckcloth, tossing him back through the open door. Brushing dust from his hands, he strode to the carriage, swinging himself up next to the waiting Tony.

He wasn’t a moment too soon. The Blakeney servants came boiling out of the house like wasps as the carriage rattled into motion, waving fists and shrieking fit to raise the dead. One enterprising young man – Eleanor recognized him as Timothy, from months of facing him at the kitchen breakfast table – tried to leap onto the running-board of the carriage. Fortunately he missed his step and went down with a crash and a groan.

‘Dear me,’ Lady Marguerite said as the carriage hastened down the street. At this hour it was quiet and empty in this fashionable part of London, conveniently for their escapade. ‘I must raise everyone’s wages. They’re extremely loyal.’

‘Time enough for that when we’re safe, milady,’ Charles said. ‘Eleanor, can you . . .’

Eleanor nodded. With great relief she spat out the pieces of carved bone that had given the impression of fangs. ‘Please forgive me, milady,’ she said. ‘This won’t take a moment.’

‘What do you mean . . .’ Lady Marguerite began.

Eleanor concentrated, feeling the oncoming storm above them like the leashed weight of a superior’s disapproval and the thick air like weariness. Behind it all was a flame – the movement of life, the spark which burned in the sun, which whipped the winds until they galloped across the land, and which moved each drop of blood through her veins.

This was so much easier when Anima was here.

But Anima was gone, and she’d left the weight of her responsibility on Eleanor’s shoulders. Which meant the first and most important thing for her to do right now was to ensure that the vampires hadn’t managed to control Lady Marguerite, in the same way that they’d controlled her brother Armand in France, and half the Committee of Public Safety. ‘Look at this, milady,’ Eleanor said, as a pale flame blossomed around her hand.

It lacked strength. It lacked definition. It flickered like a candle flame in a draught, as though it was about to vanish at any moment – it was simply not good enough. Eleanor forced herself to ignore the jolting of the carriage, the pressure of milady against her on one side and Charles on the other, and tried to pull herself into that part of her mind where magic was not only possible, but was more real than anything else around her. This wasn’t just magic, she reminded herself. It was life – the flame of her own life, which she chose to burn. It was something the vampires did not have, and they could not endure its presence.

Lady Marguerite gasped in awe and delight as the sudden flare of white light lit the dark carriage interior as brightly as day. She reached out towards it, then snatched her fingers back again from the heat. ‘Eleanor, what is this? What are you doing?’

‘You don’t feel . . . strange? At all?’ A headache was blossoming behind Eleanor’s temples, throbbing in time with the beat of the horses’ hooves, but her great sense of relief lifted her spirits almost past the point of feeling it. This was why the League – even Sir Percy – had agreed they couldn’t share any details of their plan with Lady Marguerite, not until they were safely away with her. If she had been controlled by the vampires, as Eleanor had just proven she wasn’t, then she’d have betrayed the League to them without a second thought, confident that the vampires knew best.

‘No. But how are you doing that?’ Lady Marguerite wriggled around in the carriage to try to peer at the other side of Eleanor’s hand. ‘Is there a tube of some sort up your sleeve? Or have you coated your glove in some flammable substance?’

‘I think she’s safe,’ Charles said, breathing a sigh of the same relief which had flooded through Eleanor. ‘Armand reacted almost immediately.’

‘So did the affected members of the Committee.’ Eleanor remembered how Marguerite’s brother had instantly started convulsing at her light, a thin strand of dark liquid dribbling from his mouth as the vampires’ influence was expelled from him. She let the flame vanish, leaving them in darkness again. The headache almost went with it, except for a few remaining twinges. It was getting easier, and she wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or afraid of that. ‘Please forgive us, milady, it’s just that—’

Outside, on top of the carriage, Andrew swore, and the horses neighed on a note that was nearly a scream. A crack sounded as someone fired a shot.

‘What’s going on?’ Lady Marguerite demanded.

‘Tony, let me take the horses, we need to spring them!’ There was a rattle of men changing places on the driver’s box above, and then the horses jolted into faster motion. The carriage swayed from side to side as it speeded up.

Eleanor, Charles and Lady Marguerite squeezed side by side to peer out of the small rear window. Another carriage was close in pursuit, near enough now that the sound of their horses and wheels mingled with the League’s own. One lightweight man was perched next to the driver, but others were leaning out of the windows on both sides.

‘Halt or we’ll shoot again!’ the ratlike man on the driver’s box commanded. He waved his pistol, still smoking from his earlier shot, as though it was the baton for some invisible orchestra. ‘We’re Bow Street! Bow Street, dammit!’

