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CHAPTER I. PARIS: SEPTEMBER, 1792

A surging, restless, murmuring crowd of people who are human only in name, for to the eye and ear they appear as nothing but savage beings, driven by base passions and a thirst for revenge and hatred. The hour is a little before sunset, and the place is the West Barricade—at the very spot where, ten years later, a proud tyrant would raise an everlasting monument to the nation’s glory and his own vanity.

For most of the day, the guillotine had been kept busy at its gruesome work. All that France had boasted of through past centuries—ancient names and noble blood—had paid dearly for her desire for liberty and fraternity. The slaughter had only stopped at this late hour because there were more interesting spectacles for the people to witness, a little before the barricades were finally closed for the night.

So the crowd rushed away from the Place de la Grève and made for the various barricades to watch an entertaining and amusing display.

This happened every day, for those aristos were such fools! They were traitors to the people, of course—all of them, men, women, and children—simply because they were descendants of the great men who, since the Crusades, had built up the glory of France: her old noblesse. Their ancestors had oppressed the people, crushing them under the red heels of their fancy buckled shoes. Now, the people ruled France and crushed their former masters—not beneath their shoes, for most went shoeless at that time—but under a far more effective instrument: the blade of the guillotine.

And daily, hourly, that dreadful device claimed its many victims—old men, young women, tiny children—right up until the day it would finally demand the head of a King and his beautiful young Queen.

But this was just as it should be: were not the people now the rulers of France? Every aristocrat was a traitor, as his ancestors had been before him. For two hundred years the people had sweat and toiled and starved, just to keep a greedy court living in extravagance. Now, the descendants of those who had made such courts dazzling had to hide for their lives—to flee, if they wanted to escape the people’s delayed vengeance.

And they did try to hide, and tried to run: that was the real fun of it all. Every afternoon before the gates closed and the market carts went out in procession through the various barricades, some foolish aristo would try to slip past the Committee of Public Safety. In all sorts of disguises, with any excuse, they tried to get through the barriers—guarded so well by the citizen soldiers of the Republic. Men dressed as women, women dressed as men, children disguised in beggars’ rags—there were all kinds: former counts, marquises, even dukes who wanted to get out of France, reach England or some equally hated country, and there try to stir up foreign resentment against the glorious Revolution, or raise an army to free the miserable prisoners in the Temple, who once called themselves sovereigns of France.

But they were almost always caught at the barricades. Sergeant Bibot, especially at the West Gate, had a remarkable instinct for spotting an aristo in disguise. Then, of course, the real entertainment began. Bibot would watch his victim as a cat watches a mouse, playing with him, sometimes for a whole fifteen minutes, pretending to be fooled by the disguise, the wigs and theatrical makeup that hid the identity of a former noble marquise or count.

Oh, Bibot had quite a sense of humor, and it was worth hanging around that West Barricade just to see him catch an aristo trying to escape the people’s vengeance.

Sometimes Bibot would actually let his victim leave through the gates, letting them think, for at least two minutes, that they had really escaped Paris and might even make it to the English coast safely. But Bibot would then send two men after the poor wretch, bringing him back, stripped of his disguise.

Oh, that was especially funny, for as often as not, the fugitive turned out to be a woman—a proud marchioness—who looked especially ridiculous when she realized she was in Bibot’s grasp after all, knowing that a quick trial awaited her the next day and after that, the warm embrace of Madame la Guillotine.

No wonder, then, on this fine September afternoon, the crowd around Bibot’s gate was eager and excited. The hunger for blood only grows once it has been satisfied; it never gets enough. The crowd had seen a hundred noble heads fall beneath the guillotine today—they wanted to be sure to see a hundred more fall the next day.

Bibot was sitting on an overturned, empty barrel near the gate, commanding a small detachment of citizen soldiers. The work had been especially hectic lately; those damned aristos were getting scared and tried their best to slip away from Paris. Men, women, and children, whose ancestors—long ago—had served those treacherous Bourbons, were all deemed traitors and suitable only for the guillotine. Every day, Bibot took satisfaction in unmasking fugitive royalists and sending them back to be tried by the Committee of Public Safety, presided over by the loyal Citoyen Foucquier-Tinville.

Robespierre and Danton both commended Bibot for his zeal, and Bibot was proud that, off his own initiative, he had sent at least fifty aristos to the guillotine.

But today, all the sergeants at the various barricades had received special orders. Recently, a large number of aristos had managed to escape France, reaching England safely. Strange rumors circulated about these escapes—they were becoming more frequent and unusually daring; the people’s minds were oddly stirred by it all. Sergeant Grospierre had already been sent to the guillotine for letting a whole family of aristos slip through the North Gate right under his nose.

It was claimed that these escapes were organized by a band of Englishmen, whose daring was said to be unmatched, and who, simply for the thrill of interfering in other people’s affairs, spent their free time snatching away lawful victims meant for Madame la Guillotine. These rumors quickly grew more extravagant; there was no doubt this group of meddling Englishmen existed. More than that, they seemed to be led by a man whose courage and cunning were almost legendary. Incredible stories circulated about how he and those he rescued just vanished at the barricades and escaped through the gates by what seemed like supernatural means.

No one had ever seen these mysterious Englishmen. As for their leader, he was only spoken of with superstitious dread. Citoyen Foucquier-Tinville would, during the day, receive a scrap of paper from some unknown source; sometimes it would be found in his coat pocket, at others it would be handed to him by someone in the crowd while on his way to the Committee of Public Safety. The note always contained a short message that the band of meddlesome Englishmen was active, always signed with a red emblem—a small, star-shaped flower, known in England as the Scarlet Pimpernel. Within a few hours of receiving this brazen notice, the Committee of Public Safety would hear that another group of royalists and aristocrats had reached the coast and were on their way to England and safety.

The guards at the gates had been doubled, sergeants threatened with death, and generous rewards were offered for the capture of these bold and arrogant Englishmen. Five thousand francs was promised to anyone who captured the elusive Scarlet Pimpernel.

Everyone believed Bibot would be that man, and Bibot let them believe it. Day after day, people came to watch at the West Gate, hoping to witness him catching a fugitive aristo—possibly even accompanied by the mysterious Englishman himself.

“Bah!” he said to his trusted corporal, “Citoyen Grospierre was a fool! If it had been me at that North Gate last week…”

Citoyen Bibot spat on the ground, showing his contempt for his comrade’s idiocy.

“How did it happen, citoyen?” asked the corporal.

“Grospierre was at the gate, keeping good watch,” Bibot began pompously, as the crowd closed in, eager to hear his story. “We’ve all heard of this meddling Englishman, this cursed Scarlet Pimpernel. He won’t get past my gate, morbleu!—unless he’s the devil himself. But Grospierre was a fool. The market carts were passing through; one was packed with casks and driven by an old man, with a boy beside him. Grospierre was a bit drunk, but thought he was clever—he looked into the casks, most of them at least, saw they were empty, and let the cart go through.”

A rumble of anger and contempt came from the ragged group crowding around Citoyen Bibot.

“Half an hour later,” continued the sergeant, “a captain of the guard comes up, with about a dozen soldiers. ‘Did a cart go through?’ he asks Grospierre, out of breath. ‘Yes,’ says Grospierre, ‘just half an hour ago.’ ‘You have let them escape!’ the captain yells furiously. ‘You’ll go to the guillotine for this, citizen sergeant! That cart hid the former Duc de Chalis and his whole family!’ ‘What!’ gasps Grospierre. ‘Yes! And the driver was none other than that accursed Englishman, the Scarlet Pimpernel.’”

A howl of outrage greeted this story. Citoyen Grospierre had paid for his mistake at the guillotine, but what a fool! Oh, what a fool!

Bibot laughed so hard at his own tale that it was a while before he could continue.

“‘After them, my men!’ the captain shouts,” he said at last. “‘Remember the reward—after them! They can’t have gone far!’ And with that, he rushes through the gate, followed by his men.”

“But it was too late!” shouted the crowd, fired up.

“They never caught them!”

“Curse Grospierre’s stupidity!”

“He got what he deserved!”

“Imagine not checking those casks properly!”

But these remarks only seemed to amuse Citoyen Bibot even more; he laughed until his sides hurt and tears ran down his cheeks.

“No, no!” he said finally, “the aristos weren’t in the cart; the driver wasn’t the Scarlet Pimpernel!”

“What?”

“No! The captain of the guard was that damned Englishman in disguise—and all his ‘soldiers’ were aristos!”

This time, the crowd said nothing; the story certainly had a supernatural ring to it. Though the Republic had abolished God, it hadn’t completely destroyed the people’s fear of the unexplainable. Truly, that Englishman must be the devil incarnate.

The sun was now sinking low in the west. Bibot got ready to close the gates.

“En avant the carts,” he said.

About a dozen covered carts lined up, ready to leave town and fetch produce from the countryside for the next morning’s market. Bibot knew most of them well, as they passed through his gate twice daily. He spoke to one or two drivers—mostly women—carefully checking inside each cart.

“You never know,” he would say, “and I’m not going to be caught like fool Grospierre.”

The women drivers usually spent their days on the Place de la Grève, beneath the shadow of the guillotine, knitting and gossiping as they watched the procession of wagons carrying the Reign of Terror’s daily victims. Spectating the arrival of aristos for Madame la Guillotine’s “reception” was considered great fun, and the spots closest to the platform were highly coveted. Bibot had been on duty there that day. He recognized most of the old hags—“tricotteuses,” as they were called—sitting there, knitting, growing splattered with the blood of those damned aristos as head after head rolled.

“Hey! la mère!” Bibot called to one of these dreadful women. “What have you got there?”

He’d seen her earlier, with her knitting and her cart whip. Now, she had tied a row of curly locks—gold, silver, fair, dark—to the whip handle, stroking them with her bony fingers and laughing at Bibot.

“I made friends with Madame Guillotine’s suitor,” she said with a crude laugh. “He cut these off for me as the heads fell. He’s promised me more tomorrow, but I don’t know if I’ll be in my usual spot.”

“Oh? Why’s that, la mère?” Bibot asked, hardened soldier though he was. He couldn’t help shivering at the grotesque sight of this semblance of a woman, with her sickening trophy.

“My grandson’s got smallpox,” she said, jerking her thumb at her cart. “Some say it’s the plague! If it is, they won’t let me into Paris tomorrow.”

At the mention of smallpox, Bibot stepped swiftly back, and when she mentioned the plague, he retreated even faster.

“Curse you!” he muttered, as the crowd hurriedly avoided the cart, leaving it isolated.

The old hag laughed.

“Curse you, citizen—for being a coward,” she said. “Bah! For a man, you’re afraid of a little sickness.”

“Morbleu! The plague!”

Everyone stood in stunned silence, frightened by the idea of that hideous disease—the one thing that still had power to frighten and revolt even these brutalized, savage people.

“Be off with you and your plague-ridden brood!” Bibot shouted hoarsely.

With another coarse laugh and crude joke, the old hag whipped her skinny horse and drove her cart out the gate.

That incident ruined the afternoon. The people feared those two terrible curses—illnesses that nothing could cure, harbingers of terrible, lonely death. They lingered around the barricades, silent and sullen, eyeing each other with suspicion, instinctively keeping their distance in case the plague was already among them.

Presently, as had happened before, a captain of the guard suddenly appeared. But this man was known to Bibot, and there was no risk of him turning out to be a cunning Englishman in disguise.

“A cart…” he shouted breathlessly, before even reaching the gates.

“What cart?” Bibot demanded gruffly.

“Driven by an old woman…. A covered cart…”

“There were a dozen…”

“An old woman who said her son had the plague?”

“Yes…”

“You didn’t let them through?”

“Morbleu!” said Bibot, his purple cheeks suddenly pale with fear.

“The cart had the former Comtesse de Tournay and her two children—all traitors, all condemned to death.”

“And their driver?” Bibot muttered, a shudder of superstitious fear running down his spine.

“Sacré tonnerre,” said the captain, “but it’s feared that was the accursed Englishman himself—the Scarlet Pimpernel.”




CHAPTER II. “THE FISHERMAN’S REST”

In the kitchen, Sally was extremely busy—saucepans and frying pans stood lined up on the massive hearth, the huge stock-pot rested in a corner, and the jack turned with slow deliberation, presenting each side of a majestic sirloin of beef to the fire’s glow. The two young kitchen maids bustled about, eager to help, flushed and panting, with their cotton sleeves tucked well above their dimpled elbows, giggling privately whenever Miss Sally’s back was turned. Old Jemima, stolid in mood and solid in build, kept up a steady, low grumble as she stirred the stock-pot methodically on the fire.

“What ho! Sally!” rang out, cheerful and not too melodious, from the coffee-room nearby.

“Lord bless my soul!” exclaimed Sally with a good-natured laugh, “what do they all want now, I wonder!”

“Beer, of course,” muttered Jemima. “You don’t expect Jimmy Pitkin to be finished with just one tankard, do you?”

“Mr. Harry, he looked awfully thirsty too,” simpered Martha, one of the young maids; her sparkling black eyes met her friend’s, and both burst into a round of quiet giggles.

For a moment, Sally looked annoyed and rubbed her hands thoughtfully on her shapely hips; clearly, her palms were itching to meet Martha’s rosy cheeks—but her good humor won out, and with a pout and a shrug, she turned to the fried potatoes.

“What ho, Sally! Hey, Sally!”

A chorus of pewter mugs being impatiently tapped against the oak tables in the coffee-room joined the shouts for the innkeeper’s lively daughter.

“Sally!” called a more determined voice, “are you going to be all night with that beer?”

“I do think father might get the beer for them,” muttered Sally, as Jemima, stolidly and without another word, lifted two foam-topped jugs from the shelf and began filling tankards with the home-brewed ale for which “The Fisherman’s Rest” had been famous since the days of King Charles. “He knows how busy we are in here.”

“Your father’s too busy talking politics with Mr. Hempseed to worry himself about you and the kitchen,” Jemima grumbled under her breath.

Sally went to the small mirror hanging in a corner, quickly tidied her hair, and set her frilled cap at its most flattering angle over her dark curls. Then, she grasped three tankards in each strong, brown hand, and, laughing, grumbling, and blushing, carried them into the coffee-room.

In there, none of the bustle that kept four women busy in the kitchen showed at all.

The coffee-room of “The Fisherman’s Rest” is a showpiece by the start of the twentieth century. At the end of the eighteenth, in the year 1792, it hadn’t yet gained its later fame nor the significance a hundred extra years and the age’s new interests would give it. Yet it was an old place even then, with oak rafters and beams blackened by age, as were the tall-backed paneled seats and the polished tables patterned with countless pewter rings. In the leaded window, high up, a row of scarlet geraniums and blue larkspur in pots gave a bright splash of color against the dark oak background.

It was obvious to any casual guest that Mr. Jellyband, landlord of “The Fisherman’s Rest” at Dover, was a prosperous man. The pewter on the old dressers and brass on the giant hearth gleamed like silver and gold—the red-tiled floor shone as brightly as the geraniums on the window sill. This showed his staff was capable and plentiful, his business steady, and the place kept to a high standard of order and elegance.

As Sally entered, laughing through her frowns, her dazzling white teeth on display, she was greeted with applause and shouts.

“Why, here’s Sally! What ho, Sally! Hurrah for pretty Sally!”

“I thought you’d gone deaf in that kitchen,” muttered Jimmy Pitkin, wiping his very dry lips.

“All right! All right!” laughed Sally, setting down the fresh tankards, “what a rush! Is your grandmother dying, and you’re needing to see the poor soul before she’s gone? I’ve never seen such a mad rush!”

The company greeted her joke with laughter, keeping them entertained for a while. Sally now seemed less hurried to return to her kitchen duties. A young man with fair, curly hair and lively blue eyes caught much of her attention while broad jokes about Jimmy Pitkin’s imaginary grandmother bounced around the room, mixed with billows of pungent tobacco smoke.

Facing the hearth, legs planted wide, long clay pipe in his mouth, stood mine host himself: worthy Mr. Jellyband, landlord of “The Fisherman’s Rest,” as his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather had all been before him. Portly and jovial, with a balding head, Mr. Jellyband was a perfect country John Bull of that era—when English insularity was at its peak, and to any Englishman—lord, farmer, or peasant—all of Europe seemed a den of immorality, and the rest of the world nothing but lands of savages and cannibals.

There he stood, a solid figure, smoking his long churchwarden, dismissing everyone foreign and caring little for anyone at home. He wore the classic scarlet waistcoat with shining brass buttons, corduroy breeches, grey woolen stockings, and sharp-buckled shoes—everything a respectable innkeeper of Britain in those days would choose. And while pretty, motherless Sally needed four hands to keep up with her chores, good Jellyband discussed the affairs of nations with his favored patrons.

The coffee-room indeed, brightened by two well-polished lamps hanging from the ceiling beams, looked particularly cheerful and inviting. Through thick tobacco smoke clouding every corner, the faces of Mr. Jellyband’s customers glowed red, contented, and jovial—at ease with themselves, their host, and the world; from every corner, loud laughter punctuated easy, if not exactly scholarly, conversation—while Sally’s repeating giggles marked the good use young Mr. Harry Waite was making of her scarce moments.

Most customers were fisher folk, for fishermen are famously thirsty; the salt they breathe at sea dries their throats by the time they return ashore. But “The Fisherman’s Rest” was more than just a gathering place for such humble folk. The London and Dover coach left from the inn daily, and travelers from across the Channel and those heading on a “grand tour” all passed through, sampling both Mr. Jellyband’s French wines and his home-brewed ales.

It was late September 1792, and the bright, hot weather of the month had suddenly changed; for two days, torrential rains had drenched southern England, threatening to ruin the last hopes for apples, pears, and plums to properly ripen. Even now, the rain beat against the leaded windows, poured down the chimney, and sent the cheerful wood fire sizzling on the hearth.

“Lord! Did you ever see such a wet September, Mr. Jellyband?” asked Mr. Hempseed.

He sat in one of the seats inside the hearth. Mr. Hempseed, a man of learning and local standing, was not just important at “The Fisherman’s Rest”—where the landlord often chose him as a foil for political debate—but throughout the neighborhood, where his scriptural knowledge was deeply respected. With one hand buried in the deep pockets of his corduroys beneath his embroidered, well-worn smock, and the other holding his clay pipe, Mr. Hempseed stared dejectedly at the water trickling down the windowpanes.

“No,” responded Mr. Jellyband solemnly, “I can’t say I ever have, Mr. Hempseed. And I’ve been here nearly sixty years.”

“Aye! But you wouldn’t remember your first three years, Mr. Jellyband,” Mr. Hempseed quietly added. “I’ve never seen a baby pay mind to the weather—not in these parts, and I’ve lived here nearly seventy-five years, Mr. Jellyband.”

This wisdom was unarguable, and for a moment Mr. Jellyband had no retort.

“It feels more like April than September, doesn’t it?” continued Mr. Hempseed gloomily as more raindrops hissed on the fire.

“Aye, it does,” agreed the host, “but what can you expect, Mr. Hempseed, with a government like ours?”

Mr. Hempseed shook his head, full of wisdom and deep-seated mistrust of the British government and weather alike.

“I don’t expect anything, Mr. Jellyband,” he said. “Poor folks like us don’t count for much up there in London, I know that, and I don’t often complain. But when September’s this wet, and all my fruit’s rotting like the Egyptian mother’s first-born, doing no more good than they did—poor dears—except maybe to some Jews, peddlers and such, with their oranges and foreign, heathen fruit, which no one would buy if English apples and pears were properly grown. As the Scriptures say—”

“That’s right, Mr. Hempseed,” interrupted Jellyband, “and as I say, what can you expect? All those French devils over the Channel are murdering their king and nobility, and Mr. Pitt and Mr. Fox and Mr. Burke are fighting and bickering whether we English should let them carry on their wicked ways. ‘Let ’em murder!’ says Mr. Pitt. ‘Stop ’em!’ says Mr. Burke.”

“And let ’em murder, I say, and be damned to them,” said Mr. Hempseed firmly, for he didn’t care for Mr. Jellyband’s politics where he felt out of his depth, with little chance to show the wisdom that had won him such a fine reputation and so many free tankards at “The Fisherman’s Rest.”

“Let ’em murder,” he repeated, “but let’s not have such rain in September, for that’s against the law and the Scriptures, which say—”

“Lord! Mr. Harry, you startled me!”

Sally’s ill-timed outcry came just as Mr. Hempseed was preparing to deliver one of those scriptural sayings that made him a district legend, bringing down the full force of her father’s irritation.

“Now then, Sally, my girl, now then!” he said, trying for a frown on his otherwise genial face, “stop that fooling with those young men and get on with the work.”

“The work’s getting on fine, Father.”

But Mr. Jellyband was firm. He had other hopes for his robust daughter and only child—she would one day inherit “The Fisherman’s Rest”—than for her to marry some young fellow scraping a living with a net.

“Did you hear me, girl?” he demanded in a quiet voice no one in the inn dared ignore. “Get on with Lord Tony’s supper, and if it isn’t the best we can do and he’s not satisfied, you’ll see what you get, that’s all.”

Reluctantly, Sally obeyed.

“Are you expecting special guests tonight, Mr. Jellyband?” asked Jimmy Pitkin, trying to distract their host from the matter of Sally’s sudden disappearance.

“Aye, that I am,” Jellyband replied, “friends of Lord Tony himself. Dukes and duchesses from across the water, whom Lord Tony and his friend Sir Andrew Ffoulkes and others have helped escape from those murdering devils.”

But this proved too much for Mr. Hempseed’s skeptical philosophy.

“Lord! Why would they do that, I wonder? I don’t believe in interfering with other people’s business. As the Scriptures say—”

“Maybe, Mr. Hempseed,” interrupted Jellyband sharply, “you’re a personal friend of Mr. Pitt, and you agree with Mr. Fox: ‘Let ’em murder!’ you say.”

“Pardon me, Mr. Jellyband,” protested Mr. Hempseed weakly, “I can’t say I ever did.”

But now Jellyband had found his favorite subject and was in no hurry to let go.

“Or maybe you’ve made friends with some of those French fellows they say have come over here just to make us English agree with their murdering ways.”

“I don’t know what you mean, Mr. Jellyband,” replied Mr. Hempseed, “all I know is—”

“All I know is,” declared the landlord loudly, “my friend Peppercorn at the ‘Blue-Faced Boar,’ one of the truest Englishmen you’d find. And now look at him!—He made friends with some of those frog-eaters, treated them just like Englishmen and not a bunch of immoral, Godforsaken foreign spies. What happened? Now Peppercorn talks of revolutions, liberty, and down with the aristocrats, just like Mr. Hempseed here!”

“Pardon me, Mr. Jellyband,” Mr. Hempseed interjected weakly again, “I really can’t say I ever did—”

Mr. Jellyband appealed to everyone, who listened wide-eyed and open-mouthed to tales of Mr. Peppercorn’s failings. At one table, two customers—gentlemen by their clothes—set aside their half-finished game of dominoes and listened with clear amusement at Jellyband’s opinions. One, a quiet, wry smile on his lips, turned toward the center of the room.

“You think, my honest friend,” he said calmly, “that these Frenchmen—spies, I think you called them—are clever enough to change your friend Mr. Peppercorn’s views. How did they manage it, do you suppose?”

“Lord, sir, I suppose they talked him round. Those French, I’ve heard, have the gift of gab—and Mr. Hempseed here could tell you how they twist some folk round their finger.”

“Is that so, Mr. Hempseed?” the stranger inquired politely.

“Nay, sir!” replied Mr. Hempseed, clearly annoyed, “I can’t give you the information you’re after.”

“Faith, then,” said the stranger, “let’s hope, my worthy host, these clever spies won’t upset your very loyal opinions.”

This was more than Mr. Jellyband’s easy manner could stand. He burst out laughing, soon joined by all those who owed him money.

“Hahaha! Hohoho! Hehehe!” He laughed every way, did the worthy host, laughing until his sides ached and his eyes streamed. “At me! Did you hear him say I could be turned by a foreigner?—Eh? Lord love you, sir, but you do say some strange things.”

“Well, Mr. Jellyband,” Mr. Hempseed remarked, “the Scriptures say: ‘Let him who stands take heed lest he fall.’”

“But then see here, Mr. Hempseed,” replied Jellyband, still holding his sides, “the Scriptures didn’t know me. Why, I’d never so much as drink a glass of ale with one of those murdering Frenchmen, and nothing’d make me change my opinions. I’ve heard those frog-eaters can’t even speak the King’s English, so if any of them tried their foreign tongue with me, I’d spot them at once, see!—forewarned is forearmed, as they say.”

“Aye, my honest friend,” said the stranger cheerfully, “you’re much too sharp—a match for any twenty Frenchmen—and here’s to your good health, my worthy host, if you’d do me the honor of sharing this bottle of mine.”

“I’m sure you’re very polite, sir,” said Mr. Jellyband, wiping his streaming eyes, “and I don’t mind if I do.”

The stranger poured two tankards of wine and offered one to the landlord, keeping the other himself.

“Loyal Englishmen as we are,” he said, that same witty smile still at his lips, “as loyal as we are, we must admit this at least is one good thing from France.”

“Aye! We can’t deny that, sir,” agreed the host.

“And here’s to the finest landlord in England, Mr. Jellyband,” the stranger toasted loudly.

“Hip, hip, hurrah!” shouted the company. Hands clapped, mugs and tankards rattled on the tables in a noisy tribute, joined by Mr. Jellyband’s muttered:

“Imagine me being talked round by some Godforsaken foreigner!—What? Lord love you, sir, you do say some strange things.”

The stranger heartily agreed. Surely, it was a ridiculous idea that anyone could ever sway Mr. Jellyband’s solid opinions about the utter worthlessness of the rest of Europe.




CHAPTER III. THE REFUGEES

At this time, feelings were running very high throughout England against the French and their actions. Smugglers and legitimate traders traveling between the French and English coasts brought snippets of news from across the Channel, which made every honest Englishman’s blood boil and made him long “for a good fight” against those murderers who had imprisoned their king and all his family, subjected the queen and the royal children to all manner of indignities, and were now loudly demanding the blood of the entire Bourbon family and all their supporters.

The execution of the Princesse de Lamballe, Marie Antoinette’s young and charming friend, filled everyone in England with unspeakable horror. The daily execution of dozens of royalists from good families, whose only crime was their aristocratic name, seemed to cry out for vengeance to all civilized Europe.

Yet, for all of that, no one dared to interfere. Burke had used all his eloquence trying to persuade the British Government to fight the revolutionary government of France, but Mr. Pitt, with characteristic prudence, did not think the country was ready to undertake another difficult and costly war. It was up to Austria to take the initiative—Austria, whose fairest daughter was now a dethroned queen, imprisoned and insulted by a raging mob; and surely, so argued Mr. Fox, it was not for all of England to take up arms because one group of Frenchmen chose to murder another.

As for Mr. Jellyband and his fellow John Bulls, although they regarded all foreigners with scornful contempt, to a man they were royalists and anti-revolutionists, and at this moment, they were furious with Pitt for his caution and moderation, though they understood nothing of the diplomatic reasons behind his policy.

Just then, Sally came running back, very excited and eager. The cheerful company in the coffee-room had heard nothing of the noise outside, but she had spotted a drenched horse and rider who had stopped at the door of “The Fisherman’s Rest.” While the stable boy hurried out to take care of the horse, pretty Miss Sally went to the front door to greet the welcome visitor.

“I think I saw Lord Antony’s horse out in the yard, Father,” she said as she ran across the coffee-room.

But the door had already been thrown open from the outside, and in the next moment, an arm covered in wet drab cloth was around pretty Sally’s waist, while a hearty voice echoed under the polished rafters of the coffee-room.

“Aye, and bless your brown eyes for being so sharp, my pretty Sally,” said the man who had just entered, while worthy Mr. Jellyband bustled forward, eager and alert, as was fitting for the arrival of one of his most favored guests.

“Lud, I protest, Sally,” added Lord Antony, as he kissed Miss Sally’s rosy cheeks, “but you’re getting prettier every time I see you—and my good friend Jellyband here must have a hard time keeping the fellows away from that slim waist of yours. What do you think, Mr. Waite?”

Mr. Waite, torn between his respect for my lord and his dislike of this kind of joke, merely replied with a doubtful grunt.

Lord Antony Dewhurst, one of the sons of the Duke of Exeter, was in those days a perfect example of a young English gentleman—tall, well built, broad-shouldered, and cheerful, his laughter rang out wherever he went. A good sportsman, a lively companion, and a courteous, well-bred man with not so much intellect as to sour his temper, he was a universal favorite in London drawing rooms or the coffee rooms of village inns. At “The Fisherman’s Rest,” everyone knew him well, for he was fond of going over to France and always spent a night under Mr. Jellyband’s roof on his way there or back.

He nodded to Waite, Pitkin, and the others as he finally let go of Sally’s waist and walked over to the hearth to warm and dry himself. As he did, he cast a quick, rather suspicious glance at the two strangers, who had quietly resumed their game of dominoes, and for a moment, a look of deep seriousness—almost anxiety—clouded his usually jovial face.

But only for a moment; soon he turned to Mr. Hempseed, who was respectfully touching his forelock.

“Well, Mr. Hempseed, and how is the fruit?”

“Badly, my lord, badly,” replied Mr. Hempseed, gloomily, “but what can you expect with this government favorin’ those rascals over in France who would murder their king and all their nobility.”

“’Sdeath!” replied Lord Antony; “so they would, honest Hempseed—at least those they can catch, more’s the pity! But we have some friends coming here tonight, who at least have escaped their grasp.”

It almost seemed, as the young man said these words, that he threw a defiant glance towards the quiet strangers in the corner.

“Thanks to you, my lord, and to your friends, from what I’ve heard,” said Mr. Jellyband.

But at once Lord Antony’s hand fell warningly on the host’s arm.

“Hush!” he said sharply, and instinctively looked again at the strangers.

“Oh! Don’t worry, they’re all right, my lord,” replied Jellyband. “Don’t be afraid. I wouldn’t have spoken if I didn’t know we were among friends. That gentleman over there is as true and loyal a subject of King George as you are yourself, my lord, if you’ll forgive me saying so. He has only recently come to Dover and is setting up a business here.”

“In business? Well, then, it must be as an undertaker, because I swear I’ve never seen a more sorrowful face.”

“No, my lord, I believe the gentleman is a widower, which probably explains his melancholy—but he’s a friend, I vouch for that—and surely, my lord, who should know a face better than the landlord of a popular inn?”

“Oh, that’s all right then, if we’re among friends,” said Lord Antony, who obviously did not want to discuss the subject further with his host. “Tell me, you don’t have anyone else staying here, do you?”

“No one, my lord, and no one expected, unless—”

“Unless?”

“No one your lordship would object to, I know.”

“Who is it?”

“Well, my lord, Sir Percy Blakeney and his lady will be here shortly, but they’re not staying—”

“Lady Blakeney?” asked Lord Antony, in some surprise.

“Yes, my lord. Sir Percy’s skipper was just here. He says Lady Blakeney’s brother is crossing to France today in the Day Dream, which is Sir Percy’s yacht, and Sir Percy and his lady will come with him as far as here to see him off. That doesn’t bother you, does it, my lord?”

“No, no, that’s perfectly fine, nothing would bother me except if supper isn’t the best Miss Sally can make, and better than has ever been served at ‘The Fisherman’s Rest.’”

“You needn’t worry about that, my lord,” said Sally, who had been busy setting the supper table. It looked very cheerful, with a big bunch of bright dahlias in the center and shining pewter goblets and blue china around.

“How many should I set for, my lord?”

“Five places, pretty Sally, but make sure there’s enough food for ten at least—our friends will be tired and, I hope, hungry. As for me, I think I could eat a whole baron of beef tonight.”

“Here they are now, I do believe,” said Sally, excitedly, as the distant clatter of horses and wheels could be distinctly heard approaching.

There was general commotion in the coffee-room. Everyone was eager to see Lord Antony’s distinguished friends from across the water. Miss Sally checked her reflection in the little mirror on the wall once or twice, and worthy Mr. Jellyband hurried out to give the first welcome to his notable guests. Only the two strangers in the corner didn’t join in the excitement; they calmly finished their dominoes game and didn’t even glance at the door.

“Straight ahead, Comtesse, the door on your right,” said a pleasant voice outside.

“Yes! Here they are, sure enough,” said Lord Antony, cheerfully. “Off you go, pretty Sally, and see how fast you can bring in the soup.”

The door was flung open, and, led in by Mr. Jellyband—who bowed and welcomed them profusely—a group of four, two ladies and two gentlemen, entered the coffee-room.

“Welcome! Welcome to England!” said Lord Antony warmly, as he stepped eagerly forward with both hands held out to the newcomers.

“Ah, you are Lord Antony Dewhurst, I think,” said one of the ladies, speaking with a strong foreign accent.

“At your service, Madame,” he replied, as he courteously kissed the hands of both ladies, then shook the men warmly by the hand.

Sally was already helping the ladies out of their traveling cloaks, and both turned, with a shiver, toward the blazing hearth.

There was a general stir among the people in the coffee-room. Sally bustled off to her kitchen, while Jellyband, still full of respectful greetings, arranged a couple of chairs around the fire. Mr. Hempseed, touching his forehead, quietly gave up his spot by the hearth. Everyone watched the foreigners with a mix of curiosity and respect.

“Ah, Messieurs! What can I say?” said the elder of the two ladies, stretching her fine, aristocratic hands toward the fire and looking with deep gratitude first at Lord Antony, then at one of the young men who had accompanied her and was now removing his heavy, caped coat.

“Only that you’re glad to be in England, Comtesse,” replied Lord Antony, “and that the journey wasn’t too much for you.”

“Indeed, indeed, we are glad to be in England,” she said, her eyes filling with tears. “We have already forgotten all we suffered.”

Her voice was musical and low, and her handsome, aristocratic face, with noble snow-white hair dressed high above her forehead in the style of the day, showed dignity and the marks of many suffering nobly endured.

“I trust my friend, Sir Andrew Ffoulkes, was an entertaining companion, Madame?”

“Oh, indeed, Sir Andrew was kindness itself. How could my children and I ever thank you all enough, Messieurs?”

Her companion, a dainty, girlish figure—childlike and sorrowful in her tiredness—had not yet spoken, but her large, brown, tear-filled eyes looked from the fire to Sir Andrew Ffoulkes, who drew close to the hearth and to her. Then, when their eyes met, his full of open admiration for the sweet face before him, a sudden blush crept into her pale cheeks.

“So this is England,” she said, looking around with childlike curiosity at the big open hearth, the oak beams, and the villagers in their fancy smocks and rosy, cheerful English faces.

“A bit of it, Mademoiselle,” replied Sir Andrew, smiling, “but all of it, at your service.”

The young girl blushed again, but this time a bright, sweet smile lit up her lovely face. She said nothing more and Sir Andrew was silent as well, but those two young people understood each other, as young people do all over the world—and have done from the beginning of time.

“But, I say, supper!” broke in Lord Antony’s cheerful voice. “Supper, honest Jellyband! Where is that pretty girl of yours and the soup? Zounds, man, while you stand there gawking at the ladies, they’ll faint with hunger.”

“One moment! One moment, my lord,” said Jellyband, as he opened the door to the kitchen and shouted: “Sally! Hey, Sally, are you ready, girl?”

Sally was ready, and in the next moment, she appeared in the doorway with a giant tureen, from which rose clouds of steam and delicious smells.

“Bless my life, supper at last!” exclaimed Lord Antony, happily, as he gallantly offered his arm to the Comtesse.

“May I have the honor?” he said formally, leading her to the supper table.

There was a bustle in the coffee-room. Mr. Hempseed and most of the villagers and fishermen had left to make room for “the quality” and to finish their pipes elsewhere. Only the two strangers remained, playing dominoes and sipping their wine. At another table, Harry Waite, growing more and more annoyed, watched pretty Sally bustling about.

She made a charming picture of English country life, and it was no surprise that the young Frenchman could hardly look away from her pretty face. The Vicomte de Tournay was barely nineteen, a beardless youth on whom the dreadful tragedies of his homeland had left little mark. Elegantly and even foppishly dressed, once safely in England, he seemed eager to forget the horrors of the Revolution in the pleasures of English life.

“Pardi, if zis is England,” he said as he continued to eye Sally happily, “I am of it satisfied.”

It would be impossible to record exactly what Mr. Harry Waite muttered under his breath. Only his respect for “the quality,” and especially for Lord Antony, kept his strong disapproval of the young foreigner to himself.

“Nay, but this is England, you shameless young scamp,” Lord Antony interjected, laughing, “and please don’t bring your wild foreign ways into this most proper country.”

Lord Antony had already taken his seat at the head of the table with the Comtesse on his right. Jellyband was bustling about, filling glasses and straightening chairs. Sally waited, ready to serve the soup. Mr. Harry Waite’s friends had finally managed to get him out of the room, as his temper grew hotter and hotter from the Vicomte’s open admiration of Sally.

“Suzanne,” came the stern, commanding voice of the Comtesse.

Suzanne blushed again; standing by the fire, she had lost all track of time and place while the handsome young Englishman’s gaze rested on her sweet face and his hand, perhaps unconsciously, held hers. Her mother’s voice snapped her back to reality, and with a submissive “Yes, Mama,” she too took her place at the supper table.




CHAPTER IV. THE LEAGUE OF THE SCARLET PIMPERNEL

They looked like a merry, even joyful group as they sat around the table: Sir Andrew Ffoulkes and Lord Antony Dewhurst, two prime examples of handsome, well-born, and well-mannered Englishmen of the year 1792, and the aristocratic French Comtesse with her two children, who had just escaped terrible danger and finally found refuge on the safe shores of England.

In the corner, the two strangers had apparently finished their game; one of them stood up, and, turning his back to the lively company at the table, carefully adjusted his large, triple-caped coat. As he did so, he glanced quickly around the room. Everyone was busy laughing and chatting, so he quietly murmured, “All safe!” His companion, moving with the practiced agility of long experience, quickly dropped to his knees and slipped unnoticed under the oak bench. The first stranger then, with a loud “Good-night,” calmly walked out of the coffee-room.

No one at the supper table had noticed this curious and silent maneuver, but when the stranger finally closed the door of the coffee-room behind him, everyone instinctively sighed in relief.

“Alone at last!” said Lord Antony cheerfully.

The young Vicomte de Tournay stood, glass in hand, and with the graceful formality common at the time, raised it high and said in broken English,—

“To His Majesty George the Third of England. God bless him for welcoming us, poor exiles from France.”

“His Majesty the King!” echoed Lord Antony and Sir Andrew as they toasted, drinking loyally.

“To His Majesty King Louis of France,” added Sir Andrew solemnly. “May God protect him and grant him victory over his enemies.”

Everyone stood and drank this toast in silence. The fate of the unfortunate King of France, a prisoner of his own people, cast a shadow even over Mr. Jellyband’s usually cheerful face.

“And to Monsieur le Comte de Tournay de Basserive,” said Lord Antony, lightheartedly. “May we welcome him to England before many days have passed.”

“Ah, Monsieur,” said the Comtesse, as she brought her glass to her lips with a slightly trembling hand, “I hardly dare hope for that.”

But already Lord Antony was serving the soup, and for a few moments, all conversation stopped as Jellyband and Sally handed around the plates and everyone began to eat.

“Truly, Madame,” said Lord Antony after a while, “I meant every word of my toast. Now that you, Mademoiselle Suzanne, and my friend the Vicomte are safe in England, surely you must feel some hope for Monsieur le Comte’s safety.”

“Ah, Monsieur,” replied the Comtesse with a heavy sigh, “I trust in God—I can only pray—and hope…”

“Aye, Madame!” interrupted Sir Andrew Ffoulkes, “trust in God, but also believe a little in your English friends, who have sworn to bring the Count safely across the Channel, just as they have brought you today.”