Lady Marguerite took a deep breath, almost visibly settling herself. ‘I have two reasons to thank you, it seems,’ she said, somehow maintaining her serenity even as she clung to a strap to counter the jolting of the carriage. ‘If you hadn’t turned up to take me away tonight, I’ll wager those fellows would have done so.’

‘Indeed,’ Charles said gallantly, ‘it seems we weren’t the only people wanting to spirit you away by dead of night. Now Sir Percy’s back in the country, they surely realized they wouldn’t have much time to secure your imprisonment before he intervened. It’s only a pity we were forced into these drastic actions. The Chief’s influential contacts proved not to be as . . . influential as usual.’

‘Percy said very little when we spoke – I thought he suspected eavesdroppers, but it seems there’s more to it than that. You have somewhere arranged to hide me?’ The carriage took a sweeping turn to the right and they were flung together, catching hold of each other as the timbers of the vehicle creaked and groaned. Eleanor was astonished the two of them could talk so calmly while the carriage was going at this horrendously dangerous, bone-rattling speed.

‘We have, but . . .’ Charles didn’t need to finish the sentence. If the Runners stayed close on their tail, they wouldn’t be able to stop to leave milady there. And the longer they were chased through London, the more likely it would become that they’d be held up by some accident of traffic, or others might join the chase.

‘Where are our horses from?’ Lady Marguerite asked. A natural question from someone who was married to Sir Percy, who maintained a large stable and could handle any horse in it.

‘Hired,’ Charles confessed. ‘We couldn’t risk using any from our own stables – why, Andrew’s bays would be recognized across town . . .’

‘I could . . .’ Lady Marguerite shook her head. ‘No, it wouldn’t work – I’m not fool enough to jump out at this speed, and in any case it’d leave you all in the lurch. Eleanor, why are you frowning like that?’

‘I’m trying to concentrate, milady.’ Eleanor had done this once before, with Anima guiding her. She should be able to manage it again. She surely must be able to. The sky was yearning to burst and flood the streets below; she would act as a mere go-between. ‘Charles, tell me, would it better or worsen matters if the rain came down hard?’

‘Can you do that?’ Charles demanded in shock.

Eleanor was going to say, I think I can, but she seemed to feel Sir Percy’s shadow behind her, and hear his voice. Uncertainty’s all fine and well in its place, but it’s deuced unhelpful when a fellow’s trying to make plans. So she just said, ‘Yes, but it may take a few minutes.’

Charles didn’t question her further. Instead he rapped on the roof. ‘Andrew! Eleanor says she can bring on the rain, but it’ll take her a few minutes. Can you stay ahead of these fellows for that long?’

‘Tell her the fewer minutes the better!’ Andrew called down. ‘And warn us first!’

Now she’d committed herself. Eleanor tried to ignore the look of curiosity and disbelief from Lady Marguerite, and instead focused on the fact that Charles – and Andrew, and Tony – all trusted her. Anima had called her apprentice. The old mage had admitted – eventually – that Eleanor possessed the ability to be a mage like her. The previous Queen of France, Marie Antoinette, had allowed Eleanor to sit in her presence, and addressed her as someone worthy of her attention. If they all thought Eleanor could do it, who was she to disagree?

She closed her eyes. The clouds were tangled masses of uncarded wool, prickling with the thorns of incipient lightning, tied together by a hundred separate cords of wind that alternately drew tight and then relaxed again. It was like a piece of sewing which had a loose loop of thread, where she had to follow it through dozens of other stitches until she could finally pull it closed, then tweak it into the order it wanted to be in, and . . .

A pulse of pain ripped through her head as though the lightning itself had lit it up. She pressed her hands against her temples, trying somehow to force the pain away, will it down, but it still throbbed blindingly harsh inside her skull. Yet at the same time the wind picked up, rushing down the street together with their carriage. She could smell the change in the air.

So could Charles. ‘She’s done it!’ he called up to Andrew and Tony, his arm tight around her as he steadied her against the jerking of the carriage.

Lightning unseamed the sky. Thunder came a moment later, less than a second behind the blinding whiteness which threw the street and carriages into sharp relief, their shadows racing behind them. Andrew didn’t respond in words but directed the carriage to turn sharply to the right, the horses obedient to his guiding hands on the reins and slowing their pace.

Rain began to rattle down, the first few drops crisp outbursts of noise as they slapped the pavement, the next ones more of a thudding beat as they hit already wet cobbles and newly formed puddles. Eleanor could feel the tension released from the heavens, the sheer relief of pressure unwinding and water falling, and it was a small balm against the pain in her head. It hadn’t been that bad when Anima called a storm before. How much practice would it take before she could do such a thing as easily herself?

Of course, that depended on her surviving long enough to practise . . .

The carriage turned left, then right again. From the flashes of lightning which painted the sky, Eleanor could see the buildings around them were closer together now, leaning towards each other across the narrower streets. Andrew had driven them into an older part of London, away from the wide avenues and streets where he could let the horses out to their full speed, and into more contorted quarters. This meant he had to drive more slowly, and even at their reduced speed it was taking all his skill to guide the horses safely, to prevent a crash. However, the Runners in their carriage were just as handicapped by their surroundings, and by the oncoming rain. Nor did they know where Andrew was going: they could only follow him.

‘You’re bleeding from the nose,’ Charles said, his arm tightening around her. ‘Here.’ He pressed a handkerchief into her hands.

Eleanor muttered garbled thanks and held the fresh cotton against her nose, unfortunately smearing it with face paint as well as blood. She caught a closer look at it in another flash of lightning. ‘Charles, you didn’t bring along one of your own monogrammed handkerchiefs on this mission, when we’re meant to be in disguise?’

She felt his shrug. ‘M’dear, if we’re caught then we’re already lost, and if we’re not caught then I don’t expect them to be checking my clothing for any embroidered initials. Faith, the worst I could have done would be to flutter it out of the window as we departed in token of farewell . . . Besides, I wasn’t at the house to exhibit my personal linen, merely to hold the forged documents while Andrew played Bow Street Runner and terrified the groundlings.’

Lady Marguerite was looking at the two of them with an expression Eleanor could only describe as satisfied. Yet there was a certain wistfulness to her glance as well, as though she were imagining her husband next to her. ‘And an excellent job you both did,’ she praised them. ‘Percy himself could scarcely have done better.’

Eleanor doubted that. Sir Percy would probably have intimidated his own butler by sheer force of will, without even the slightest risk of being recognized, and then escaped before the Runners caught sight of his carriage. But then, he was the Scarlet Pimpernel.

‘Be ready!’ Tony called over the rain. ‘We’re going to slow down enough for you to jump out in a moment, directly after we turn left. Then run for the house on your right. The door will be open.’

‘Understood!’ Charles called back. Without turning a hair, Lady Marguerite gathered the luxurious folds of her skirts in her hands, ready to move at a second’s notice.

The carriage spun sharply to the left, wheels skidding and screeching on the paving, and the horses neighed in protest. Another flash of lightning lit the street outside: narrow buildings stooped over the road like leering crones, and even the hammering rain couldn’t wash away the stink of crowded gutters and piled garbage.

Charles kicked the carriage door open and jumped. He nearly fell, barely managing to land on his feet in a staggering, ungainly run. Lady Marguerite was a moment behind him, jumping out as daintily as if she were about to step into a ballet performance, but her slippered feet skidded on the wet filthy cobbles. Charles caught her before she lost her balance.

Eleanor was the last one out, throwing herself through the doorway in a blur of panic and terror. The rain and wind washed around her as she stumbled, arms waving frantically as she tried to catch herself. It almost worked. Instead of going face-first onto the wet cobbles, she fell to her hands and knees. For a moment she simply knelt there, breath coming in great heaving gasps as she felt the cold stone steady and unmoving beneath her, aware only of the important fact that she hadn’t died.

Their carriage speeded up again, rattling away down the street, the loose open door banging against the side. Then the other carriage, the one full of Runners, turned the corner.

There was no time for finding the right house to hide in. Charles pulled Lady Marguerite against the wall and stood in front of her, his back to the street, an anonymous coated and booted figure in the rain. Eleanor took the obvious solution and simply curled up in a heap to the side, on the pavement, pulling her shawl over her face, a ragtag bundle that might have been a woman – living or dead – or simply a pile of garbage.

Another shot rang out from the Runners’ carriage as they drove past. Eleanor wasn’t a trained horseman like most of the League, but even she could tell their horses weren’t holding up as well as the League’s ones. If Andrew and Tony could just outlast them long enough to give themselves time to leave their carriage behind and slip away . . .

‘Eleanor!’ Once the Runners had disappeared, Charles abandoned Lady Marguerite and came rushing over to her side, offering a hand to help her up. ‘Are you safe? You’re not hurt, surely?’

‘Nothing worse than bruises,’ Eleanor said, grateful for the assistance. Yes, her face paint and powder were running down her face in the rain, but if she had to look like an idiot, at least she wasn’t going to be a fainting maiden. ‘Are you—’

‘Of course,’ he said, taking her other hand in his. She let the handkerchief fall, unimportant now, as she gazed into his rain-streaked face. She’d known him less than a year, but every time they put themselves at risk, the thought of him coming to harm worried her far more than any danger to herself.