“Indeed, indeed, Monsieur,” she answered, “I have full confidence in you and your friends. Your reputation, I assure you, has spread throughout all of France. The miraculous escapes of some of my own friends from that dreadful revolutionary tribunal were entirely your doing—”

“We were only the hands, Madame la Comtesse…”

“But my husband, Monsieur,” said the Comtesse, while unshed tears filled her voice, “he is in such terrible danger—I would never have left him, except… there were my children… I was torn between my duty to him and to them. They refused to go without me… and you and your friends gave me your solemn assurance that my husband would be safe. But, oh! now that I am here—among you all—in this beautiful, free England—I think of him, fleeing for his life, hunted like a poor animal… in such danger… Ah! I should not have left him… I should not have left him!…”

The poor woman had completely broken down; exhaustion, sorrow, and emotion had overwhelmed her proud, aristocratic demeanor. She was quietly crying, while Suzanne ran to her and tried to comfort her.

Neither Lord Antony nor Sir Andrew interrupted the Comtesse while she spoke. Clearly, they felt deeply for her; their silence was evidence of that—but throughout every era, and ever since England has been what it is, Englishmen have always felt somewhat embarrassed by their own emotions and sympathy. So the two young men remained silent, trying to hide their feelings, only managing to look extremely uncomfortable.

“As for me, Monsieur,” said Suzanne suddenly, gazing through a mass of brown curls at Sir Andrew, “I trust you completely, and I know you’ll bring my dear father safely to England, just as you have brought us today.”

She spoke with such confidence, such unspoken hope and belief, that it seemed to miraculously dry her mother’s tears and bring a smile to every face.

“Nay! You shame me, Mademoiselle,” replied Sir Andrew. “Though my life is at your service, I have only been a humble instrument for our great leader, who organized and carried out your escape.”

He spoke with such warmth and passion that Suzanne stared at him in open wonder.

“Your leader, Monsieur?” the Comtesse said eagerly. “Ah! Of course, you must have a leader. I had not thought of that before! But tell me—where is he? I must see him at once, so my children and I can thank him for all he has done for us.”

“Alas, Madame!” said Lord Antony, “that is impossible.”

“Impossible?—Why?”

“Because the Scarlet Pimpernel works in secret, and only his immediate followers know his identity, and that under a promise of absolute secrecy.”

“The Scarlet Pimpernel?” said Suzanne with a laughing curiosity. “What a funny name! What is the Scarlet Pimpernel, Monsieur?”

She looked at Sir Andrew with eager curiosity. His face had become almost transformed. His eyes lit up with enthusiasm; genuine hero-worship, admiration, and even love for his leader seemed to shine from his face.

“The Scarlet Pimpernel, Mademoiselle,” he said at last, “is the name of a humble English wayside flower; but it is also the alias chosen to conceal the identity of the bravest and best man in the world—so that he could achieve the noble mission he set for himself.”

“Ah, yes,” the young Vicomte interjected, “I have heard of this Scarlet Pimpernel. A small red flower—yes! They say in Paris that every time a royalist escapes to England, that scoundrel Foucquier-Tinville, the Public Prosecutor, receives a note with that little flower drawn in red on it… Yes?”

“Yes, that’s true,” said Lord Antony.

“Then he must have received such a note today?”

“Undoubtedly.”

“Oh! I wonder what he’ll say!” Suzanne said with a bright laugh. “I’ve heard that the picture of that little red flower is the only thing that frightens him.”

“Well, then,” said Sir Andrew, “he’ll have plenty more chances to study the outline of that little scarlet flower.”

“Ah, Monsieur,” sighed the Comtesse, “it all sounds like a story, and I can’t make sense of it all.”

“Why should you try, Madame?”

“But tell me, why should your leader—why should all of you—spend your money and risk your lives—for you truly do risk your lives, Messieurs, every time you set foot in France—and all for us French men and women, who mean nothing to you?”

“Sport, Madame la Comtesse, sport,” declared Lord Antony, in his jovial, bright voice. “We are a nation of sportsmen, you know, and at this moment, it’s fashionable to snatch the hare from the jaws of the hound.”

“Oh, no, not just for sport, Monsieur… I’m sure there’s a nobler motive for all the good you do.”

“Faith, Madame, I’d like you to find it then… As for me, truly, I love the adventure, for this is the greatest sport I have ever experienced—hairbreadth escapes… the very devil’s risks! Tally ho—and off we go!”

But the Comtesse shook her head, still skeptical. To her, it seemed absurd that these young men and their extraordinary leader, all apparently wealthy, likely of high birth, and young, would risk such terrible dangers only for sport. Their nationality, should they set foot in France, would not protect them. Anyone found sheltering or helping suspected royalists was ruthlessly condemned and summarily executed, regardless of nationality. This group of young Englishmen, as she knew, had dared to oppose the pitiless and bloodthirsty tribunal of the Revolution, right inside Paris itself, and rescued condemned victims from the very foot of the guillotine. Shuddering, she recalled the events of the past days—her escape from Paris with her two children, all three hidden under the hood of a rickety cart amidst a pile of turnips and cabbages, barely daring to breathe, while the mob screamed “À la lanterne les aristos!” at that dreadful West Barricade.

It had all seemed so miraculous; she and her husband had learned they were on the list of “suspected persons,” which meant their trial and death were only days—or possibly hours—away.

Then a hope for rescue arrived; the mysterious letter, signed with the cryptic scarlet symbol; clear, commanding instructions; the painful farewell from the Comte de Tournay, which broke the poor wife’s heart; the hope of reuniting; the escape with her two children; the covered cart; that terrifying hag driving it, who looked like some fiend, with the ghastly decoration on her whip handle!

The Comtesse glanced around at the quaint, old-fashioned English inn, the peace of a land with civil and religious liberty, and closed her eyes to block out the nightmare vision of the West Barricade and the mob running away in panic after the old hag mentioned the plague.

Every second under that cart she expected to be recognized, arrested, tried, and condemned herself and her children, while these young Englishmen—with their courageous, mysterious leader—had risked their own lives to save them, just as they had saved many other innocent people.

All just for sport? Impossible! Suzanne’s eyes, as she looked at Sir Andrew, plainly showed that she believed he did this to save others from cruel, undeserved death out of a much nobler motive than his friend cared to admit.

“How many are in your brave league, Monsieur?” she asked shyly.

“Twenty all told, Mademoiselle,” he replied. “One leads, and nineteen obey. We are all Englishmen, all sworn to the same cause: to obey our leader and rescue the innocent.”

“May God protect you all, Messieurs,” said the Comtesse, earnestly.

“He has done so thus far, Madame.”

“It amazes me—such bravery and devotion to your fellow men—yet you’re English! In France, betrayal is common—all in the name of liberty and fraternity.”

“Even the women in France have been crueller to us aristocrats than the men,” said the Vicomte, with a sigh.

“Ah yes,” added the Comtesse, a look of proud disdain and deep bitterness flashing in her sorrowful eyes, “there was that woman, Marguerite St. Just, for instance. She denounced the Marquis de St. Cyr and all his family to the dreadful tribunal of the Terror.”

“Marguerite St. Just?” said Lord Antony, casting a quick, anxious glance at Sir Andrew. “Marguerite St. Just?—Surely…”

“Yes!” the Comtesse replied. “Surely you know of her. She was a leading actress at the Comédie Française—and she recently married an Englishman. You must know her—”

“Know her?” said Lord Antony. “Know Lady Blakeney—the most fashionable woman in London—the wife of England’s richest man? Of course we all know Lady Blakeney.”

“She and I went to the same convent school in Paris,” Suzanne added. “We traveled to England together to learn your language. I was very fond of Marguerite, and I can’t believe she would ever do something so terrible.”

“It really does seem impossible,” said Sir Andrew. “You say she actually denounced the Marquis de St. Cyr? Why would she do that? There must be some mistake—”

“No mistake is possible, Monsieur,” replied the Comtesse coldly. “Marguerite St. Just’s brother is a notable republican. There was talk of a family feud between him and my cousin, the Marquis de St. Cyr. The St. Justs are quite common, and the republican government employs many spies. I assure you, there is no mistake… Had you not heard this story?”

“Truly, Madame, I did hear vague rumors of it, but in England no one would believe it… Sir Percy Blakeney, her husband, is a wealthy man, of high social standing, close friend to the Prince of Wales… and Lady Blakeney leads both fashion and society in London.”

“That may be, Monsieur, and of course, we will lead a very quiet life in England, but I pray God that while I remain in this lovely country, I never meet Marguerite St. Just.”

A figurative wet blanket seemed to settle over the cheerful company around the table. Suzanne looked sad and silent. Sir Andrew fidgeted awkwardly with his fork, while the Comtesse, wearing her aristocratic prejudices like armor, sat stiff and unyielding in her straight-backed chair. Lord Antony looked especially uneasy, glancing once or twice with concern at Jellyband, who appeared just as uncomfortable.

“At what time do you expect Sir Percy and Lady Blakeney?” Lord Antony managed to whisper discreetly to the host.

“Any moment now, my lord,” Jellyband replied quietly.

As he spoke, the distant clatter of an approaching coach could be heard; louder and louder it grew, with a few shouts becoming clear, then the sound of horses’ hooves on uneven cobblestones. The next moment, a stable boy threw open the coffee-room door and rushed in excitedly.

“Sir Percy Blakeney and my lady,” he shouted as loud as he could, “they’re just arriving!”

With more shouting, the jingling of harness, and the pounding of iron hooves on the stone, a magnificent coach drawn by four superb bays halted outside the porch of “The Fisherman’s Rest.”




CHAPTER V. MARGUERITE

In an instant, the pleasant, oak-raftered coffee-room of the inn turned into a scene of utter confusion and discomfort. As soon as the stable boy made his announcement, Lord Antony jumped up from his seat with a fashionable exclamation and began giving a jumble of directions to poor, bewildered Jellyband, who seemed at his wits’ end about what to do.

“For goodness’ sake, man,” admonished his lordship, “try to keep Lady Blakeney talking outside for a moment while the ladies withdraw. Zounds!” he added, with another, stronger oath, “this is most unfortunate.”

“Quick, Sally! The candles!” shouted Jellyband. Hopping about from one foot to another, he ran here and there, only adding to everyone’s confusion.

The Comtesse, too, had stood up: rigid and upright, trying to conceal her excitement under a facade of sang-froid, as she repeated mechanically—

“I will not see her!—I will not see her!”

Outside, the excitement over the arrival of such important guests was growing rapidly.

“Good-day, Sir Percy!—Good-day to your ladyship! Your servant, Sir Percy!”—came the chorus, full of lively voices, alternated with weaker cries of—“Remember the poor blind man! Out of charity, lady and gentleman!”

Suddenly, a singularly sweet voice rose above the commotion.

“Let the poor man be—and give him some supper at my expense.”

The voice was low and musical, with a slight lilt and a subtle hint of a foreign accent on the consonants.

Everyone in the coffee-room heard it and stopped, instinctively listening for a moment. Sally was holding the candles by the opposite door to the bedrooms upstairs, and the Comtesse was urgently trying to slip away from the owner of that sweet, musical voice; Suzanne reluctantly prepared to follow her mother, glancing wistfully at the door, still hoping to see her dearly-beloved, former schoolmate.

Then Jellyband threw open the door, still desperately and cluelessly hoping to prevent the disaster he sensed was looming, and the same low, musical voice said, with a cheerful laugh and feigned indignation—

“B-r-r-r-r! I am as wet as a herring! Dieu! Has anyone ever seen such a wretched climate?”

“Suzanne, come with me at once—I insist,” said the Comtesse sternly.

“Oh! Mama!” pleaded Suzanne.

“My lady… er… h’m!… my lady!…” stammered Jellyband, ineffectively trying to block the way.

“Pardieu, my good man,” said Lady Blakeney, impatiently, “why are you standing there, prancing around like a turkey with a sore foot? Let me get to the fire—I am frozen through.”

And the next moment, Lady Blakeney, gently pushing the innkeeper aside, swept into the coffee-room.

There are many portraits and miniatures of Marguerite St. Just—then Lady Blakeney—but none likely capture the full extent of her unique beauty. Tall, above average height, with a striking presence and regal figure, it’s no wonder even the Comtesse paused for a moment in involuntary admiration before turning her back on such a captivating vision.

Marguerite Blakeney was, at the time, scarcely twenty-five, and at the height of her dazzling beauty. The large hat, with its undulating and waving plumes, cast a soft shadow across her classic brow, crowned with a halo of auburn hair untouched by powder; her sweet, almost childlike mouth, straight, sculpted nose, rounded chin, and graceful throat were all accentuated by the picturesque fashion of the day. The rich blue velvet gown outlined her figure perfectly, while one small hand held, with its own dignified flair, the tall stick adorned with a large bunch of ribbons, a recent fashion among ladies.

With a quick glance around, Marguerite Blakeney took in everyone present. She nodded pleasantly to Sir Andrew Ffoulkes and extended her hand to Lord Antony.

“Hello! Lord Tony, why—what are you doing here in Dover?” she said cheerfully.

Without waiting for a reply, she turned to face the Comtesse and Suzanne. Her whole face lit up even more brightly as she opened her arms to the young girl.

“Why! If that isn’t my little Suzanne over there. Pardieu, little citizeness, how did you come to England? And Madame too!”

She went up to them both with enthusiastic affection, showing neither embarrassment nor hesitation in her manner or her smile. Lord Tony and Sir Andrew watched anxiously. Though English, they had both spent time in France, and knew well enough the strict pride and bitter hatred with which the old French noblesse regarded those who had contributed to their downfall. Armand St. Just—Marguerite’s brother—though known for his moderate, sym­pathetic views, was an active republican. His feud with the ancient family of St. Cyr—its origins and justice unknown to outsiders—had ended in their destruction, nearly wiping them out. In France, St. Just and his allies had triumphed, and now, here in England, these three refugees stood face to face with one descended from the republican families who had destroyed a throne and toppled an ancient aristocracy.

She stood before them in all the unconscious pride of beauty, extending her delicate hand to them as if, by that one gesture, she could bridge the gap of conflict and bloodshed from the past decade.

“Suzanne, I forbid you to speak to that woman,” said the Comtesse harshly, placing a restraining hand on her daughter’s arm.

She spoke in English so that all could hear and understand: the two young English men, the innkeeper, and his daughter. Sally literally gasped, horrified by this foreign rudeness shown to her ladyship—who was now English, married to Sir Percy, and a friend of the Princess of Wales.

As for Lord Antony and Sir Andrew Ffoulkes, their hearts seemed to stop at this unwarranted insult. One of them uttered an exclamation of appeal, the other a warning, and both instinctively glanced toward the door, where a slow, drawling, yet pleasant voice was already heard.

Only Marguerite Blakeney and the Comtesse de Tournay remained seemingly unmoved. The latter, rigid, upright, and defiant, with her hand still on her daughter’s arm, embodied all the pride that would not bend. For an instant, Marguerite’s sweet face went as white as the soft fichu at her throat, and a keen observer might have noticed her hand, gripping the ribboned stick, clenched and trembling.

But that lasted only a moment; immediately, her delicate eyebrows rose slightly, her lips curled into a mocking smile, her blue eyes looked straight at the Comtesse, and with a slight shrug—

“Hoity-toity, citizeness,” she said light-heartedly, “what’s gotten into you, may I ask?”

“We are in England now, Madame,” replied the Comtesse coldly, “and I am free to forbid my daughter from offering you her hand in friendship. Come, Suzanne.”

She beckoned to her daughter, and without another glance at Marguerite Blakeney, but with a deep, old-fashioned curtsey to the two young men, she swept out of the room.

There was silence in the old inn parlour as the sound of the Comtesse’s skirts faded. Marguerite, statue-still, watched intently as the figure passed through the doorway—but as little Suzanne, obedient and humble, was about to follow, the hard look in Lady Blakeney’s eyes faded, replaced by a wistful, almost childlike sadness.

Little Suzanne noticed this; her sweet nature was drawn to the beautiful woman, barely older than herself. Girlish sympathy overruled her obedience, and at the door, she turned back, ran to Marguerite, and wrapped her arms around her, kissing her warmly. Only then did she follow her mother, with Sally trailing behind, smiling pleasantly and ending with a final curtsey to Lady Blakeney.

Suzanne’s tender, spontaneous gesture eased the unpleasant tension. Sir Andrew watched the little figure as it disappeared, then caught Lady Blakeney’s gaze, sharing a look of genuine amusement.

Marguerite, with playful exaggeration, blew a kiss to the departing ladies, and a sly smile played about her lips.

“So, that’s it, is it?” she said, cheerfully. “La! Sir Andrew, did you ever see anyone so disagreeable? I hope I won’t look like that when I’m old.”

She gathered her skirts and, taking an exaggeratedly regal pose, marched toward the fireplace.

“Suzanne,” she said, mimicking the Comtesse, “I forbid you to speak to that woman!”

The laughter that followed might have sounded slightly forced, but neither Sir Andrew nor Lord Tony were especially perceptive. Her mimicry was perfect, the tone so well done that both young men broke out in sincere, cheerful applause.

“Ah! Lady Blakeney!” added Lord Tony, “they must miss you at the Comédie Française, and I’m sure the Parisians can hardly forgive Sir Percy for taking you away.”

“Lud, man,” replied Marguerite with a shrug, “it’s impossible to hate Sir Percy for anything; his clever jests would even charm Madame la Comtesse herself.”

The young Vicomte, who hadn’t joined his mother in her dignified exit, now stepped forward, prepared to defend the Comtesse if Lady Blakeney made any more remarks. But before he could protest, a pleasant, if slightly silly, laugh was heard from outside, and the next moment, an unusually tall and very richly dressed figure appeared in the doorway.




CHAPTER VI. AN EXQUISITE OF ’92

Sir Percy Blakeney, as the chronicles of the time tell us, was in the year 1792 still a year or two shy of thirty. Tall—well above average, even for an Englishman—broad-shouldered and powerfully built, he would have been seen as especially handsome were it not for a certain lazy look in his deep-set blue eyes, and that ever-present foolish grin, which seemed to mar his strong, well-shaped mouth.

It had been nearly a year since Sir Percy Blakeney, Baronet, one of the wealthiest men in England, leader of all the fashions and close friend to the Prince of Wales, had astonished fashionable society in London and Bath by returning from one of his trips abroad with a beautiful, captivating, and clever French wife. He, the sleepiest, dullest, most stereotypically British man known for making pretty women yawn, had managed to win a dazzling marital prize for which—according to all the chroniclers—there had been many contenders.

Marguerite St. Just had first made her début in Paris’s artistic circles right as the greatest social upheaval in history was shaking the city to its core. Barely eighteen, blessed with both beauty and talent, and chaperoned only by a devoted younger brother, she soon gathered around her, in her lovely apartment on Rue Richelieu, a circle both brilliant and exclusive—exclusive, that is, from a particular perspective. Marguerite St. Just was, both by principle and conviction, a republican—she believed in the equality of birth. Inequality of fortune, to her, was merely an unfortunate accident, and the only inequality she truly recognized was that of talent. “Money and titles may be hereditary,” she would say, “but brains are not.” As a result, her charming salon became a haven for originality and intellect, for brilliance and wit, for clever men and talented women. Admission soon became regarded, among the intellectual world—with its axis in Paris even in those troubled days—as the mark of an artistic career.

Clever and distinguished men—even those of high rank—formed a constant, dazzling court around the captivating young actress of the Comédie Française. She glided through revolutionary, tumultuous, blood-soaked Paris like a shining comet, with a trail of Europe’s most distinguished and interesting minds following her.

Then came the climax. Some smiled indulgently and called it artistic eccentricity; others considered it prudent, given the rapidly unfolding events in Paris at the time. But, to everyone, the true motive behind it remained a mystery. Marguerite St. Just married Sir Percy Blakeney one fine day, just like that, without either warning her friends or having a soirée de contrat, dîner de fiançailles, or any other typical elements of a fashionable French wedding.

How that allegedly stupid, dull Englishman found his way into the intellectual circle surrounding “the cleverest woman in Europe,” as her friends unanimously called her, no one dared guess—a golden key is said to open every door, said the more spiteful.

Regardless, she married him, and “the cleverest woman in Europe” had tied her fate to that “demmed idiot” Blakeney. Even her closest friends could not find any reason for this strange decision other than pure eccentricity. Those who truly knew her scoffed at the idea that Marguerite St. Just had married a simpleton for his wealth or what he could provide her. They knew, in fact, Marguerite St. Just cared little for money, and even less for titles; besides, at least half a dozen other men in the cosmopolitan world, equally well-born—if not as wealthy—would have been glad to offer Marguerite any role she wished.