It was easy to say, He wouldn’t be the man I love if he wasn’t willing to face those dangers. It was much, much harder to live with it.

‘Over here,’ Lady Marguerite said, laughter a golden thread running through her voice. She’d found the correct door, tried it and pushed it open. ‘You two have a great deal to tell me, but we’d all better come in out of the rain first.’
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‘Well,’ Lady Marguerite said, putting down her mug of tea and sitting back in her rickety chair. ‘This is all . . . rather disconcerting, my dear Eleanor. What a good thing we are now at leisure to make our plans.’

She smiled. If Citizen Chauvelin, agent of the Committee for Public Safety in France, smiled like a cat watching its prey tremble in fear, then Lady Marguerite smiled like a fox that knew the prey hadn’t yet seen it coming.

She, Eleanor and Charles had only paused long enough in the rackety dosshouse, where Tony had previously rented an upstairs room, to change their clothing. Then they’d decamped to another agreed rendezvous, before the Runners could come back to investigate anything they might have driven past and missed. They were now ensconced in a slightly more expensive house which, Eleanor understood, specialized in putting up groups of men and women for the night, and asking absolutely no questions about why a young man might go upstairs with a woman on either arm. (She’d mentally run through the League’s members, trying to decide who might be well enough acquainted with this place to book rooms here, but had decided, in the end, it was none of her business. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know in any case.)

Outside the rain still lashed at the windows. The storm which Eleanor had called wasn’t ready to disperse; she felt in her bones that it would be raining at least till dawn, and probably well into the morning. ‘You’re taking this very well, milady,’ she said.

‘Admittedly it is a lot to take in,’ Lady Marguerite acknowledged. ‘Vampires, a normal part of society for centuries, are apparently conspiring against us all, and intend to rule from the shadows – if they do not already do so! And Lady Sophie is even more deeply involved in this than we ever suspected! Magi still walk among us, and you are one of them, and were until recently haunted by the ancient ghost of another one! And Chauvelin’s daughter is a kind, sweet girl with genuine sympathies for justice! I must say I find that the least likely of all. Then again, when I knew him, years ago, I had no idea he had a child, or even once a wife. How little we really know about the people around us.’

Eleanor could feel an edge in the other woman’s voice. ‘Milady, I understand you might wish I’d told you some of this earlier . . .’ she started, but wasn’t quite sure how to continue. Anima, the ancient mage who’d possessed her, had sworn her to secrecy. But shouldn’t her own obligations to her employers and friends count for more than that? She thought back uncomfortably to when Lady Marguerite had questioned her previously, suspicious of what was going on with her, yet Eleanor had kept her lips sealed on her secret.

It was easier for men. They could simply draw themselves up nobly and say, It was a matter of honour, and have everyone nod sympathetically. Maidservants would get a rather cooler reception if they were to try that approach.

‘Eleanor had given her word of honour to her tutor,’ Charles cut in protectively. He might not have his arm around her any more, but they were sitting side by side on the battered couch, facing Lady Marguerite in her own chair. ‘I understand from her story that she didn’t even meet this . . . this ghost, until we ourselves took her to France.’

‘There comes a time to all of us when we’re caught between conflicting obligations, and I gave my word simply doesn’t stay the course, my dear Charles,’ Lady Marguerite said, rather reflecting Eleanor’s own point of view. ‘If Eleanor knew something which could have helped the League, but kept silent about it, then . . . Well, I see her point, but I cannot entirely be in sympathy with her.’

‘You’d have called me mad, milady,’ Eleanor said, finally giving words to the fear which had troubled her for months now. ‘This isn’t the sort of thing anyone would believe if it wasn’t waved right in front of their nose! And even if I had managed to raise a storm, would you have decided I was telling the truth, or just thought I was lucky and had picked the right moment to say it was about to start raining?’

‘There was your demonstration in the coach,’ Lady Marguerite said. ‘I admit that conjuring a pretty light’s not a great achievement, but it was something I’m quite sure you didn’t fake. And – apparently – it confirms that I’m not under the control of these sinister vampires and their conspiracy.’

‘It’s true,’ Eleanor insisted. ‘We’ve seen it happen. Your own brother, milady—’

‘You were supposed to keep him safe!’ Lady Marguerite snapped, her eyes burning. She’d suddenly become the centre of the room, without the aid of any magic or mystical powers, simply by the force of her presence. ‘And now you tell me he’s safely back from Paris, but even so he hasn’t come to see me, hasn’t even sent me a letter. Percy said that he was in hiding, but wouldn’t say where or in what condition he might be. All I know is that my brother, a victim of all this, was brutally coerced into betraying my husband and all the rest of the League, and now I can’t even speak to him and comfort him!’ For a moment her voice cracked with pain.

And we weren’t victims? Eleanor thought, but had the sense – or the training not to disagree with her superiors – to keep it behind her teeth. Admittedly it was still a struggle, though.

Charles reached out to take her hand. ‘It’s all true, milady,’ he said calmly. ‘The Chief . . .’ The League’s name for Sir Percy. ‘He couldn’t tell you anything while we still feared you might be under the control of the vampires too. You could have been subverted just as Armand was. If we’d simply brought Armand to Blakeney House, we’d have been risking his neck all over again.’

Lady Marguerite snorted, a delicate yet imperious flare of the nostrils. ‘Be that as it may, I am not happy to be the last with the news – especially when it’s such important news.’

‘You don’t seem as surprised about the idea of a conspiracy of vampires, milady,’ Eleanor ventured, thinking that a change of subject might smooth matters over. Besides, she liked Lady Marguerite. It hurt to have the other woman looking at her so suspiciously now.

‘Oh, conspiracies, secret plots, behind-the-scenes manipulators, cunning eminences grises – they’re ten a penny in theatre, and even more so in literature. The idea in itself doesn’t astonish me. I’m more surprised that I never suspected it before – though I suppose that’s the point, isn’t it?’

‘Milady?’ Charles asked, looking confused.

‘My dear Charles, one thing I learned as an actress in Paris was that one should be very careful what one takes on faith. When the producer promises you’ll all be paid after the production’s run for a couple of weeks, it’s common sense to check the account-books yourself, and find out whether he’s booked himself a ticket on the fast coach out of Paris. And one of the benefits to being a wit and having my own salon was that I also heard gossip from reliable sources, who were one step closer to the original information, rather than depending on the newspapers and broadsheets. People will nearly always tell you lies when it’s in their interest to do so. How else does the League survive and operate, if not by being extremely good at lying?’

‘I can see what you’re driving at, milady, but there’s good in a great many people too. Or why else would the League put itself in danger?’ Eleanor said firmly.

Lady Marguerite threw up her hands in mock defeat. ‘Point taken! Very well, there is good in all of us. I will strive not to be too cynical in front of you two sweethearts.’ She ignored the flush on Eleanor’s cheeks and Charles’s sudden outbreak of coughing. ‘However, I can very easily believe that there are enough vampires out there whose morality is sadly absent, and who are more interested in maintaining chains of influence than in the wellbeing of those around them. If humans can be like that, why not vampires?’

Eleanor felt uncomfortable to hear it put that way, but it made sense. ‘And . . . the rest of it? The fact that some of them can sway men’s minds and control their actions?’

‘That leads to a train of thought I like very little – which is to say, not at all.’ She leaned forward, and Eleanor and Charles did the same in unconscious reflex, making them look as though they were in a conspiring huddle. ‘Charles, you’re the trained logician, I think? Consider this proposition. That firstly, there is at least one group of vampires who know of this secret of controlling minds.’

‘Only the one group?’ Eleanor said.

‘I’m hypothesizing here,’ Lady Marguerite said. ‘Let us assume not every vampire is aware of this ability. I personally know some vampires who are sad gossips and who couldn’t keep a secret even if you promised them the entire Bank of England for their silence. If they knew about such things, then other people surely would too. We therefore must assume that not all vampires have the ability to . . . well, wave their hands and flash their eyes, or whatever it is they do. May I go on?’

Eleanor nodded mutely, blushing.

‘Actually, it’s done by feeding their victims their own blood,’ Charles said meticulously. He fell silent as Lady Marguerite fixed him with a glare.

‘Very well,’ Lady Marguerite said, once the room was quiet again. ‘Assume this group of vampires are all mutually bound to the highest level of secrecy, for three reasons. Firstly, if suspicion of this got out, then men and women such as the League would investigate. Secondly, the vampires would never be permitted near men of rank or wealth, for fear of how they might influence them. And thirdly – well, the people are easily roused, and very easily made afraid.’ A shadow darkened her face, and Eleanor knew she must be thinking of France, and the mob which would cheer victims on their way to the guillotine.

‘All of this seems eminently logical,’ Charles said cautiously.

‘Very good. Now, tell me, under what circumstances would these vampires ever allow anyone who knew their secret to live?’

‘Do you think we haven’t thought of all this?’ Charles flared, in a sudden and uncharacteristic burst of temper. In the candlelight he looked older than his years, his thin bony face weighed down with the burden of his knowledge. ‘The Chief’s done his best to put a good face on it, to argue that there must be some way we can resolve the issue, but even if we’re prepared to risk our own lives, what about our families? My father? Tony’s wife, Andrew’s wife . . .? The charges laid against you show that they’re willing to forsake all sense of morality in order to bring us down. They’re no better than that damned Chauvelin!’