As for Sir Percy himself, he was generally considered entirely unfit for the demanding role he’d taken on. His main qualifications seemed to be blind adoration for his wife, enormous wealth, and favor at the English court. London society, considering his limited intellect, thought he’d have done better marrying a less brilliant and witty woman.

Although lately he had been quite a presence in fashionable English society, most of his early years had been spent abroad. His father, the late Sir Algernon Blakeney, suffered the terrible misfortune of seeing his beloved young wife become hopelessly insane after two happy years of marriage. Percy was just born when the late Lady Blakeney fell prey to the illness, which in those days was thought incurable and considered a curse on the family. Sir Algernon took his ill wife abroad; there, Percy was presumably educated, growing up among an unstable mother and anguished father, until he came of age. The deaths of both parents came close together, making him a free man, and since Sir Algernon had lived a very simple, withdrawn life, the Blakeney fortune had grown tenfold.

Sir Percy Blakeney had travelled widely before bringing home his beautiful, young French wife. The fashionable circles were eager to welcome them both. Sir Percy was wealthy, his wife was accomplished, the Prince of Wales took a great liking to them. Within six months, they were the undisputed leaders of fashion and style. Sir Percy’s coats were the talk of the town, his idiotic remarks were quoted, his silly laugh imitated by the golden youth at Almack’s and the Mall. Everyone said he was hopelessly stupid—which, after all, was not surprising considering the Blakeneys had been famously dull for generations, and that his mother had died mad.

So society accepted him, fawned over him, made much of him, since he owned the best horses, threw the finest fêtes, and served the best wines. As for marrying “the cleverest woman in Europe”—well, the inevitable followed quickly. No one pitied him; his fate was his own doing. There were plenty of high-born, pretty girls in England eager to help him spend the Blakeney fortune while smiling indulgently at his foolishness. Besides, he seemed to need no pity—he was proud of his clever wife and seemed unmoved by her thinly veiled, good-natured contempt and the amusement she took in sharpening her wit at his expense.

But then, Blakeney was really too dull to notice the ridicule with which his clever wife treated him. If his hopes for happiness and his dog-like devotion had not panned out, society could only guess at it.

In his grand house at Richmond, he played second fiddle to his brilliant wife with unshakeable bonhomie; he showered her with jewels and luxuries of every kind, which she received with grace, entertaining with the same charm she had brought to her Parisian circle.

Physically, Sir Percy Blakeney was undeniably handsome—except for the lazy, bored look that was always present. He was always impeccably dressed, wearing the flamboyant “Incroyable” fashions that had just come from Paris, but doing so with the innate good taste of an English gentleman. On this particular September afternoon, despite the long coach journey and the rain and mud, his coat fitted perfectly across his broad shoulders, his hands looked almost feminine in their whiteness as they emerged from billowy Mechlin lace cuffs: his very short-waisted satin coat, wide-lapelled waistcoat, and tight striped breeches displayed his imposing figure to perfection; at rest, he truly was a fine example of English masculinity—until the foppish airs, affected gestures, and that endless foolish laugh abruptly ended any admiration.

He strolled into the old-fashioned inn parlour, shaking the wet from his fine overcoat; then, putting a gold-rimmed monocle to his lazy blue eye, he surveyed the company—who fell into an embarrassed silence.

“How do, Tony? How do, Ffoulkes?” he said, recognizing the two young men and shaking hands. “Zounds, my dear fellow,” he added, suppressing a yawn, “have you ever seen such a dreadful day? Damned climate, this.”

With a quick, half-embarrassed and half-sarcastic laugh, Marguerite turned to her husband, surveying him from head to toe with a gleam of amusement in her bright blue eyes.

“La!” said Sir Percy, after a pause as no one commented, “how sheepish you all look…. What’s going on?”

“Oh, nothing, Sir Percy,” replied Marguerite, sounding bright but just a bit forced, “nothing to disturb your peace—only an insult to your wife.”

The laugh with which she said this was clearly meant to reassure Sir Percy that it was nothing serious. It apparently worked, as he echoed her laugh and replied amiably—

“La, my dear! You don’t say so. By God! Who was the bold man who dared to face you—eh?”

Lord Tony tried to intervene, but before he could, the young Vicomte quickly stepped forward.

“Monsieur,” he said, beginning his speech with a formal bow and speaking in halting English, “my mother, the Comtesse de Tournay de Basserive, has offended Madame, whom I see is your wife. I cannot ask your pardon for my mother; what she does is right to me. But I am ready to offer you the usual reparation between men of honour.”

The young man drew himself up to his full, slender height, looking very proud, highly enthusiastic, and extremely agitated as he faced the imposing figure of Sir Percy Blakeney, Baronet.

“Lud, Sir Andrew,” whispered Marguerite with one of her sparkling laughs, “look at that lovely sight—the English turkey and the French bantam.”

The comparison was spot-on, and the English turkey looked down, completely confused, at the dainty little French bantam fluttering so threateningly around him.

“La! sir,” said Sir Percy at last, raising his monocle and regarding the young Frenchman with open surprise, “where on earth did you learn to speak English?”

“Monsieur!” protested the Vicomte, a bit flustered by how nonchalantly the big Englishman took his challenge.

“I must say it’s marvelous!” continued Sir Percy calmly. “Damned marvelous! Don’t you think so, Tony—eh? I swear I can’t speak French half as well. What?”

“Nay, I’ll vouch for that!” added Marguerite. “Sir Percy’s British accent could cut glass.”

“Monsieur,” the Vicomte interrupted earnestly, in even more broken English, “I fear you have not understood. I offer you the only possible reparation between gentlemen.”

“What the devil is that?” Sir Percy asked mildly.

“My sword, Monsieur,” replied the Vicomte, who, though still uncertain, was starting to lose his temper.

“You’re a sportsman, Lord Tony,” joked Marguerite; “ten to one on the little bantam.”

But Sir Percy merely gazed sleepily at the Vicomte for a moment, then stifled another yawn, stretched out his long limbs, and turned away slowly.

“Dear me, sir,” he muttered good-naturedly, “damn it, young man, what would I do with your sword?”

What the Vicomte thought and felt at that moment—after being so blatantly dismissed by the gangly Englishman—could fill volumes. What he actually said was a single word, choked out by his anger—

“A duel, Monsieur,” he stammered.

Again, Blakeney turned and looked down from his height at the angry little Frenchman; but he never lost his easy good humor. He gave his usual inane laugh, stuffed his long slender hands into his coat pockets, and said slowly—

“A duel? La! is that what he meant? Odd’s fish! You really are a bloodthirsty little fellow. Do you want to poke holes in a law-abiding man?… As for me, sir, I never fight duels,” he added as he sat down calmly and stretched out his long, lazy legs. “Demmed awkward things, duels, aren’t they, Tony?”

Now, the Vicomte had likely heard that in England, the practice of dueling among gentlemen had been firmly stamped out by law; yet, to him—a Frenchman whose ideas of honor and bravery were rooted in centuries-old tradition—a gentleman refusing a duel seemed almost monstrous. He considered whether to strike the tall Englishman and call him a coward, or whether such conduct before a lady would itself be dishonorable, when Marguerite thankfully stepped in.

“I beg you, Lord Tony,” she said in her sweet, melodious voice, “please make peace. The boy is about to burst with rage, and,” she continued with a trace of dry sarcasm, “he could do Sir Percy harm.” She laughed a mocking little laugh, which, as usual, had no effect on her husband’s calm. “The British turkey wins the day,” she said. “Sir Percy could provoke every saint in the calendar and still keep his temper.”

But Blakeney, always good-natured, joined in the laughter at his own expense.

“That was a sharp one, wasn’t it?” he said cheerily to the Vicomte. “Clever woman, my wife—you’ll find that out if you stay in England long enough.”

“Sir Percy is right, Vicomte,” Lord Antony interjected, giving the young Frenchman a friendly pat. “It wouldn’t do to start your English life by challenging someone to a duel.”

The Vicomte hesitated a moment, then—with a little shrug, aimed at England’s bizarre code of honor—replied with dignity,

“Ah, well! If Monsieur is satisfied, I have no complaints. You, m’lord, are our protector. If I have done wrong, I recuse myself.”

“Aye, do!” said Blakeney with a long, satisfied sigh. “Recuse yourself over there. Demmed excitable little puppy,” he muttered under his breath. “Faith, Ffoulkes, if that’s the sort of goods you and your friends are bringing from France, my advice is to drop ’em mid-Channel—or I’ll have to see Pitt, get him to slap on a tariff, and put you in stocks for smuggling.”

“La, Sir Percy, your sense of honor misleads you,” teased Marguerite, “you forget you yourself brought a bundle of goods from France.”

Blakeney stood slowly and, with a deep, elaborate bow before his wife, said gallantly,

“I had my pick of the market, Madame, and my taste is foolproof.”

“More so than your chivalry, I’m afraid,” she answered sarcastically.

“Odd’s life, my dear! Be reasonable! Do you think I’m going to let every little frog-eater who doesn’t like your nose use me as a pincushion?”

“Lud, Sir Percy!” Lady Blakeney laughed, giving him a graceful curtsey, “don’t worry! ’Tisn’t men who dislike my nose’s shape.”

“Afraid? Nonsense! Are you questioning my courage, Madame? I don’t go to the boxing ring for nothing, do I, Tony? I’ve boxed with Red Sam before—and he didn’t win everything—”

“Truly, Sir Percy,” said Marguerite, with a long, merry laugh that echoed under the old oak rafters, “I wish I’d seen you then… ha! ha! ha! ha!—what a sight you must have been… and to be scared of a little French boy… ha! ha!… ha! ha!”

“Ha! ha! ha! he! he! he!” replied Sir Percy, good-humored as ever. “La, Madame, you do me honor! Look, Ffoulkes, I made my wife laugh!—The cleverest woman in Europe!… Odd’s fish, we must drink to that!” and he rapped briskly on the table. “Hey, Jelly! Quickly, man! Here, Jelly!”

Peace was restored. Mr. Jellyband, after a mighty effort, recovered from the emotional ups and downs of the last half hour.

“A bowl of punch, Jelly, hot and strong, eh?” said Sir Percy. “These wits that made the cleverest woman laugh must be refreshed! Ha! ha! ha! Quick, Jelly!”

“No time, Sir Percy,” Marguerite interrupted. “The skipper will be here soon, and my brother must get on board, or the Day Dream will miss the tide.”

“Time, my dear? There’s plenty of time for a man to get drunk and board a ship before the tide turns.”

“I believe, your ladyship,” said Jellyband respectfully, “the young gentleman is coming now with Sir Percy’s skipper.”

“That’s it,” said Blakeney, “then Armand can join us for a bowl. What do you think, Tony,” he said, turning to the Vicomte, “will your jackanapes join us for a drink? Tell him it’s a gesture of reconciliation.”

“In fact, you are all such cheerful company,” said Marguerite, “that I hope you’ll excuse me while I say goodbye to my brother in another room.”

It would have been bad manners to object. Both Lord Antony and Sir Andrew realized Lady Blakeney could not be entirely comfortable just then. Her devotion to her brother, Armand St. Just, was deep and moving. He had just spent some weeks with her in England, and was now returning to serve his country at a time when such service usually meant death.

Sir Percy, too, made no attempt to make his wife stay. With that perfectly affected gallantry that seemed to guide his every gesture, he opened the coffee-room door, giving her the most formal and elaborate bow fashion demanded, as she glided out, hardly sparing him more than a passing, faintly contemptuous glance. Only Sir Andrew Ffoulkes, whose every feeling since meeting Suzanne de Tournay had become more sensitive and sympathetic, noticed the strange look of deep longing, of hopeless passion, with which the silly, flippant Sir Percy watched his brilliant wife walk away.




CHAPTER VII. THE SECRET ORCHARD

Once outside the noisy coffee-room, alone in the dimly lit hallway, Marguerite Blakeney seemed to breathe more freely. She let out a deep sigh, like someone who has long been burdened by the weight of constant self-control, and she let a few tears fall unnoticed down her cheeks.

Outside, the rain had stopped, and through the swiftly moving clouds, the pale rays of the post-storm sun shone on the beautiful white coast of Kent and the quaint, irregular houses clustered around the Admiralty Pier. Marguerite Blakeney stepped onto the porch and gazed out to sea. Silhouetted against the ever-changing sky, a graceful schooner with white sails set was gently swaying in the breeze. It was the Day Dream, Sir Percy Blakeney’s yacht, ready to take Armand St. Just back to France—into the very heart of that turbulent, bloody Revolution which was overthrowing a monarchy, attacking a religion, destroying a society, and trying to build, from the ashes of tradition, a new Utopia which a handful of men imagined but none could achieve.

In the distance, two figures approached “The Fisherman’s Rest”: one was an older man, with a strange fringe of grey hair around a round and massive chin, who walked with that rolling gait that always reveals a seafaring man; the other, a young, slight figure, neatly and stylishly dressed in a dark, multi-caped overcoat, clean-shaven, with dark hair swept back from a clear and noble forehead.

“Armand!” said Marguerite Blakeney, as soon as she saw him coming from afar, and a happy smile shone on her sweet face, even through the tears.

A minute or two later, brother and sister were in each other’s arms, while the old skipper stood respectfully aside.

“How much time do we have, Briggs?” asked Lady Blakeney, “before M. St. Just must go on board?”

“We ought to weigh anchor in half an hour, your ladyship,” replied the old man, tugging at his grey forelock.

Linking her arm in his, Marguerite led her brother toward the cliffs.

“Half an hour,” she said, looking wistfully out to sea, “in half an hour you’ll be far from me, Armand! Oh! I can’t believe you’re going, dear! These last few days—while Percy has been away, and I’ve had you to myself—have slipped by like a dream.”

“I’m not going far, sweet one,” said the young man gently, “just a narrow channel to cross—a few miles of road—I can come back soon.”

“No, it isn’t the distance, Armand—but that dreadful Paris… right now…”

They had reached the edge of the cliff. The gentle sea breeze tossed Marguerite’s hair about her face and sent the ends of her soft lace fichu fluttering around her like a white, supple snake. She tried to see into the distance, beyond which lay the shores of France: that stern, relentless France, exacting her pound of flesh, the blood-tax from her noblest sons.

“Our own beautiful country, Marguerite,” said Armand, who seemed to sense her thoughts.

“They’re going too far, Armand,” she said passionately. “You’re a republican, and so am I… we share the same ideals for liberty and equality… but even you must think they’re going too far…”

“Hush!” said Armand instinctively, casting a quick, anxious glance around him.

“Ah! you see: even you don’t think it’s safe to speak of these things—even here in England!” She clung to him suddenly with deep, almost motherly affection: “Don’t go, Armand!” she pleaded; “don’t go back! What would I do if… if… if…”

Her voice was choked with sobs, her eyes—tender, blue, and loving—looked pleadingly at the young man, who in turn gazed steadily into hers.

“You would still be my brave sister,” he said gently, “who would remember that, when France is in peril, her sons cannot turn their backs on her.”

Even as he spoke, that sweet, childlike smile returned to her face, touched with deep sadness, for it seemed drowned in tears.

“Oh! Armand!” she said with a touch of humor, “sometimes I wish you didn’t have so many lofty virtues…. Honestly, little sins are much less dangerous and uncomfortable. But you will be careful?” she added earnestly.

“As much as possible… I promise you.”

“Remember, dear, I have only you… to… to care for me….”

“No, sweet one, you have other concerns now. Percy cares for you….”

A look of strange wistfulness came into her eyes as she murmured,—

“He did… once…”

“But surely…”

“There, there, dear, don’t worry about me. Percy is very good…”

“No!” he interrupted firmly, “I will worry about you, my Margot. Listen, dear, I’ve never talked to you about these things before; something always stopped me when I wanted to ask. But now, I feel I can’t leave you without asking one question…. You don’t have to answer if you’d rather not,” he added, noticing the sudden hard look—almost fear—in her eyes.

“What is it?” she asked simply.

“Does Sir Percy Blakeney know that… I mean, does he know the part you played in the arrest of the Marquis de St. Cyr?”

She laughed—a mirthless, bitter, contemptuous laugh, like a discord staining the music of her voice.

“That I denounced the Marquis de St. Cyr, you mean, to the tribunal that eventually sent him and all his family to the guillotine? Yes, he knows…. I told him after I married him….”

“You told him all the circumstances—which completely cleared you of any blame?”

“It was too late to talk about ‘circumstances’; he heard the story from others; my confession came too late, apparently. I couldn’t plead extenuating circumstances anymore: I couldn’t degrade myself by trying to explain—”

“And?”

“And now I have the satisfaction, Armand, of knowing that the biggest fool in England thinks nothing but contempt of his wife.”

She spoke with intense bitterness now, and Armand St. Just, who loved her dearly, realized he had clumsily touched a deeply painful wound.

“But Sir Percy loved you, Margot,” he insisted gently.

“Loved me?—Well, Armand, I used to think so, or I wouldn’t have married him. I suppose,” she continued quickly, as if relieved to finally lay down a heavy burden she’d carried for months, “I expect even you thought—as everyone else did—that I married Sir Percy for his wealth—but truly, dear, that wasn’t it. He seemed to adore me with a remarkable, intense passion that touched my heart. I had never loved anyone before, as you know, and I was twenty-four then—so I naturally thought love wasn’t in my nature. But I always felt it must be heavenly to be loved blindly, passionately, completely… even worshipped—and the very fact that Percy was slow and awkward actually attracted me, because I thought he’d love me all the more. A clever man would have other interests, an ambitious man would have other hopes…. I thought a fool would just adore me and nothing else. And I was ready to reciprocate, Armand; I would have let myself be adored and returned infinite tenderness….”

She sighed—and there was a world of disappointment in that breath. Armand St. Just let her talk on without interruption: he listened, while his own thoughts raced. It was painful to see such a young and beautiful woman—still a girl, truly, standing almost at the threshold of her life—already stripped of hope, stripped of illusions, stripped of those golden, fantastic dreams that should have made her youth a continuous holiday.

Yet perhaps—though he loved his sister dearly—he understood: he had studied men in many countries, of all ages, of every social and intellectual standing, and deep down he understood what Marguerite had left unspoken. Granted Percy Blakeney was dull, but in his slow mind, there must have remained that indelible pride of someone descended from a long line of English gentlemen. A Blakeney had died on Bosworth Field, another had given up life and fortune for a traitorous Stuart: and that same pride—foolish and prejudiced though the republican Armand might say it was—would have been wounded to the core by the sin that lay at Lady Blakeney’s feet. She had been young, misled, perhaps ill-advised. Armand knew this; those who had exploited Marguerite’s youth, impulses, and mistakes knew it even better. But Blakeney, being slow-minded, would never consider “circumstances,” he paid attention only to facts, and those facts showed Lady Blakeney accusing a fellow man before a tribunal that showed no mercy: the contempt he’d feel for her action, even if she acted without full understanding, would suffocate any love in him, a love in which sympathy and intellect had never played a part.

Yet still, his own sister puzzled him. Life and love can take such strange turns. Could it be that with her husband’s love fading, Marguerite’s heart was now awakening to love him? Such extremes often meet on love’s path: this woman, who had charmed half of intellectual Europe, might now have set her heart on a fool. Marguerite was staring into the sunset. Armand couldn’t see her face, but after a moment, it seemed to him that something glimmered briefly in the golden evening light as it fell from her eyes onto her delicate lace fichu.

But he couldn’t talk to her about these things. He knew her strange, passionate nature so well, and also that reserve hidden beneath her open, frank ways.

They had always been inseparable, for their parents had died when Armand was still young and Marguerite just a child. He, some eight years older, watched over her until her marriage; he had watched over her during those dazzling years spent in the flat on the Rue de Richelieu, and had seen her begin this new life in England with both sorrow and worry.

This was his first visit to England since her marriage, and the months apart already seemed to have erected a thin, fragile wall between brother and sister; the same deep, intense love remained, but now it seemed each held a secret orchard into which the other dared not enter.

There was much Armand St. Just couldn’t tell his sister; the political landscape in France was changing almost daily; she might not understand how his opinions and sympathies might be shifting too, as the violence and horrors among his old friends increased. And Marguerite couldn’t speak to her brother about the secrets of her heart; she hardly understood them herself—she only knew that, surrounded by luxury, she still felt lonely and unhappy.

And now Armand was leaving; she feared for his safety, she longed for his company. She would not mar these last few sadly sweet moments by talking about herself. She led him gently along the cliffs, then down to the beach; their arms linked, they still had much to say, things that lay just outside that secret orchard of theirs.




CHAPTER VIII. THE ACCREDITED AGENT

The afternoon was quickly coming to an end; a long, chilly English summer evening was casting a misty veil over the green Kentish countryside.

The Day Dream had sailed, and Marguerite Blakeney stood alone on the edge of the cliff for more than an hour, watching those white sails, which so swiftly carried away from her the only person who truly cared for her, whom she dared to love, and whom she knew she could trust.

A short distance to her left, the lights from the coffee-room at “The Fisherman’s Rest” shone yellow through the gathering mist; now and then, it seemed to her frayed nerves as if she could catch the sound of laughter and jovial voices from there, or even the constant, senseless laughter of her husband, which continually grated on her sensitive ears.

Sir Percy had had the tact to leave her entirely alone. She supposed that, in his own rather foolish but kind-hearted way, he might have understood that she would want to be alone while those white sails vanished into the dim horizon, so many miles away. He, with his overly refined sense of propriety, had not even suggested that a servant remain within call. For all this, Marguerite was grateful to her husband; she always tried to be grateful for his thoughtfulness, which was consistent, and for his generosity, which truly was boundless. She even tried at times to restrain the sarcastic and bitter thoughts about him that made her—against her will—say cruel, insulting things, hoping vaguely that they would hurt him.

Yes, she often wished to wound him, to make him feel that she held him in contempt too, that she had also forgotten that she once almost loved him. Loved that foolish fop! whose interests seemed to go no further than tying a cravat or the latest cut of a coat. Ridiculous! And yet… vague memories, which were sweet and passionate and in tune with this calm summer’s evening, came drifting back to her on the soft sea breeze: memories of when he first worshipped her; how devoted he was—a veritable slave—and there was a certain latent intensity in that love which fascinated her.

Then suddenly that love, that devotion, which she had always seen as the slavish loyalty of a dog, seemed to disappear completely. Only a day after the simple little ceremony at old St. Roch, she told him the story of how, unintentionally, she had mentioned certain matters concerning the Marquis de St. Cyr to some friends of hers—men who then used this knowledge against the unfortunate Marquis, sending him and his family to the guillotine.

She hated the Marquis. Years before, Armand, her dear brother, had loved Angèle de St. Cyr, but St. Just was a commoner and the Marquis was full of the pride and arrogant prejudice of his class. One day Armand, the respectful, timid lover, dared to send a short poem—enthusiastic, passionate—to the object of his dreams. The next night, outside Paris, he was attacked by the Marquis de St. Cyr’s servants and beaten so severely that he was nearly killed—all because he had dared to love the daughter of an aristocrat. Such incidents were almost daily occurrences in France, just a couple of years before the Revolution; in fact, many such incidents led to the bloody reprisals that later sent most of those proud heads to the guillotine.

Marguerite remembered everything: the pain her brother must have suffered in his pride and manhood must have been dreadful; what she suffered because of and with him she never tried to analyze.

Then the day of reckoning came. St. Cyr and his peers had met their masters in those plebeians they once despised. Armand and Marguerite, both intelligent and thoughtful, eagerly embraced the idealistic aims of the Revolution, while the Marquis de St. Cyr and his family fought stubbornly to retain the privileges that set them apart. Marguerite, impulsive and thoughtless, still angry over the terrible insult to her brother, happened to overhear in her social circle that the St. Cyrs were corresponding with Austria, hoping to enlist the Emperor’s help against the growing revolution in France.

In those days, one accusation was enough: Marguerite’s few careless words about the Marquis de St. Cyr had consequences within twenty-four hours. He was arrested, his papers searched: letters from the Austrian Emperor, promising troops against the people of Paris, were found in his desk. He was charged with treason against the nation and sent to the guillotine, and his family—his wife and sons—shared his grim fate.

Marguerite, horrified by the awful outcome of her own thoughtless words, was powerless to save the Marquis; her own social group and the revolutionary leaders all praised her as a heroine. When she married Sir Percy Blakeney, she may not have realized how harshly he would judge the mistake she had made so unintentionally and which still weighed so heavily on her conscience. She fully confessed it to her husband, trusting in his blind love and her power over him to soon make him forget what might have sounded unpleasant to an Englishman’s ears.

Certainly, at the time, he seemed to take it very calmly; in fact, he hardly seemed to grasp all she said; but what was beyond doubt was that after that, never again could she see even the slightest sign of the love she once thought was all hers. Now they had grown completely apart, and Sir Percy seemed to have discarded his love for her like an ill-fitting glove. She tried to provoke him with her sharp wit against his dull intellect; tried to make him jealous, to see if she could awaken his love; tried to prod him into standing up for himself, but it was all in vain. He stayed the same—always passive, drawling, and sleepy, always courteous, invariably a gentleman: she had all that the world and a wealthy husband could offer a pretty woman, yet, on this beautiful summer evening, with the white sails of the Day Dream swallowed by the dusk, she felt more alone than the tramp trudging wearily along the rugged cliffs.

With another deep sigh, Marguerite Blakeney turned away from the sea and the cliffs, and walked slowly back towards “The Fisherman’s Rest.” As she neared the inn, the sounds of celebration and lively laughter became louder and more distinct. She could make out Sir Andrew Ffoulkes’ friendly voice, Lord Tony’s raucous laughter, her husband’s usual, lazy comments; then, realizing how lonely the road was and how quickly the gloom gathered, she hurried her steps… the next moment she noticed a stranger coming towards her, at a brisk pace. Marguerite didn’t look up; she was not the least afraid, and “The Fisherman’s Rest” was now within easy reach.

The stranger stopped when he saw Marguerite approaching quickly, and just as she was about to slip past him, he said very quietly:

“Citoyenne St. Just.”

Marguerite gasped in astonishment at hearing her own familiar maiden name spoken so close to her. She looked up at the stranger and, this time, with a cry of real happiness, she reached out both hands eagerly to him.

“Chauvelin!” she exclaimed.

“Himself, citoyenne, at your service,” said the stranger, gallantly kissing the tips of her fingers.

Marguerite said nothing for a moment, while she regarded with obvious pleasure the not very attractive little figure before her. Chauvelin was by now closer to forty than thirty, a clever, shrewd-looking man, with a sly, fox-like expression in his deep, sunken eyes. He was the same stranger who earlier had joined Mr. Jellyband for a friendly glass of wine.

“Chauvelin… my friend…” said Marguerite, with a pleased little sigh. “I am absolutely delighted to see you.”

No doubt poor Marguerite St. Just, lonely in all her grandeur and among her stiff friends, was glad to see a face that brought back memories of happier times in Paris, when she reigned—a queen—over the intellectual circles of the Rue de Richelieu. She didn’t notice the sarcastic little smile hovering around Chauvelin’s thin lips.

“But tell me,” she added playfully, “what in the world, or whom in the world, are you doing here in England?”

She resumed her walk toward the inn and Chauvelin turned to walk beside her.

“I could ask the same clever question of you, fair lady,” he said. “What brings you here?”

“Oh, me?” she said, with a shrug. “Je m’ennuie, mon ami, that’s all.”

They reached the porch of “The Fisherman’s Rest,” but Marguerite seemed reluctant to go inside. The evening air was lovely after the storm, and she had found a friend who brought with him the scent of Paris, who knew Armand well, who could speak of the cheerful, brilliant friends she had left behind. So she stayed under the porch, while through the brightly lit dormer window of the coffee-room came the sounds of laughter, calls for “Sally” and for beer, mugs tapping, dice clinking, and Sir Percy Blakeney’s hollow laugh. Chauvelin stood beside her, his sharp, pale, yellow eyes fixed on her pretty face, which looked sweet and childlike in the soft English twilight.

“You surprise me, citoyenne,” he said quietly, taking a pinch of snuff.

“Do I?” she replied gaily. “Really, my dear Chauvelin, I should have thought you’d realize that an atmosphere of fogs and constant virtue would never suit Marguerite St. Just.”

“Dear me! Is it really that bad?” he asked, pretending to be shocked.

“Quite,” she replied. “And worse.”

“Strange! I’d have thought a pretty woman would find English country life particularly charming.”

“Yes, so did I,” she said with a sigh. “Pretty women,” she added thoughtfully, “surely ought to have a good time here, since all the pleasant things are forbidden them—the very things they do every day.”

“Exactly!”

“You’ll hardly believe it, my dear Chauvelin,” she said earnestly, “but sometimes I go a whole day—an entire day—without facing a single temptation.”

“No wonder,” Chauvelin responded gallantly, “that the cleverest woman in Europe is bothered by ennui.”

She laughed, her voice melodious, childlike and rippling.

“It must be pretty bad, then, mustn’t it?” she said teasingly, “or I wouldn’t be so happy to see you.”

“And this within a year of a romantic love match?…”

“Yes!… a year of a romantic love match… That’s exactly the problem…”

“Ah!… That idyllic folly,” said Chauvelin, with quiet sarcasm, “didn’t survive even a few weeks?”

“Idyllic follies never last, my dear Chauvelin. They come over us like the measles… and are just as easily cured.”

Chauvelin took another pinch of snuff; he seemed very much in the grip of that habit, so widespread at the time. Perhaps, also, it gave him a way to hide the quick keen glances with which he tried to read the souls of people he talked to.

“No wonder,” he repeated with the same gallantry, “that the sharpest mind in Europe suffers from ennui.”

“I’d hoped you had a cure for the illness, my dear Chauvelin.”

“How could I expect to succeed where Sir Percy Blakeney has failed?”

“Let’s leave Sir Percy out of it for now, my friend,” she said drily.

“Ah! My dear lady, forgive me, but that’s just what we can’t do,” responded Chauvelin, whose fox-like eyes darted another quick glance at Marguerite. “I have a perfect remedy for the worst kind of ennui, which I’d have been delighted to propose to you, but—”

“But what?”

“There’s Sir Percy.”

“What does he have to do with it?”

“Quite a lot, I’m afraid. The remedy I have in mind, my dear lady, is called by a very humble name: Work!”

“Work?”

Chauvelin looked at Marguerite long and searchingly. It seemed as if those keen, pale eyes were reading all her thoughts. They were quite alone; the evening air was still, and their quiet conversation was drowned out by the noise coming from the coffee-room. Still, Chauvelin stepped out from under the porch, glanced sharply in all directions, then, seeing that no one was close enough to hear, moved closer once again to Marguerite.

“Would you do France a small service, citoyenne?” he asked, with a sudden change of tone that made his thin, fox-like face look intense and sincere.

“Goodness, man!” she replied playfully, “how serious you look all of a sudden… I don’t know if I would do France a small service—depends on what kind of service she—or you—want.”

“Have you ever heard of the Scarlet Pimpernel, Citoyenne St. Just?” Chauvelin asked abruptly.

“Heard of the Scarlet Pimpernel?” she replied, laughing out loud, “Goodness, man! We talk about nothing else… We have hats ‘à la Scarlet Pimpernel’; our horses are called ‘Scarlet Pimpernel’; at the Prince of Wales’s dinner party recently we had a ‘soufflé à la Scarlet Pimpernel.’… Honestly,” she added with amusement, “just the other day, I ordered a blue dress with green trim from my milliner, and she called it ‘à la Scarlet Pimpernel.’”

Chauvelin didn’t move while she chattered happily; he didn’t try to stop her even as her pleasant voice and childlike laughter echoed through the evening air. But while she laughed, he remained serious and intent, and his voice, sharp and clear, was still quiet as he said,—

“Then, since you’ve heard of this mysterious person, citoyenne, you must also have realized that the man who hides behind that odd alias is the most dedicated enemy of our republic, of France… of men like Armand St. Just.”

“Oh!” she said, with a quaint little sigh, “I’m sure he is… France has many enemies these days.”

“But you, citoyenne, are a daughter of France, and should be ready to help her in her time of deadly danger.”

“My brother Armand dedicates his life to France,” she answered proudly. “As for me, I can do nothing… here in England…”

“You can…” he urged, even more earnestly, while his thin fox-like face took on a look of importance and dignity, “here, in England, citoyenne… Only you can help us… Listen!—I have been sent by the Republican Government to act as its agent: I present my credentials to Mr. Pitt in London tomorrow. One of my tasks is to discover everything about this League of the Scarlet Pimpernel, which has become a serious threat to France. This group is dedicated to helping our cursed aristocrats—traitors to their country and enemies of the people—escape from the punishment they deserve. You know as well as I do, citoyenne, that when these French émigrés get here, they try to stir up public opinion against our Republic… They are ready to ally themselves with anyone daring enough to fight France… In the past month, many of these émigrés, some only under suspicion, others already condemned by the Tribunal of Public Safety, have managed to cross the Channel. In every case, their escape was planned and carried out by this English group, led by a man whose mind seems as clever as his identity is hidden. All the hard work of my spies has not revealed who he is; while the others are the hands, he is the head, calmly working under this strange disguise to hurt France. I mean to strike at that head, and for that, I need your help—through him, I can reach the rest of them: he is a young man in English society, I’m certain. Find that man for me, citoyenne!” he pressed, “find him for France!”

Marguerite listened in silence to Chauvelin’s passionate plea, barely making a movement, hardly daring to breathe. She had already told him that this mysterious hero was the talk of the elite society to which she belonged; even before this, her heart and imagination had been stirred by the thought of a brave man, unknown to fame, who had saved hundreds from a grim and often merciless death. She had little real sympathy for those proud French aristocrats, arrogant in their pride, like the Comtesse de Tournay de Basserive; but, republican and progressive by principle as she was, she hated and detested the methods used by the new Republic. She hadn’t been in Paris in months; the horrors and bloodshed of the Reign of Terror, including the September massacres, were only a distant echo to her. Robespierre, Danton, Marat—she hadn’t known them as the savage, merciless executioners they had become. Her soul recoiled from the excesses in Paris, and she feared her brother Armand—moderate as he was—might one day become their victim.

So, when she first heard of the group of young Englishmen who, simply for love of humanity, rescued women and children, the old and young, from certain death, her heart swelled with pride for them; and now, as Chauvelin spoke, her spirit reached out to the daring and mysterious leader of the brave band, who risked his life every day and gave it freely, without bragging, for the cause of humanity.

Her eyes glistened with tears as Chauvelin finished, and her breath came quick and excited; she no longer heard the noise from the inn, and didn’t notice her husband’s voice or mindless laughter. Her thoughts were searching for this unknown hero! Oh! There was a man she might have loved, had they ever met: everything about him appealed to her romantic side—his character, his strength, his courage, the loyalty of his friends in the same cause, and especially that anonymity which crowned him as if with a halo of romantic glory.

“Find him for France, citoyenne!”

Chauvelin’s voice close to her ear brought her back to reality. The mysterious hero had vanished, and, not twenty yards away, there was a man drinking and laughing, to whom she had sworn loyalty.

“Oh, man,” she replied, regaining her light tone, “you’re amazing. Where in the world am I supposed to look for him?”

“You go everywhere, citoyenne,” whispered Chauvelin slyly. “Lady Blakeney is said to be the center of social London… you see everything, you hear everything.”

“Easy, my friend,” replied Marguerite, drawing herself up and looking down somewhat disdainfully at the small, thin figure before her. “Easy! You seem to forget there are six feet of Sir Percy Blakeney—and a long line of ancestors—standing between Lady Blakeney and such a thing.”

“For the sake of France, citoyenne!” Chauvelin repeated earnestly.

“Nonsense, man—you talk rubbish anyway; even if you knew who the Scarlet Pimpernel is, you couldn’t do anything to him—he’s English!”

“I’d take my chances,” said Chauvelin, with a dry, harsh laugh. “At the very least, we could send him to the guillotine to cool his enthusiasm, and then, if there’s a diplomatic incident, we can apologize—humbly—to the British government, and, if needed, pay compensation to his family.”

“What you suggest is horrible, Chauvelin,” she said, stepping back from him as if he were something unclean. “Whoever the man is, he is brave and noble, and never—do you hear me?—never would I help with such villainy.”

“You’d rather be insulted by every French aristocrat who comes here?”

Chauvelin’s remark hit its mark. Marguerite’s youthful cheeks grew a little paler and she bit her lower lip, refusing to let him see that the comment had struck home.

“That’s not the point,” she said finally and indifferently. “I can defend myself, but I refuse to do your dirty work—or France’s. You have other methods; use those, my friend.”

Without another glance at Chauvelin, Marguerite Blakeney turned her back on him and walked straight into the inn.

“That is not your final word, citoyenne,” said Chauvelin, as a burst of light from the passageway lit up her elegant, richly-dressed figure, “we will meet again in London, I hope!”

“We will meet in London,” she said, speaking over her shoulder, “but that is my final word.”

She pushed open the coffee-room door and disappeared from his sight, but he lingered under the porch for a moment or two, taking a pinch of snuff. He had been rebuffed, but his shrewd, fox-like face did not look embarrassed or disappointed; on the contrary, a curious smile, half sarcastic and wholly satisfied, played at the corners of his thin lips.




CHAPTER IX. THE OUTRAGE

A beautiful, starlit night followed the day of relentless rain: a cool, refreshing late summer’s night, quintessentially English in its hints of moisture and the scent of wet earth and dripping leaves.

The magnificent coach, drawn by four of the finest thoroughbreds in England, had set off along the London road, with Sir Percy Blakeney on the box, holding the reins in his slender, almost delicate hands, and beside him Lady Blakeney wrapped in luxurious furs. A fifty-mile drive on a starlit summer night! Marguerite had welcomed the idea with joy. Sir Percy was an enthusiastic driver; his four horses, sent down to Dover a couple of days earlier, were just lively enough to make the journey more exciting, and Marguerite anticipated those few hours of solitude with pleasure, the soft night breeze on her cheeks, her thoughts drifting—who knew where? She knew from experience that Sir Percy would say little, if anything: he had often driven her for hours at night in his beautiful coach, from place to place, making only an occasional comment on the weather or the state of the roads. He loved driving at night, and she quickly embraced the habit: as she sat beside him for hours, admiring his skillful, confident handling of the reins, she often wondered what went on inside that quiet mind of his. He never told her, and she never cared to ask.

At “The Fisherman’s Rest” Mr. Jellyband was making his rounds, putting out the lights. His bar customers had all left, but upstairs in the cozy little bedrooms, Mr. Jellyband had several important guests: the Comtesse de Tournay, along with Suzanne and the Vicomte, and there were two more bedrooms ready for Sir Andrew Ffoulkes and Lord Antony Dewhurst, should the two young gentlemen decide to honor the old inn and stay the night.

For now, these two young men were comfortably settled in the coffee-room, in front of the huge log fire, which, despite the mildness of the night, had been left to burn merrily.

“I say, Jelly, has everyone gone?” asked Lord Tony, as the good-natured landlord busied himself clearing away glasses and mugs.

“Everyone, as you see, my lord.”

“And all your servants gone to bed?”

“All except the boy on duty in the bar, and,” added Mr. Jellyband with a laugh, “I expect he’ll be asleep soon enough, the rascal.”

“So we can talk here undisturbed for half an hour?”

“At your service, my lord. I’ll leave your candles on the dresser, and your rooms are quite ready. I sleep at the top of the house myself, but if your lordship will only call loud enough, I’m sure I shall hear.”

“All right, Jelly. And I say, put the lamp out—the fire will give us all the light we need—and we don’t want to attract any passers-by.”

“All right, my lord.”

Mr. Jellyband obeyed—he put out the old lamp that hung from the beamed ceiling and snuffed all the candles.

“Let’s have a bottle of wine, Jelly,” suggested Sir Andrew.

“All right, sir!”

Jellyband left to fetch the wine. Now, the room was quite dark except for the circle of flickering light given off by the blazing logs in the hearth.

“Is that all, gentlemen?” asked Jellyband as he returned with a bottle of wine and a couple of glasses, which he set on the table.