Lady Marguerite sighed. ‘Chauvelin has more morals than they do, I suspect. Oh, he’d kill, he’d blackmail, he’d send us all to the guillotine, but he believes he’s doing it for the sake of the Revolution, rather than his own personal power or the preservation of his life.’

‘I’m surprised you have the slightest kind word for him,’ Charles muttered.

Eleanor reached out to touch his hand, just as he had hers. ‘Milady, you’ve scared us sufficiently. We agree that they intend to bind us to their whims or kill us. Myself especially.’ Her throat was dry as she spoke. After all, she was something else as well as a member of the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel. She was a mage, and now the vampires knew it. And she wasn’t just afraid for herself but for all the rest of the League, and even if she wouldn’t admit it to him, Charles most of all. He was a scholar, and he’d already lied once to these vampires to save her. They’d assume he knew more than he did – more than any of them did, at the moment. They’d want to squeeze him for information, or turn him into a smiling lickspittle, just as they had with Armand Saint-Just in Paris. She couldn’t let that happen. Even though she knew there was no way they could be together, that openly acknowledging their love was an impossibility, with marriage even more so . . . every drop of blood in her body yearned to keep him safe.

And what about her own family? Even if she wasn’t close to them, what would she do if Lady Sophie sent her a letter saying Come to me, or your family will pay the price . . .? 

‘And since Lady Sophie is a part of their conspiracy—’ she began. The Baroness of Basing, Eleanor’s previous mistress, hand in glove with the conspiracy of vampires who wanted to use the League as a catspaw and rule both France and England from behind the scenes . . .

‘That is one aspect of it all I still can’t believe – that Sophie’s even more deeply involved in this than we thought,’ Lady Marguerite cut in. ‘She’s always seemed the most reasonable, sensible, fashion-conscious woman, properly concerned with the management of her estate and her clothing. No more than any typical flower of society . . .’ Her voice trailed away, then she laughed, though there was a note of bitterness to it. ‘I can hardly be surprised if she should be just as good an actress as I am, I suppose. Or as skilful at identifying weak points – I am such a perfect target for accusations of spying.’

‘How much did she know about the League?’ Eleanor asked. She remembered listening to a conversation between her previous mistress and the Blakeneys, back when she’d been no more than a maid with dreams of working in a modiste’s shop. There had been hints dropped which Eleanor had been too naive or ignorant to recognize at the time.

‘Too much,’ Lady Marguerite said sadly. ‘No, she didn’t know my Percy was the Pimpernel himself – even though she does now, from what you say – but she certainly suspected we were involved. She could probably have made some accurate guesses about other members of the League too. And if Armand has told her all he knows, then she knows far too much.’

Eleanor was silent. The words What are we going to do? boiled on her tongue, but she was afraid to speak them. She knew what Anima would have said: find the secret which the vampires are so desperate to hide. Use it. Destroy the vampires. They had a few clues from Bernard, the mage they’d uncovered in Mont-Saint-Michel – and though he was dead and couldn’t help them any further, it was a place to start.

But the vampires weren’t all murderers, conspirators and power-hungry tyrants. Some of them – probably most of them – were just people who happened to be vampires, and kept on surviving at the cost of a few cups of blood every night . . . At least they paid for it, didn’t they, in coin of the realm and a decent wage? That made them, if not good people, at least no worse than any living man or woman?

But does that make it right? the memory of Anima’s voice whispered in Eleanor’s mind.

Eleanor was afraid what Lady Marguerite might say if she asked her what she thought they should do.

Someone hammered on the room’s door, and they all jumped away from each other, as though they were servants caught whispering in corners. In a slightly shaky voice, Charles called, ‘Who is it?’

‘It’s your friend!’ Tony’s voice was loud and clear – entirely recognizable, even if he was choosing not to name names. ‘We need some help. Deuce take it, old fellow, hold together a bit longer and try not to bleed so much . . .’

Eleanor scrambled for the door, unlocking and opening it. Tony stood there, one shoulder under Andrew’s as he supported the other man. Andrew looked to be barely on his feet, his face white in the lamplight. His right arm was bundled under his coat in a makeshift sling that was frighteningly stained with blood.

Charles and Lady Marguerite sprang to their feet and, with the help of all four of them, Andrew was settled on the couch, weakly apologizing for being an inconvenience. Before she shut the door, Eleanor peered down the corridor.

There was a trail of blood. Small drops, barely obvious on the panelled floor, but visibly there.