“That’ll do nicely, thanks, Jelly!” said Lord Tony.

“Good night, my lord! Good night, sir!”

“Good night, Jelly!”

The two young men listened as Mr. Jellyband’s heavy footsteps echoed along the passage and up the stairs. Presently even that sound faded, and the whole of “The Fisherman’s Rest” seemed wrapped in sleep, except for the two young men drinking quietly by the hearth.

For a while, no sound was heard, even in the coffee-room, except the ticking of the old grandfather clock and the crackling of the firewood.

“All right again this time, Ffoulkes?” Lord Antony finally asked.

Sir Andrew had clearly been daydreaming, staring into the fire, no doubt seeing a pretty, lively face, with large brown eyes and a tumble of dark curls around a youthful forehead.

“Yes!” he said, still lost in thought, “all right!”

“No trouble?”

“None.”

Lord Antony laughed cheerfully and poured himself another glass of wine.

“I needn’t ask, I suppose, whether you found the journey pleasant this time?”

“No, my friend, you needn’t ask,” replied Sir Andrew, happily. “It was all right.”

“Then here’s to her very good health,” said the jovial Lord Tony. “She’s a lovely girl, even if she is French. And here’s to your courtship—may it thrive and prosper greatly.”

He drained his glass, then joined his friend by the hearth.

“Well! You’ll be making the journey next, Tony, I imagine,” said Sir Andrew, rousing himself from his musings, “you and Hastings, certainly; and I hope you’ll have as pleasant a mission as I did, and as charming a traveling companion. You have no idea, Tony…”

“No! I haven’t,” interrupted his friend cheerfully, “but I’ll take your word for it. And now,” he added, as a sudden seriousness appeared on his usually cheerful face, “how about business?”

The two young men drew their chairs closer and, instinctively, though alone, lowered their voices to a whisper.

“I saw the Scarlet Pimpernel alone for a few moments in Calais,” said Sir Andrew, “a couple of days ago. He crossed over to England two days before we did. He had brought the party all the way from Paris, dressed—you won’t believe it!—as an old market woman, driving—until they were safely out of the city—a covered cart with the Comtesse de Tournay, Mlle. Suzanne, and the Vicomte hidden among turnips and cabbages. They themselves never suspected who their driver was. He drove them straight through a line of soldiers and a yelling crowd screaming, ‘À bas les aristos!’ But the market cart got through with the rest, and the Scarlet Pimpernel, in shawl, petticoat, and hood, shouted ‘À bas les aristos!’ louder than anyone. Faith!” added the young man, his eyes shining with admiration for their brave leader, “that man is astonishing! His audacity is unbelievable, I declare!—and that’s what gets him through.”

Lord Antony, whose vocabulary was less varied than his friend’s, could only mutter an oath or two to express his admiration for his leader.

“He wants you and Hastings to meet him at Calais,” continued Sir Andrew more quietly, “on the 2nd of next month. Let me see—that will be next Wednesday.”

“Yes.”

“It’s about the Comte de Tournay this time; a dangerous affair, for the Comte, whose escape from his château after the Committee of Public Safety declared him a ‘suspect,’ was a masterpiece of the Scarlet Pimpernel’s ingenuity, but now he’s under sentence of death. It’ll be a great feat to get him out of France, and you’ll have a close call, if you manage it at all. St. Just has actually gone to meet him—of course, no one suspects St. Just yet; but after that… to get them both out! By heavens, that’ll be a tough job, and even our chief will have his hands full. I hope I might still receive orders to join the party.”

“Any special instructions for me?”

“Yes! They’re more specific than usual. It seems the Republican government has sent an official agent to England, a man named Chauvelin, who is said to be bitterly opposed to our league and determined to uncover the identity of our leader so he can have him captured the next time he sets foot in France. This Chauvelin brought a whole team of spies with him, and until the chief has checked each one, he thinks we should meet as little as possible about league business and never talk to each other in public places for now. When he wants to speak to us, he’ll find a way to let us know.”

Both men leaned in over the fire, as the blaze had died down, and only a red glow from the embers cast a faint light over a small area in front of the hearth. The rest of the room was plunged into darkness; Sir Andrew had taken a pocket-book from his coat and pulled out a paper, which he unfolded, and together they tried to read it by the dim red firelight. They were so absorbed, so caught up in the mission that meant so much to them, so valuable was the document from their beloved leader, that all their attention was focused on that. They lost awareness of everything else—the falling ashes from the grate, the steady ticking of the clock, the barely noticeable rustle of something moving on the floor close by. A figure had quietly emerged from under one of the benches; moving with snake-like stealth, it crept ever closer to the two young men, silent and barely breathing, gliding through the darkness.

“You are to read these instructions and memorize them,” said Sir Andrew, “then destroy them.”

He was about to return the letter-case to his pocket when a tiny slip of paper dropped from it onto the floor. Lord Antony bent down and picked it up.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” replied Sir Andrew.

“It fell out of your pocket just now. It wasn’t with the other paper.”

“Strange! I wonder how it got there? It’s from the chief,” he added, glancing at the paper.

Both bent closer to try to make out this last tiny bit of paper, on which a few words had been hastily scribbled, when suddenly a slight noise caught their attention, seeming to come from the passage beyond.

“What’s that?” both asked instinctively. Lord Antony crossed to the door and threw it open quickly; at that moment he received a strong blow between the eyes, knocking him violently back into the room. Simultaneously, the crouching, snake-like figure in the darkness had leaped up, attacking Sir Andrew from behind and bringing him down.

This all happened within two or three seconds, before either Lord Antony or Sir Andrew had any chance to cry out or struggle. Both were seized by two men; a muffler was quickly tied around each of their mouths, and they were tied tightly back to back, their arms, hands, and legs securely bound.

Meanwhile, one man quietly closed the door; he wore a mask and now stood, unmoving, while the others finished their work.

“All safe, citizen!” said one of the men, as he checked the ropes securing the two young men.

“Good!” replied the man at the door. “Now, search their pockets and give me all the papers you find.”

This was done promptly and quietly. The masked man took all the papers, then stopped to listen for any sounds in “The Fisherman’s Rest.” Satisfied that their villainous deed had gone undetected, he opened the door again and motioned silently down the passage. The four men lifted Sir Andrew and Lord Antony and, just as silently as they had come, carried the two bound young gentlemen out of the inn and along the Dover road into the darkness beyond.

In the coffee-room, the masked leader of this bold operation quickly looked through the stolen papers.

“Not a bad day’s work, all things considered,” he muttered, quietly removing his mask as his pale, fox-like eyes shone in the faint red firelight. “Not a bad day’s work.”

He opened another letter or two from Sir Andrew Ffoulkes’s pocket-book, noting the tiny scrap of paper the two young men had just read; but one letter in particular, signed Armand St. Just, seemed to please him greatly.

“Armand St. Just a traitor after all,” he murmured. “Now, fair Marguerite Blakeney,” he added bitterly through clenched teeth, “I think you’ll help me find the Scarlet Pimpernel.”




CHAPTER X. IN THE OPERA BOX

It was one of the gala nights at Covent Garden Theatre, the first of the autumn season in that memorable year of 1792.

The house was full, crowded both in the fashionable orchestra boxes and the pit, as well as in the more common balconies and galleries above. Glück’s Orpheus had strong appeal to the more intellectual members of the audience, while the fashionable women, the brightly dressed and brilliant crowd, were more for the spectacle, caring little for this “latest import from Germany.”

Selina Storace had received her due applause after her grand aria from her many admirers; Benjamin Incledon, the ladies’ favorite, had been given special recognition from the royal box; and now, as the curtain fell after the glorious finale of the second act, the audience, which had been completely entranced by the maestro’s music, seemed collectively to heave a long sigh of satisfaction before letting loose hundreds of witty and frivolous tongues.

Many well-known faces could be seen in the fashionable orchestra boxes. Mr. Pitt, burdened with the cares of state, was allowing himself some brief relaxation at tonight’s musical event; the Prince of Wales, jovial, plump, a bit coarse and ordinary in appearance, moved from box to box, spending short intervals with his closest friends.

In Lord Grenville’s box, too, a curious, striking personality attracted everyone’s attention: a thin, small figure, with a shrewd, sarcastic face and deep-set eyes—keenly attentive to the music, sharply observing the audience—dressed immaculately in black, dark hair untouched by powder. Lord Grenville, Foreign Secretary of State, treated him with marked, though somewhat cold, deference.

Here and there, scattered among the distinctly English beauties, one or two foreign faces stood out in sharp relief: the proud, aristocratic features of several French royalist émigrés, persecuted by the fierce revolutionary faction of their country, now finding peaceful refuge in England. On these faces sorrow and hardship were deeply etched; the women especially seemed little interested in either the music or the dazzling audience—their thoughts, no doubt, far away with husbands, brothers, perhaps sons still in danger, or recently lost to a cruel fate.

Among these was the Comtesse de Tournay de Basserive, newly arrived from France, who stood out prominently: she wore deep, heavy black silk, relieved only by a white lace handkerchief, lending a somber touch of mourning to her figure. She sat beside Lady Portarles, who tried with witty remarks and some rather broad jokes to coax a smile from the Comtesse’s sad mouth. Behind her were little Suzanne and the Vicomte, both silent and a bit shy among so many strangers. Suzanne’s eyes were wistful; when she first entered the crowded house, she eagerly scanned every face and box. Clearly, she did not see the face she longed for, for she soon settled down quietly behind her mother, listening listlessly to the music and taking no more interest in the audience.

“Ah, Lord Grenville,” said Lady Portarles, as, after a discreet knock, the clever, striking head of the Secretary of State appeared in the doorway of the box, “you could not be more à propos. Here is Madame la Comtesse de Tournay just dying to hear the latest news from France.”

The distinguished diplomat approached and shook hands with the ladies.

“Alas!” he said gravely, “it is as bad as can be. The massacres continue; Paris is literally steeped in blood; and the guillotine claims a hundred victims each day.”

Pale and tearful, the Comtesse leaned back in her chair, horrified by this brief and vivid account of what was happening in her troubled homeland.

“Ah, Monsieur!” she said in broken English, “it is dreadful to hear such things—and my poor husband still in that terrible country. It is awful for me to sit here, safe and at peace, while he is in such danger.”

“Nonsense, Madame!” said blunt, honest Lady Portarles, “Hiding in a convent won’t make your husband safer, and you have your children to think of: they’re too young to be weighed down by anxiety and mourning before their time.”

The Comtesse smiled through her tears at her friend’s forceful words. Lady Portarles, whose voice and manner might have suited a jockey, had a heart of gold, and hid the most sincere sympathy and kindness beneath the rough manners affected by some ladies of that time.

“And besides, Madame,” added Lord Grenville, “didn’t you tell me yesterday that the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel had pledged their word to bring M. le Comte safely across the Channel?”

“Ah, yes!” exclaimed the Comtesse, “and that is my only hope. I saw Lord Hastings yesterday…. He reassured me again.”

“Then truly you need not worry. What the league has vowed, they will achieve. Ah!” sighed the old diplomat, “if only I were a few years younger…”

“Oh, come!” interrupted forthright Lady Portarles, “you’re still young enough to turn your back on that French scarecrow sitting in your box tonight.”

“I wish I could…. But your ladyship must remember that in serving our country, we sometimes have to set aside our prejudices. M. Chauvelin is his government’s official envoy….”

“Heavens, man!” she replied, “you don’t call those bloodthirsty ruffians across the Channel a government, do you?”

“It hasn’t been deemed advisable yet,” said the Minister discreetly, “for England to break off diplomatic relations with France, and so we cannot refuse to courteously receive the envoy they send us.”

“Diplomatic relations be damned, my lord! That sneaky little fox over there is nothing but a spy, I’m certain, and you’ll see—unless I’m much mistaken—that he’ll meddle little with real diplomacy, except to try to harm royalist refugees, our heroic Scarlet Pimpernel, and the members of that brave little league.”

“I’m sure,” said the Comtesse, pursing her lips, “that if this Chauvelin wants to harm us, he’ll find an eager ally in Lady Blakeney.”

“Heavens above!” said Lady Portarles, “has anyone ever seen such stubbornness? Lord Grenville, since you have a way with words, would you explain to Madame la Comtesse that she’s behaving foolishly? In your position here in England, Madame,” she added, turning a firm, determined gaze on the Comtesse, “you cannot afford to put on the high-and-mighty airs you French aristocrats love so much. Lady Blakeney may or may not support those thugs in France; she may or may not have had anything to do with the arrest and condemnation of St. Cyr, or whatever his name is, but she leads English fashion; Sir Percy Blakeney has more money than half a dozen other men together, he is hand-in-glove with royalty, and your attempt to snub Lady Blakeney won’t hurt her, but will only make you look foolish. Isn’t that right, my lord?”

But whatever Lord Grenville thought about it, or wherever Lady Portarles’s plain-speaking led the Comtesse de Tournay, was left unsaid, for the curtain had just risen on the third act of Orpheus, and shushes for silence came from all over the auditorium.

Lord Grenville took a quick leave of the ladies and slipped back into his box, where M. Chauvelin had stayed through this entr’acte, with his ever-present snuffbox in hand, his keen pale eyes fixed on a box across from him where, with much rustle of silk, laughter, and stir of curiosity among the audience, Marguerite Blakeney had just entered with her husband, looking stunningly pretty beneath her golden-reddish curls, powdered and tied at the nape with a huge black bow. Always dressed in the latest fashion whim, Marguerite alone that night had abandoned the cross-over fichu and broad-lapelled overdress, which had been popular for the last few years. She wore the short-waisted classical gown that would soon become the style all over Europe. It perfectly suited her graceful, noble figure, the shimmering material seeming like a mass of rich gold embroidery.

As she entered, she leaned briefly out of the box, noting those present whom she recognized. Many bowed to her, and from the royal box also came a quick, gracious salute.

Chauvelin watched her intently through the beginning of the third act, as she sat absorbed in the music, her delicate hand toying with a jeweled fan, her elegant head and neck, arms and throat adorned with magnificent diamonds and rare gems—the gifts of the devoted husband who sprawled beside her.

Marguerite loved music passionately. Orpheus enchanted her tonight. The sheer joy of living was plain upon her lovely face, sparkling in her bright blue eyes and hovering in a smile on her lips. After all, she was only twenty-five, in the prime of youth, adored and celebrated, cherished. Two days ago, the Day Dream had arrived from Calais with news that her much-loved brother had landed safely, thought of her, and would be careful for her sake.

No wonder, caught up in Glück’s passionate music, she forgot her disappointments, her lost dreams of love, even the lazy, good-natured nonentity who tried to make up for his lack of depth by showering her with luxuries.

He stayed with her in the box only as long as custom demanded, then made way for His Royal Highness and the parade of admirers who came, one after another, to pay their respects to the queen of fashion. Sir Percy wandered off, likely to find more suitable companions. Marguerite barely noticed or cared where he went; she had attracted a small court of London’s golden youth, and just dismissed them all, wanting to be alone with Glück for a little while.

A discreet knock on the door broke her enjoyment.

“Come in,” she said, a bit impatiently, not turning to see who entered.

Chauvelin, spotting his opportunity, saw she was alone. Without waiting for her impatient “Come in,” he quietly slipped into the box, and a moment later stood behind Marguerite’s chair.

“A word with you, citoyenne,” he said quietly.

Marguerite turned quickly, startled, the alarm not entirely feigned.

“Heavens, man! you startled me,” she said, forcing a laugh. “This is definitely not the right moment. I want to listen to Glück, and have no desire for conversation.”

“But this is my only opportunity,” he replied, just as quietly, and without waiting to be invited, drew a chair close behind her—so close he could whisper in her ear, undetected in the box’s dark corner. “This is my only chance,” he repeated, since she gave him no reply, “Lady Blakeney is always surrounded, so celebrated by her circle, that an old friend hardly finds the chance.”

“Honestly, man!” she said, impatient, “try another time then. I’m going to Lord Grenville’s ball later tonight after the opera. So are you, probably. I’ll give you five minutes there….”

“Three minutes in this box are enough for me,” he responded calmly, “and you would do well to listen, Citoyenne St. Just.”

Marguerite shivered instinctively. Chauvelin hadn’t raised his voice above a whisper; he quietly pinched some snuff, but there was something in his manner, in those pale, cunning eyes, that sent a chill through her, like sensing unseen danger.

“Is that a threat, citizen?” she finally asked.

“No, fair lady,” he replied gallantly, “just an arrow shot at random.”

He paused, like a cat about to pounce on a clueless mouse, relishing the imminent mischief. Then, quietly, he said:

“Your brother, St. Just, is in danger.”

Not a muscle moved in her beautiful face. He could see only her profile, as Marguerite seemed to watch the stage intently, but Chauvelin noticed the sudden tension in her eyes, the hardening of her mouth, the rigid, almost frozen set of her graceful form.

“Heavens then,” she said, trying to sound amused, “since this is another of your imaginary schemes, you’d best go back to your own seat and let me enjoy the music.”

She drummed her fingers nervously on the cushion. Selina Storace was singing the “Che farò” to an entranced audience. Chauvelin stayed put, quietly watching her anxious hand—the only sign that his barb had hit home.

“Well?” she said suddenly and offhandedly, still pretending nonchalance.

“Well, citoyenne?” he responded calmly.

“About my brother?”

“I have news that will interest you, but first allow me to explain…. May I?”

The question was pointless. Though Marguerite still kept her head turned from him, he knew her every nerve was primed to hear what he had to say.

“The other day, citoyenne,” he began, “I asked for your help…. France needed you, and I believed I could count on you, but you declined…. Since then, the demands of my work and your social life have kept us apart… though much has happened….”

“To the point, please, citizen,” she said lightly, “the music is enchanting, and people will be annoyed at your talk.”

“One moment, citoyenne. The same day I had the honor of meeting you at Dover, less than an hour after you gave your final answer, I obtained some papers revealing another secret plot to help a group of French aristocrats escape—including that traitor de Tournay. All organized by that infamous Scarlet Pimpernel. Some pieces of this mysterious organization have come into my hands, but not all, and I want—you must—help me complete the puzzle.”

Marguerite had listened impatiently, now she shrugged and said boldly:

“Nonsense! Didn’t I already tell you that I care nothing for your plots or the Scarlet Pimpernel? And if you hadn’t mentioned my brother….”

“A moment’s patience, citoyenne,” he persisted calmly. “Two gentlemen, Lord Antony Dewhurst and Sir Andrew Ffoulkes, were at ‘The Fisherman’s Rest’ in Dover that same night.”

“I know. I saw them there.”

“My spies already knew them as members of that cursed league. Sir Andrew Ffoulkes accompanied the Comtesse de Tournay and her children across the Channel. When the two young men were alone, my men forced their way into the inn’s coffee-room, gagged and tied up the two gentlemen, seized their papers, and brought them to me.”

At once she sensed the danger. Papers? Had Armand been careless? The thought horrified her. Still, she would not let him see her fear; she laughed lightly and boldly.

“You’re incredibly bold,” she said with a bright laugh. “Robbery and violence—in England!—in a busy inn! Your men might have been caught red-handed!”

“So what if they were? They are sons of France, trained by yours truly. Had they been caught, they’d have faced jail or even the gallows without a protest or a word of betrayal; in any case, it was worth the risk. A busy inn is safer for such operations than you think, and my men are experienced.”

“Well? And those papers?” she asked, pretending indifference.

“Unfortunately, they provided me with some names, some movements—enough, I think, to foil their plan for now, but only for the moment. I am still ignorant of the Scarlet Pimpernel’s identity.”

“My dear friend,” she replied, with the same feigned lightness, “then you’re no further than before, are you? So let me enjoy the last part of the aria. Honestly!” she added, making a show of stifling a yawn, “if you hadn’t brought up my brother….”

“I’m getting to him now, citoyenne. Among the papers was a letter to Sir Andrew Ffoulkes, written by your brother, St. Just.”

“Well? And?”

“That letter proves he is not only sympathetic to France’s enemies, but is a helper—if not a member—of the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel.”

The blow had landed. Marguerite had expected it all along; she was determined not to show fear, to maintain her air of unconcern—even frivolity. She wanted to be ready for the shock, to meet it with all her wits—those wits once called the sharpest in Europe. She did not flinch. She knew Chauvelin spoke the truth; he was too earnest, too devoted to his misguided cause, too proud of his country and its revolutionaries to bother with lies.

That letter of Armand’s—foolish, reckless Armand—was in Chauvelin’s hands. Marguerite knew it as well as if she had seen the letter herself; and Chauvelin would keep it for his own uses, until it suited him either to destroy or to use it against Armand. She knew all this, and yet she kept laughing, even more brightly than before.

“My dear man,” she said, turning and meeting his eyes directly, “did I not say it was all some fantasy? Armand, in league with that mysterious Scarlet Pimpernel! Armand helping those French aristocrats he can’t stand! Well, you have quite the imagination!”

“Allow me to be clear, citoyenne,” Chauvelin replied, still perfectly calm. “I must assure you, St. Just is implicated beyond the least hope of pardon.”

Inside the orchestra box a tense silence fell for a few moments. Marguerite sat upright and motionless, trying to think, to face her predicament, and decide what must be done.

In the house, Storace had finished her aria and was now, in her classic costume and in eighteenth-century fashion, bowing to the enthusiastic audience that cheered her loudly.

“Chauvelin,” said Marguerite Blakeney at last, quietly, without the bravado that had marked her tone before, “Chauvelin, my friend, shall we try to understand each other? My wits seem dulled by this damp climate. Now tell me—you’re very eager to uncover the Scarlet Pimpernel’s identity, aren’t you?”

“France’s most dangerous enemy, citoyenne… all the more so because he works in secret.”

“All the nobler, you mean…. Well! And now you want me to spy for you in exchange for my brother’s safety? Is that it?”

“Fie! those are ugly words, dear lady,” Chauvelin objected smoothly. “There’s no question of force, and what I ask of you, on France’s behalf, could never fairly be called spying.”

“That’s exactly what it’s called here,” she said dryly. “Is that what you mean?”

“My intent is for you to win Armand St. Just’s pardon for yourself by doing me a small favor.”

“What is it?”

“Only watch for me tonight, Citoyenne St. Just,” he said eagerly. “Listen: among the papers found on Sir Andrew Ffoulkes was a tiny note. See!” He pulled out a small scrap of paper from his pocketbook and handed it to her.

It was the same scrap of paper that, four days earlier, the two men had been reading when Chauvelin’s men attacked them. Marguerite took it mechanically and bent to read. Only two lines, written in clearly disguised handwriting; she read them half aloud:

“‘Remember we must not meet more than is strictly necessary. You have all instructions for the 2nd. If you wish to speak to me again, I shall be at G.’s ball.’”

“What does this mean?” she asked.

“Look again, citoyenne, you’ll understand.”

“There’s a symbol in the corner—a small red flower….”

“Yes.”

“The Scarlet Pimpernel,” she said, excited. “And G.’s ball means Grenville’s ball…. He’ll be at Lord Grenville’s ball tonight.”

“That’s my reading of the note, citoyenne,” concluded Chauvelin, smiling. “Lord Antony Dewhurst and Sir Andrew Ffoulkes, after being tied and searched by my men, were taken by my orders to a remote house on the Dover Road, which I’d rented for the purpose. There they remained prisoners until this morning. But as soon as I found this note, my plan was for them to be in London in time to attend Lord Grenville’s ball. Surely, they’ll have much to discuss with their leader and will meet him tonight, just as he told them. So this morning, those two gentlemen found all the bars and locks open, their jailers vanished, and two saddled horses ready outside. I haven’t seen them yet, but I think it’s safe to assume they rode straight to London. Now you see how simple it is, citoyenne!”

“It does sound simple, doesn’t it?” she managed, with a final bitter attempt at humor, “When you want to kill a chicken—you grab it—wring its neck—it’s only the chicken that doesn’t find it so simple. Now you hold a knife at my throat, and a hostage for my cooperation. You find it simple. I don’t.”

“No, citoyenne, I offer you a chance to save your beloved brother from the consequences of his own recklessness.”

Marguerite’s expression softened; at last her eyes grew moist, as she murmured half to herself:

“The only being in the world to truly and faithfully love me…. But what do you want of me, Chauvelin?” she asked, despair heavy in her tear-choked voice. “In my position, that’s almost impossible!”

“No, citoyenne,” he replied coldly, unmoved by her plea—one that might have melted a stone, “as Lady Blakeney, no one suspects you, and with your help tonight I may—perhaps—finally identify the Scarlet Pimpernel. You are attending the ball. Watch for me, citoyenne. Watch and listen. Tell me if you hear anything suspicious. Notice everyone Sir Andrew Ffoulkes or Lord Antony Dewhurst speaks to. No one would dream of suspecting you now. The Scarlet Pimpernel will be at Lord Grenville’s ball tonight. Discover who he is, and I give you the word of France: your brother shall be safe.”

Chauvelin was holding the knife to her throat. Marguerite knew she was caught in a web with no escape. Her beloved was being held as a hostage for her obedience—she knew this man never made empty threats. Surely Armand was already named to the Committee of Public Safety as a suspect; he’d never be allowed to leave France again, and would be ruthlessly struck down if she refused to obey. For a moment—like many women—she hoped to delay. She extended her hand to the man she now feared and loathed.

“If I promise to help, Chauvelin,” she said with an agreeable tone, “will you give me St. Just’s letter?”

“If you help me tonight, citoyenne,” he replied with a sarcastic smile, “I’ll give you the letter—tomorrow.”

“You don’t trust me?”

“I trust you completely, dear lady, but St. Just’s life belongs to his country…. It’s up to you to save it.”

“I might not be able to help, even if I tried.”

“That would be dreadful indeed,” he said quietly, “for you… and for St. Just.”

Marguerite shuddered. She expected no mercy from him. He was all-powerful, holding Armand’s precious life in his hand. She knew he would be merciless if denied his aim.

She felt cold, despite the stuffy opera-house air. The music reached her as if from a far-off place. She drew her costly lace scarf around her shoulders and sat motionless, watching the brilliant scene, as if in a dream.

For a moment, her thoughts drifted from her endangered brother to another man who also deserved her trust and affection. She felt alone, afraid for Armand; she longed for comfort and advice from someone who could help. Sir Percy Blakeney had loved her once; he was her husband; why should she face this ordeal alone? He was not clever, perhaps, but he was strong; surely if she handled the strategy and he provided the strength, together they could outsmart Chauvelin and save the hostage, without risking the noble leader of that gallant band. Sir Percy cared for St. Just—she was sure he could help.

Chauvelin seemed finished with her. He had given his cruel “Either—or—” and left her to decide. Now he appeared preoccupied with Glück’s soul-stirring music, tapping his sharp, ferret-like head in time with the melody.

A discreet knock at the door roused Marguerite from her thoughts. It was Sir Percy Blakeney—tall, sleepy, good-natured, and wearing that half-shy, half-empty smile, which now seemed to grate on her every nerve.

“Er… your chair is outside, my dear,” he said, with his most exasperating drawl, “I suppose you want to go to that demmed ball…. Excuse me—er—Monsieur Chauvelin—I hadn’t noticed you….”

He extended two slender, white fingers toward Chauvelin, who had risen when Sir Percy entered the box.

“Are you coming, my dear?”

“Hush! Sh! Sh!” came angry whispers of protest from various parts of the house.

“Demmed impudence,” commented Sir Percy with a good-natured smile.

Marguerite sighed impatiently. Her last hope seemed suddenly dashed away. She wrapped her cloak around herself and, without looking at her husband, said:

“I am ready to go,” she said, taking his arm. At the door of the box she turned and looked directly at Chauvelin, who, with his chapeau-bras under his arm and a curious smile on his thin lips, was preparing to follow the strangely mismatched pair.

“It is only au revoir, Chauvelin,” she said pleasantly, “we shall meet at Lord Grenville’s ball shortly.”

And in her eyes, the astute Frenchman no doubt read something that brought him deep satisfaction, for, with a sarcastic smile, he took a delicate pinch of snuff, then, after dusting his fine lace jabot, he rubbed his thin, bony hands together contentedly.




CHAPTER XI. LORD GRENVILLE’S BALL

The celebrated ball hosted by the then Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs—Lord Grenville—was the most brilliant event of the year. Although the autumn season had just begun, everyone who was anyone had managed to be in London in time to attend and to shine at this ball, to the best of their respective abilities.

His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales had promised to be present, and was to arrive shortly from the opera. Lord Grenville himself had attended the first two acts of Orpheus before preparing to receive his guests. At ten o’clock—an unusually late hour in those days—the grand rooms of the Foreign Office, exquisitely decorated with exotic palms and flowers, were overflowing. One room had been reserved for dancing, and the dainty strains of the minuet made a soft background to the cheerful chatter and laughter of the numerous and splendid company.

In a smaller chamber, facing the top of the elegant staircase, the distinguished host stood ready to greet his guests. Distinguished men, beautiful women, notables from across Europe had already filed past him, exchanging the elaborate bows and curtsies demanded by the extravagant fashion of the time, and then, laughing and talking, mingled into the ball, reception, and card rooms beyond.

Not far from Lord Grenville’s elbow, leaning on one of the console tables, Chauvelin, in his flawless black attire, surveyed the brilliant crowd quietly. He noticed Sir Percy and Lady Blakeney hadn’t yet arrived, and his sharp, pale eyes glanced quickly toward the door every time a newcomer entered.

He stood somewhat alone; the envoy of the Revolutionary Government of France was not likely to be very popular in England, especially at a time when news of the horrific September massacres, the Reign of Terror, and Anarchy had just begun to spread across the Channel.

In his official capacity he had been treated courteously by his English colleagues: Mr. Pitt had shaken his hand; Lord Grenville had entertained him more than once. But the more intimate circles of London society ignored him completely; the women openly turned their backs on him; the men without an official post refused to shake his hand.

But Chauvelin was not one to worry about such societal niceties, which he considered mere incidents in his diplomatic career. He was blindly enthusiastic for the revolutionary cause, despised all social inequality, and cherished a passionate love for his country: these three beliefs made him completely indifferent to the snubs he received in this foggy, loyalist, old-fashioned England.

More than anything, Chauvelin had a purpose at heart. He wholeheartedly believed that the French aristocrat was France’s worst enemy; he wished to see every one of them destroyed: he was among the first, during this awful Reign of Terror, to express the historic and savage wish “that aristocrats might have but one head between them, so that it could be cut off with a single stroke of the guillotine.” He saw every French aristocrat who had managed to escape from France as prey that the guillotine had been unjustly denied. There is no doubt the royalist émigrés who crossed the frontier did their best to stir up foreign outrage against France. Plots without end were devised in England, Belgium, and Holland, attempting to persuade some major power to send troops into revolutionary Paris, to free King Louis, and to quickly hang the bloodthirsty leaders of the monster republic.

Small wonder, then, that the romantic and mysterious Scarlet Pimpernel provoked such bitter hatred in Chauvelin. He and the few young men under his command, well supplied with money, and endowed with boundless daring and sharp cunning, had managed to rescue hundreds of aristocrats from France. Nine-tenths of the émigrés celebrated at the English court owed their safety to that man and his league.

Chauvelin had sworn to his fellow revolutionaries in Paris that he would discover the identity of that meddling Englishman, lure him to France, and then… Chauvelin drew a deep breath of satisfaction at the thought of seeing that enigmatic head fall under the guillotine’s blade as easily as any other.

Suddenly there was a great commotion on the grand staircase; all conversation stopped for a moment as the major-domo’s voice outside announced—

“His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales and suite, Sir Percy Blakeney, Lady Blakeney.”

Lord Grenville quickly went to the door to greet his illustrious guest.

The Prince of Wales, dressed in a magnificent court suit of salmon-colored velvet richly embroidered with gold, entered with Marguerite Blakeney on his arm; and on his left, Sir Percy, in splendid shimmering cream satin, extravagantly cut in the “Incroyable” style, his fair hair free from powder, priceless lace at his neck and wrists, and the flat chapeau-bras under his arm.

After a few conventional words of respectful greeting, Lord Grenville said to his royal guest—

“Will your Highness allow me to introduce M. Chauvelin, the accredited agent of the French Government?”

Chauvelin, as soon as the Prince entered, stepped forward, expecting this introduction. He bowed very low, while the Prince returned his salute with a curt nod.

“Monsieur,” said His Royal Highness coolly, “we will try to forget the government that sent you, and consider you merely as our guest—a private gentleman from France. As such, you are welcome, Monsieur.”

“Monseigneur,” replied Chauvelin, bowing again. “Madame,” he added, bowing formally before Marguerite.

“Ah! my little Chauvelin!” she said with unconcerned gaiety, extending her dainty hand to him. “Monsieur and I are old friends, your Royal Highness.”

“Ah, then,” said the Prince, now very cordial, “you are doubly welcome, Monsieur.”

“There is another I would ask permission to present to your Royal Highness,” Lord Grenville now interposed.

“Ah! who is it?” asked the Prince.

“Madame la Comtesse de Tournay de Basserive and her family, who have but recently arrived from France.”

“By all means!—They are among the fortunate ones then!”

Lord Grenville turned in search of the Comtesse, who sat at the far end of the room.

“Lud love me!” whispered His Royal Highness to Marguerite, as soon as he saw the rigid figure of the old lady, “Lud love me! she looks very virtuous and very melancholy.”

“Faith, your Royal Highness,” she replied with a smile, “virtue is like precious scents, most fragrant when it is crushed.”

“Virtue, alas!” sighed the Prince, “is rarely flattering to your charming sex, Madame.”

“Madame la Comtesse de Tournay de Basserive,” said Lord Grenville, presenting the lady.

“This is a pleasure, Madame; my royal father, as you know, is always glad to welcome your compatriots whom France has driven from her shores.”

“Your Royal Highness is ever gracious,” replied the Comtesse with proper dignity. Then, indicating her daughter, who stood timidly by her side: “My daughter Suzanne, Monseigneur,” she said.

“Ah! charming!—charming!” said the Prince. “And now, allow me, Comtesse, to introduce to you Lady Blakeney, who honours us with her friendship. You and she will surely have much to say to each other, I am certain. Every compatriot of Lady Blakeney’s is doubly welcome for her sake… her friends are our friends… her enemies, the enemies of England.”

Marguerite’s blue eyes sparkled with amusement at this gracious speech from her distinguished friend. The Comtesse de Tournay, who not long ago had so openly insulted her, was now receiving a public lesson, at which Marguerite could not help but feel a touch of delight. But the Comtesse, for whom respect for royalty was nearly a religion, was too well trained in court etiquette to show the slightest embarrassment, as the two ladies curtsied formally to one another.

“His Royal Highness is ever gracious, Madame,” said Marguerite demurely, her blue eyes twinkling with mischief, “but here there is no need for his kind mediation…. Your gracious reception of me at our last meeting still lingers pleasantly in my memory.”

“We poor exiles, Madame,” answered the Comtesse coldly, “show our gratitude to England by devotion to the wishes of Monseigneur.”

“Madame!” said Marguerite, with another formal curtsy.

“Madame,” replied the Comtesse with equal dignity.

Meanwhile, the Prince was saying a few pleasant words to the young Vicomte.

“I am pleased to meet you, Monsieur le Vicomte,” he said. “I knew your father well when he was ambassador here in London.”

“Ah, Monseigneur!” replied the Vicomte, “I was just a little boy then… and now I owe the honour of this meeting to our protector, the Scarlet Pimpernel.”

“Hush!” said the Prince, earnestly and quickly, as he glanced at Chauvelin, who had stood off to the side during this scene, watching Marguerite and the Comtesse with an amused, sarcastic little smile.

“No, Monseigneur,” he said now, as if in direct reply to the Prince’s warning, “please don’t stop this gentleman’s expression of gratitude; the name of that interesting red flower is well known to me—and to France.”

The Prince looked at him sharply for a few moments.

“Faith then, Monsieur,” he said, “perhaps you know more about our national hero than we do ourselves… perhaps you even know who he is…. See!” he added, turning to the groups around the room, “the ladies hang on your every word… you would make yourself quite popular among the fair sex if you indulged their curiosity.”

“Ah, Monseigneur,” said Chauvelin, with meaning, “rumour has it in France that your Highness could—if you wished—give the truest account of that mysterious wayside flower.”

He glanced quickly and sharply at Marguerite as he spoke; but she showed no reaction, and her eyes met his boldly.

“No, sir,” replied the Prince, “my lips are sealed! and the league’s members guard their chief’s secret jealously… so his fair devotees must be content to worship a shadow. Here in England, Monsieur,” he added, with remarkable charm and dignity, “we have only to mention the Scarlet Pimpernel and every fair cheek blushes with enthusiasm. None have seen him except his faithful lieutenants. We don’t know if he is tall or short, fair or dark, handsome or ill-fashioned; but we do know he is the bravest gentleman in the world, and we all feel a bit proud, Monsieur, whenever we remember he is an Englishman.”

“Ah, Monsieur Chauvelin,” contributed Marguerite, looking almost defiantly at the calm, sphinx-like face of the Frenchman, “His Royal Highness should add that we ladies think of him as a hero of old… we worship him… we wear his badge… we fear for him in danger, and exult with him in victory.”

Chauvelin only bowed quietly to both the Prince and Marguerite; he knew both speeches were meant—in different ways—to show contempt or defiance. The pleasure-loving, idle Prince he despised; the beautiful woman, who wore in her golden hair a spray of small red flowers made of rubies and diamonds—her he believed firmly in his grasp: he could afford to stay silent and wait.

A long, jovial, foolish laugh broke the sudden silence that had fallen over the group.

“And we poor husbands,” came in slow, affected tones from the splendid Sir Percy, “we have to stand by… while they worship a demmed shadow.”

Everyone laughed—the Prince the loudest of all. The tension of the subdued excitement lifted, and the next moment everyone was laughing and chatting merrily as the cheerful crowd broke up and moved to the adjoining rooms.




CHAPTER XII. THE SCRAP OF PAPER

Marguerite was suffering deeply. Though she laughed and chatted, admired and surrounded by more people than any woman there, she felt like a person condemned to death, living out her last day on earth.

Her nerves were painfully strained, the tension increased a hundredfold during that brief hour she had spent with her husband between the opera and the ball. The fleeting hope—that she might find in this easygoing, good-natured man a true friend and adviser—had vanished as quickly as it came, the instant she was alone with him. The onsetting feeling, a good-natured contempt that one might feel for a faithful animal or servant, made her turn away from the man who should have been her moral support in this heartbreak—who should have been her calm, wise adviser when sympathy and sentiment tossed her between her love for her distant, endangered brother, and the awful bargain Chauvelin had demanded in exchange for Armand’s safety.

There he stood, the supposed support and adviser, surrounded by a pack of brainless, empty-headed young fops who were busy repeating, with every sign of enjoyment, a nonsense quatrain he had just come up with.

Everywhere she went, those absurd silly words met her; people talked about little else. Even the Prince had asked her, with a laugh, if she appreciated her husband’s latest poetic efforts.

“All written while tying a cravat,” Sir Percy announced to his satisfied clique.

“We seek him here, we seek him there, Those Frenchies seek him everywhere. Is he in heaven?—Is he in hell? That demmed, elusive Pimpernel?”

Sir Percy’s bon mot swept through the brilliant reception rooms. The Prince was delighted. He claimed life without Blakeney would be a dreary desert. Taking Percy’s arm, he led him away to the card-room for a long game of hazard.

Sir Percy, whose main interest at every social event was the card-table, usually let his wife flirt, dance, amuse or bore herself as she pleased. Tonight, after making his bon mot, he left Marguerite with a crowd of admirers of all ages, all eager to help her forget that, somewhere in the reception rooms, a lazy man had once been foolish enough to expect that the cleverest woman in Europe would settle down quietly as his wife.

Her tense nerves, her excitement and agitation, made beautiful Marguerite Blakeney even more charming: escorted by a veritable bevy of men of every age and nationality, she drew admiring exclamations from all as she passed.

She would not allow herself another moment for reflection. Her somewhat Bohemian upbringing had left her something of a fatalist. She felt that events would unfold as they would, not directed by her. From Chauvelin she expected no mercy. He had named his price for Armand’s life and left it to Marguerite to pay if she wished.