Eleanor then turned to see what the others were doing. Lady Marguerite had produced a knife from somewhere and was ripping Andrew’s shirt open, contrary to his protests, exposing his right arm and chest. Tony and Charles were crowding around, both with the air of men who knew what to do and how to do it. Whereas she . . . she . . .

‘I’ll fetch some hot water from the kitchen,’ she offered quickly. ‘Charles, would you come with me to bring it back?’

Tony’s notorious good nature showed signs of cracking. ‘Are the both of you really needed to carry a jug of water?’ he demanded. ‘Normally I wouldn’t have the slightest objection to you taking a quiet stroll together, but under these circumstances—’

‘There’s a trail of blood, Tony,’ Eleanor cut in. ‘Leading right to this door. Trust me, it’ll be easiest to clean it up if I see to it now, while Charles brings you the water to clean Andrew’s wound.’ She tried to smile, but it was difficult when she looked at Andrew – always so strong, so much in control, a tall golden giant of a man – biting back a murmur of pain. ‘I am the League’s expert on scrubbing floors, aren’t I?’

It didn’t take Eleanor long to clean up the trail to their door. She wanted to be inside with the others, to find out what had happened, but if someone was hot on their tracks, Runners or otherwise, then she wasn’t going to make life any easier for them. Half-remembered stories of magic tinderboxes, and dogs with eyes as big as millwheels, danced through her head as she worked briskly down the corridor, coming to a stop at the bottom of the stairwell. She didn’t want to risk cleaning further downstairs, where one of the establishment’s servants might see her and ask questions. The blood spots seemed to fade at that point anyway, trodden into the dirty floor down there.

There was even a certain comfort – and distraction – in doing something she knew how to do, rather than summoning thunderstorms or jumping out of moving carriages. I’d wager none of the men could clean a floor this well. It numbed the panicky thought of What would I have done if Charles had been wounded and I’d been the only one here to help?

Charles opened the door when she scratched on it. ‘He’s all right,’ he murmured, answering her most pressing question. ‘It was just a bullet to his arm. Though I fear the crash didn’t help.’

‘The crash?’ Eleanor quavered, forcing herself to stay calm and not let her voice rise. She’d imagined bad, but this was worse.

‘Merely a bagatelle,’ Tony said. He pressed a glass of brandy into Andrew’s good hand. ‘I mean, Andrew was the one holding the reins when he took the bullet, and he did his best to spare the horses, but otherwise it was a hell of a smash. They shouldn’t put lamp posts in such inconvenient places. Fortunately the Runners’ driver had enough sense and skill to pull up their horses before they ran into us. In all the confusion, I dragged Andrew out of the mess and we staggered for it together. Took us a while to lose those Runners, though. Good thing you got out when you did – it’d have been deuced inconvenient if we’d been shepherding you as well.’

‘You should sit down and have some brandy yourself,’ Eleanor said firmly. The idea of being in the coach when it crashed, when it had been going at such a terrifying speed, made her shiver. Then she realized their current, most serious, problem. ‘How are we going to explain Andrew’s arm, if the Runners know they shot someone?’

‘With difficulty.’ Lady Marguerite had been rinsing her hands in the basin of hot water, washing off Andrew’s blood. ‘Can your magic heal him, Eleanor?’

‘No,’ Eleanor confessed reluctantly. ‘I think the mage at Mont-Saint-Michel could have, but he had a different sort of magic . . . and he was much more experienced than I am.’

Lady Marguerite nodded. ‘Then there will have to be some foolish horseplay amongst you gentlemen, during which Andrew takes a pistol ball in his arm.’

‘Can’t do that,’ Tony objected. ‘We’d never duel. Anyone who knows us would know that.’

‘It wouldn’t need to be a duel,’ Lady Marguerite argued. ‘Just . . . someone being careless with a pistol.’

Tony folded his arms. ‘I’m telling you, milady, none of us would do such a thing! We may be carousers, drunkards, fops and fribbles, but we don’t play fast and loose with loaded pistols.’

‘That’s true,’ Charles said. ‘It wouldn’t wash once they started asking serious questions.’

Eleanor looked between them – Lady Marguerite frowning in thought, and Tony’s usually agreeable face stiffened into firm denial. Neither of them was going to budge. ‘What if it was someone who doesn’t know anything about pistols?’ she asked.

‘Some commoner off the street? They wouldn’t fire a pistol, they’d take it and sell it,’ Charles said.

‘No, that wasn’t what I meant.’ It would be difficult to persuade any of the men to accept it, but it would be near-unanswerable if it passed. ‘What if . . . Sir Andrew was returning late to his home, and his wife Suzanne woke from sleep and was confused, and accidentally fired a pistol at him?’

‘Outrageous!’ Andrew declared, sitting bolt upright and then going stark white as the pain from his arm dug in its claws. ‘My Suzanne would never be so foolish!’

Lady Marguerite took the suggestion more seriously. ‘We both know she wouldn’t, Andrew . . . but there are people who’d believe it, and who’d consider it far more likely than the idea you and your friends would engage in horseplay with loaded pistols. They’d claim that nobody could expect any better from a Frenchwoman. Or indeed, from any woman.’ The twist to her lips suggested she might be familiar with such accusations.

‘I couldn’t ask it of her,’ Andrew said firmly. ‘She knows nothing of our work—’

‘Do you think she’s stupid?’ Eleanor couldn’t help the words: they burst out of her, hot with bitterness for another woman who was ignored, patronized, and left to do the noble equivalent of scrubbing the floor. ‘You rescued her from France. You married her. She’s been helping milady here for these last few days while we’ve been away and milady was charged with treason. For pity’s sake, Andrew, she constantly tells everyone that she has no idea who the Pimpernel and the League are, even though they saved her. How on earth could she say that so sincerely and honestly if she didn’t know exactly what she was saying and why, and who she was protecting?’

Silence hung in the room. Then Tony coughed. ‘It hasn’t precisely escaped my knowledge that my own Yvonne’s a sight too clever to be as ignorant as she claims to be. Of course, one couldn’t ask her to jump out of a moving carriage or anything, but when it comes to her or Suzanne telling a tiny little falsehood to help us . . .’

‘I couldn’t ask her to bear such ignominy,’ Andrew said, but his tone of stubborn refusal had weakened.

‘Ah, bah!’ Lady Marguerite interjected. ‘So all the times she’s told me that she only wished she could do something to help you, rather than sit around and assist the new émigrés in finding their feet here in London, she was merely exaggerating?’ She wiped her hands dry. ‘I don’t think so. Andrew, you wouldn’t be insulting her. You’d be giving her the greatest gift within your power – your trust. You’d be asking her to stand by you in danger as well as in safety – in sickness and in health, isn’t that what the marriage service says?’

‘I’d trust Eleanor with it,’ Charles said, and the gaze which he fixed on her made her heart tremble. She so wished there was a way they could be together, in some world where he wasn’t Sir Charles Bathurst and she wasn’t just a common serving-maid. But even in France, where they’d had a Revolution for Liberty, Fraternity and Equality, the Rights of Men and a hundred other lofty-minded principles, such things were the province of romantic stories and fairy tales, not reality.

Andrew frowned. ‘Even if I were to accept this – and mark that I’m not saying I do – we’d still have another problem.’

Charles struck his forehead. ‘Deuce take it! Oxford.’

‘What about Oxford?’ Lady Marguerite asked. ‘You mentioned there was some sort of important clue there, Eleanor . . .’

Eleanor nodded, but her face fell as she realized the scale of the problem. ‘I did, milady, and part of the Chief’s plan was that early tomorrow Charles would go there to investigate it further, and Andrew would go with him in case of trouble.’ After all, the vampires knew who Charles was, and if they should be following him and catch him alone . . . ‘But if Andrew’s wounded and can’t travel – perhaps Tony?’

Tony shook his head. ‘The Chief’s set me a few other pressing errands to run, and I’ll be honest with you, my dear, I also came out of that crash with more than a few bruises. The Oxford trip will have to be put off for a few days.’

‘Do we have a few days?’ Charles asked, frowning. ‘I could go alone—’

The chorus of simultaneous denial drowned him out.

‘You can’t travel with Eleanor either,’ Tony said, cutting off that line of thought before Eleanor could even suggest it. ‘On your own together, you’d need to pretend to be married or related, and they know you in Oxford, Charles. Your old chums and professors would have far too many questions.’

Eleanor pouted, but reluctantly had to agree his point. They’d attract far too much attention together on a public stagecoach without a good reason for being in company – and people travelling on the coaches had nothing to do but talk.

‘There is another alternative,’ Lady Marguerite said. She had that glint in her eye again, a fox on the prowl. ‘Tony, you’ll escort Andrew home to make sure he arrives safely. Then you can stage your little drama, with Suzanne “accidentally” shooting him. Don’t worry, Andrew, she won’t be scorned: half the women in London may laugh at her, but the other half will wish they had the nerve to do something like that themselves. Meanwhile, Eleanor will be travelling with me. You don’t mind playing a maid again, do you, my dear?’

Eleanor’s eyes widened as she took in what Lady Marguerite was suggesting. A woman travelling with her maid was entirely reasonable. ‘But if you’re recognized . . . then again, I suppose
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