Later that evening, she caught sight of Sir Andrew Ffoulkes and Lord Antony Dewhurst, apparently just arrived. She noticed right away that Sir Andrew made straight for little Suzanne de Tournay, and the two soon managed to slip away into one of the deep window alcoves to carry on a long conversation, earnest and happy on both sides.

Both young men looked a bit haggard and anxious, though impeccably dressed and showing no hint, in their courtly behavior, of the looming catastrophe they must feel hanging over themselves and their leader.

That the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel had no intention of abandoning their cause she had learned from Suzanne herself, who spoke openly of the promise she and her mother had received that the Comte de Tournay would be rescued from France by the League within the next few days. Vaguely, as she looked at the dazzling, fashionable crowd in the brightly lit ballroom, she wondered which of these worldly men could be the mysterious “Scarlet Pimpernel,” holding the threads of daring schemes and the fates of precious lives in his hands.

A burning curiosity overtook her to know his identity. For months, she had accepted his anonymity, just as everyone else in society had; but now she longed to know—not for Armand’s sake, and not for Chauvelin’s—but for herself, because of the admiration she felt for his bravery and cunning.

He was surely here at the ball, since Sir Andrew and Lord Antony were present, evidently expecting to meet their chief—or receive new instructions from him.

Marguerite looked around at everyone: the aristocratic Norman faces, the sturdy, fair-haired Saxons, the gentle, humorous Celts—wondering which housed the power, energy, and cunning that had secured leadership over a group of high-born English gentlemen, among whom rumor claimed was His Royal Highness himself.

Sir Andrew Ffoulkes? Surely not; his gentle blue eyes looked so tenderly after Suzanne, led away by her stern mother. Marguerite watched him across the room as he finally turned aside with a sigh, seeming suddenly aimless and lonely now that Suzanne’s dainty figure was lost in the crowd.

She saw him stroll toward the doorway to a small boudoir, pause, and lean against the frame, looking around anxiously.

Marguerite slipped away from the crowd, drawing closer to the doorway where Sir Andrew was standing. Why she did this, she could not say: perhaps it was the pull of that guiding fate which so often seems to influence people’s lives.

Suddenly she stopped—her heart seemed to stop with her. Her eyes flashed to the doorway for a moment, then quickly away. Sir Andrew Ffoulkes was still lounging against the door, but Marguerite had clearly seen Lord Hastings—a friend of her husband’s, one of the Prince’s set—pass him and slip something into his hand.

It all happened in an instant—barely a flash. Marguerite, playing her part with perfect composure, resumed her walk across the room—this time quicker, heading for the same doorway where Sir Andrew had disappeared.

From the first sighting of Sir Andrew, to the moment she slipped into the boudoir after him, less than a minute had passed. Fate is swift when she deals a blow.

Now, Lady Blakeney ceased to exist. It was Marguerite St. Just—Marguerite of her childhood, her youth, sheltered by her brother Armand. She forgot everything—her rank, her dignity, her secret passions—everything except Armand, who was in mortal danger, and that, just a few steps away, in the hands of Sir Andrew, might be the very thing to save her brother’s life.

Barely half a minute separated Lord Hastings passing the message to Sir Andrew, and Marguerite reaching the deserted boudoir. Sir Andrew, with his back to her, stood close to a table with a grand silver candelabra. He had a piece of paper in his hand, reading it.

Unnoticed, her soft dress made no sound on the heavy carpet; Marguerite crept silently behind him, hardly daring to breathe until her task was done. At the very moment he turned around and saw her, she let out a groan, passed her hand across her forehead, and whispered faintly— “The heat in the room was terrible… I felt so faint… ah!…”

She staggered as if about to collapse. Sir Andrew, recovering instantly and crumpling the little note in his hand, was apparently just in time to support her.

“You are ill, Lady Blakeney?” he asked, sounding quite concerned. “Let me…”

“No, no, nothing—” she interrupted quickly. “A chair—quick.”

She sank into the nearest chair by the table, threw back her head, and closed her eyes.

“There!” she murmured, still faint. “The giddiness is passing…. Do not trouble yourself, Sir Andrew; I assure you, I already feel better.”

In moments like these—psychologists even assert it—an extra sense emerges beyond the usual five: not seeing, hearing, or touching, but all three at once. Marguerite sat with her eyes apparently closed. Sir Andrew stood just behind her, the five-branched candelabra to her right. In her mind she saw only Armand’s face, his life in imminent danger—behind him, the raging mob of Paris, the Tribunal’s bare walls, the deadly Prosecutor Foucquier-Tinville demanding Armand’s life, and the red-stained guillotine looming for another victim… Armand!…

There was a moment of dead silence in the boudoir. From the ballroom, the sweet gavotte, the rustling dresses, the talk and laughter drifted as a strange, haunting backdrop to the drama here.

Sir Andrew said nothing further. Then that sixth sense became powerful for Marguerite. She could not see—her eyes were closed; she could not hear—the ballroom drowned out all; but she knew—as if she saw and heard—that Sir Andrew was at that very second holding the scrap of paper to the candle.

Just as it caught fire, she opened her eyes, reached out, and with two quick fingers, took the burning note from his hand. She blew out the flame, and, with perfect unconcern, brought it up to her nose.

“How thoughtful of you, Sir Andrew,” she said cheerfully. “Surely your grandmother must have told you that the smell of burnt paper is the best cure for dizziness.”

She sighed with satisfaction, holding the paper tightly between her jeweled fingers—the talisman that might save her brother. Sir Andrew stared, dazed, unable for a moment to register what had happened. He’d been caught so completely off guard that it took time to realize that the slip of paper—on which his comrade’s life might depend—was now in her hand.

Marguerite broke out into a long, merry laugh.

“Why do you look at me like that?” she teased. “I do feel ever so much better; your remedy works wonders. This room is delightfully cool,” she added, with the same perfect poise, “and the sound of the gavotte is fascinating and soothing.”

She chattered away with unconcern and charm as Sir Andrew, in agony, frantically wondered how to get that bit of paper back from her hand. Tumultuous thoughts rushed to his mind; he recalled suddenly her French origin, and worst of all, that terrible story about the Marquis de St. Cyr, which no one in England believed—for the sake of Sir Percy and Marguerite herself.

“What? Still dreaming and staring?” she said, laughing. “You’re terribly ungallant, Sir Andrew; and to think you looked even more startled than pleased when you saw me just now! I do believe it wasn’t concern for my fainting, nor a remedy from your grandmother, that made you burn this note—it must be your lady love’s last cruel message you were destroying. Now, confess!” she added, playfully holding up the note, “does it contain her final dismissal or a last plea to make up?”

“Whatever it is, Lady Blakeney,” said Sir Andrew, steadier now, “that note is still mine, and…”

Not caring if it seemed rude, the young man lunged for the note. But Marguerite’s mind worked quicker; her actions, under pressure, were swifter and surer. She stepped back and knocked over the small Sheraton table, already unsteady, which crashed down along with the heavy candelabra.

She gave a quick cry of alarm: “The candles, Sir Andrew—quick!”

The damage was slight; a couple of candles blew out, others dropped wax on the fine carpet, one set fire to a paper shade. Sir Andrew swiftly put out the flames and set the candelabra right; but it took him a few precious seconds—enough for Marguerite to skim through the note and memorize its contents—a dozen words, in the same twisted hand as before, with the same device: a star-shaped flower drawn in red ink.

When Sir Andrew finally returned his gaze to Marguerite, her face showed only alarm at the mishap and relief at its resolution, while the crucial note seemed to have drifted to the floor. Eagerly, he picked it up and visibly relaxed as his hand closed over it.

“For shame, Sir Andrew,” she said, shaking her head with a playful sigh, “breaking some duchess’s heart while wooing my little Suzanne! Still, I believe it was Cupid himself helping you and threatening the Foreign Office with fire, just to make me drop love’s message before it was spoiled by my nosy eyes. Only think—a moment more and I could have learned the secrets of a straying duchess.”

“You will forgive me, Lady Blakeney,” Sir Andrew replied, as calm as she now, “if I resume the business you interrupted?”

“By all means, Sir Andrew! Who am I to defy the love-god? Perhaps he’d punish my boldness. Burn your token by all means!”

Sir Andrew had already rolled the note into a spill and held it to the candle which remained lit. He didn’t notice Marguerite’s odd smile—so focused was he on burning the note; perhaps if he had, that look of relief would have vanished. He watched the paper curl and blacken in the flame, then ground the last fragment under his heel.

“And now, Sir Andrew,” said Marguerite Blakeney, with her signature grace and a dazzling smile, “won’t you risk your lady’s jealousy and ask me to dance the minuet?”




CHAPTER XIII. EITHER—OR?

The few words Marguerite Blakeney managed to read from the charred paper seemed like words of Fate itself. “Start myself to-morrow….” She had read this clearly; a blur of smoke masked the next few words, but at the bottom another line burned in her mind: “If you wish to speak to me again, I shall be in the supper-room at one o’clock precisely.” The note was signed with the hastily drawn device—a tiny red star-shaped flower now so familiar to her.

One o’clock precisely! It was nearly eleven; the last minuet was underway, with Sir Andrew Ffoulkes and beautiful Lady Blakeney leading the couples through its graceful, intricate steps.

Nearly eleven! The hands of the Louis XV clock on its gilded bracket seemed to race forward. Two hours left, and her fate—and Armand’s—would be decided. In those two hours, she must choose whether to keep what she had learned to herself and let her brother meet his doom, or to betray a brave, selfless man—noble, generous, and unsuspecting—for her brother’s safety. It was a horrible choice. But then, there was Armand! Armand, also noble and good, unsuspecting and full of love for her—would she rather a stranger be spared, while she sent Armand to the guillotine?

All these clashing thoughts raged inside Marguerite’s mind, though she glided through the minuet with a smile. She noted, with her usual sharp sense, that she’d managed to reassure Sir Andrew completely. Her control was flawless—she was a finer actress now, dancing the minuet, than she’d ever been on the Comédie Française stage; but then, no beloved brother’s life had hung on her acting before.

She was too clever to overplay her part and said nothing more about the supposed billet doux that had made Sir Andrew Ffoulkes so anxious. She watched his worry fade under her sunny chatter, and soon any doubt that might have crossed his mind was completely gone; by the time the minuet ended, he never suspected the feverish excitement she hid, or the effort it took to keep up her light-hearted small talk.

When the dance was over, she asked Sir Andrew to escort her to the next room.

“I promised to go to supper with His Royal Highness,” she said, “but before we part, tell me… am I forgiven?”

“Forgiven?”

“Yes! Admit it, I gave you a shock just now…. But remember, I am not English, and I don’t think exchanging secret notes is a crime. I promise not to tell my little Suzanne. But tell me, shall I see you at my water-party on Wednesday?”

“I’m not sure, Lady Blakeney,” he answered evasively. “I may have to leave London tomorrow.”

“I wouldn’t, if I were you,” she said earnestly, then—seeing concern back in his eyes—added lightly, “No one throws a ball better than you, Sir Andrew, and we’d miss you on the bowling-green.”

He walked her to the next room, where His Royal Highness already awaited Lady Blakeney.

“Madam, supper awaits us,” said the Prince, offering his arm, “and I’m hopeful. Fortune has frowned so consistently on me at hazard that I trust in the smiles of the goddess of Beauty.”

“Your Highness has been unlucky at the card tables?” Marguerite asked, taking his arm.

“Indeed! Most unlucky. Blakeney, besides being the richest of my father’s subjects, is also the luckiest at cards. By the way, where is that marvelous wit? I swear, Madam, life would be a dreary desert without your smiles and his jokes.”




CHAPTER XIV. ONE O’CLOCK PRECISELY!

Supper had been exceptionally lively. Everyone present agreed that Lady Blakeney had never been more charming and that that “demmed idiot” Sir Percy had never been more entertaining.

His Royal Highness laughed so hard at Blakeney’s foolish yet witty remarks that tears streamed down his cheeks. The doggerel “We seek him here, we seek him there,” etc., was sung to the tune of “Ho! Merry Britons!” as glasses clinked loudly against the table. Lord Grenville, moreover, had an outstanding cook—some joked he was a descendant of the old French noblesse who, having lost his fortune, had sought it in the cuisine of the Foreign Office.

Marguerite Blakeney was in her most brilliant form, and surely not a soul in that crowded supper-room had even a hint of the terrible struggle raging within her heart.

The clock ticked on mercilessly. It was well past midnight, and even the Prince of Wales was considering leaving the supper table. Within the next half-hour, the fate of two brave men would be at stake—her dearly beloved brother, and the unknown hero.

Marguerite had not even tried to see Chauvelin during this last hour; she knew that his sharp, fox-like eyes would unnerve her at once and sway her decision toward Armand. As long as she avoided him, a faint, undefined hope lingered in her heart that “something” might happen—something big, enormous, epoch-defining—that would take from her young, weak shoulders this awful burden of responsibility, of having to choose between two such harsh alternatives.

But the minutes ticked on with that dull monotony they always seem to have when our very nerves ache with their constant ticking.

After supper, the dancing resumed. His Royal Highness had left, and among the older guests there were general hints of departing; the younger ones, tireless as ever, had started on a new gavotte that would fill the next fifteen minutes.

Marguerite did not feel up to another dance; even the strongest self-control has its limits. Escorted by a Cabinet Minister, she once more found her way to the tiny boudoir, still the most deserted of all the rooms. She knew Chauvelin must be lurking nearby, keen to seize the first possible opportunity for a tête-à-tête. Their eyes had met briefly after the before-supper minuet, and she knew the astute diplomat, with those searching pale eyes, had already guessed her task was done.

Fate had willed it so. Marguerite, torn by the most agonizing conflict a woman’s heart can know, had resigned herself to its decrees. But Armand must be saved at any cost; he, above all, for he was her brother and had been mother, father, and friend ever since she, a tiny baby, had lost both parents. To imagine Armand dying a traitor’s death on the guillotine was too horrible to endure—simply impossible. That could never happen. As for the stranger, the hero… well, let Fate decide. Marguerite would secure her brother’s life from the relentless enemy, then let that clever Scarlet Pimpernel find his own way out.

Perhaps—vaguely—Marguerite hoped that the daring mastermind, who for so many months had outwitted an army of spies, would somehow still elude Chauvelin and remain free to the end.

She reflected on all this as she listened to the witty conversation of the Cabinet Minister, who no doubt thought he had found in Lady Blakeney the perfect listener. Suddenly, she saw the sharp, fox-like face of Chauvelin peeking through the curtained doorway.

“Lord Fancourt,” she said to the Minister, “will you do me a favor?”

“I am entirely at your ladyship’s service,” he replied gallantly.

“Will you see if my husband is still in the card-room? And if he is, tell him I am very tired and would like to go home soon.”

The requests of a beautiful woman are binding on all men, even Cabinet Ministers. Lord Fancourt prepared to obey immediately.

“I do not like to leave your ladyship alone,” he said.

“Don’t worry. I’ll be quite safe here—and, I think, undisturbed… but I am truly tired. You know Sir Percy will drive back to Richmond. It’s a long way, and unless we hurry, we won’t get home before daybreak.”

So Lord Fancourt had to go.

The moment he was gone, Chauvelin slipped into the room and stood calm and impassive at her side.

“You have news for me?” he asked.

Marguerite felt as if an icy mantle had settled on her shoulders; though her cheeks burned, she felt cold and numb. Oh, Armand! Will you ever know the terrible sacrifice of pride, dignity, and womanliness a devoted sister is making for your sake?

“Nothing of great importance,” she said, staring mechanically ahead, “but it may be a clue. I managed—never mind how—to catch Sir Andrew Ffoulkes in the very act of burning a paper at one of these candles, in this very room. I was able to hold it for about two minutes, and glance at it for about ten seconds.”

“Time enough to learn its contents?” Chauvelin asked quietly.

She nodded. Then she continued in the same calm, mechanical tone—

“In the corner of the paper was the usual rough sketch of a little star-shaped flower. Above it I read two lines; the rest was charred and blackened by the flame.”

“And what were those two lines?”

Her throat suddenly tightened. For a moment she felt she could not speak the words that might send a brave man to his death.

“It is fortunate the whole paper wasn’t burned,” Chauvelin added dryly, “for Armand St. Just might have fared ill. What were the two lines, citoyenne?”

“One was, ‘I start myself to-morrow,’” she said quietly; “the other—‘If you wish to speak to me, I shall be in the supper-room at one o’clock precisely.’”

Chauvelin looked up at the clock above the mantelpiece.

“Then I have plenty of time,” he said placidly.

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

She was pale as a statue; her hands were ice-cold, her head and heart pounding with the awful strain. Oh, this was cruel! Cruel! What had she done to deserve this? Her choice was made: had she done something vile or something sublime? Only the recording angel in the book of gold could answer that.

“What are you going to do?” she repeated mechanically.

“Oh, nothing for now. After that, it depends.”

“On what?”

“On whom I shall see in the supper-room at one o’clock precisely.”

“You will see the Scarlet Pimpernel, of course. But you don’t know him.”

“No. But I soon shall.”

“Sir Andrew will have warned him.”

“I think not. When you parted from him after the minuet, he watched you for a moment or two, with a look that told me something had happened between you. It was natural, wasn’t it, that I would guess the nature of that ‘something’? I then drew the young gentleman into a long and lively conversation—we discussed Herr Glück’s notable success in London—until a lady claimed his arm for supper.”

“Since then?”

“I have not lost sight of him during supper. When we all came upstairs again, Lady Portarles caught him and started talking about pretty Mlle. Suzanne de Tournay. I knew he wouldn’t move until Lady Portarles finished with the subject, which won’t be for at least fifteen more minutes, and it’s five minutes to one now.”

He prepared to go, then at the doorway, drawing back the curtain, he pointed out to Marguerite the distant figure of Sir Andrew Ffoulkes deep in conversation with Lady Portarles.

“I think,” he said with a triumphant smile, “that I may safely expect to find the person I seek in the dining-room, fair lady.”

“There may be more than one.”

“Whoever is there when the clock strikes one will be followed by one of my men; one, or perhaps two, or even three of them will leave for France tomorrow. One of these will be the ‘Scarlet Pimpernel.’”

“Yes?—And?”

“I also, fair lady, will leave for France tomorrow. The papers found at Dover on Sir Andrew Ffoulkes mention the area around Calais, an inn I know well called ‘Le Chat Gris,’ and a lonely place on the coast—Père Blanchard’s hut—which I must try to find. All these places are listed as meeting points where this troublesome Englishman has told the traitor de Tournay and others to meet his agents. But it seems he has decided not to send his agents, but to ‘start himself to-morrow.’ Now, one of those persons I see shortly in the supper-room will be traveling to Calais, and I shall follow that person until I have traced him to where those fugitive aristocrats are waiting; for that person, fair lady, will be the man I have sought for nearly a year, the man whose energy has beaten me, whose ingenuity has baffled me, whose daring makes me marvel—yes! even me!—who have seen a trick or two in my time—the mysterious and elusive Scarlet Pimpernel.”

“And Armand?” she pleaded.

“Have I ever broken my word? I promise you, on the day the Scarlet Pimpernel and I leave for France, I will send you that reckless letter of his by special courier. Moreover, I pledge to you on the word of France, that on the day I lay hands on that meddlesome Englishman, St. Just will be here in England, safe in his charming sister’s embrace.”

And with a deep, elaborate bow and another look at the clock, Chauvelin quietly slipped out of the room.

Marguerite felt as though, amid all the noise, the music, dancing, and laughter, she could hear his catlike tread, gliding through the vast reception rooms; she could almost hear him go down the great staircase, reach the dining-room, and open the door. Fate had intervened, had made her speak, had forced her to do something, for the sake of her beloved brother, that felt both vile and abhorrent. She lay back in her chair, passive and still, seeing her relentless enemy’s figure always before her aching eyes.

When Chauvelin reached the supper-room, it was completely deserted. It had that forlorn, abandoned, slightly tawdry look that always follows a party—so reminiscent of a ball gown the morning after.

Half-empty glasses littered the table, unfolded napkins were scattered about, and the chairs—arranged in groups of twos and threes—looked like seats left for ghosts, still whispering together. In remote corners were pairs of chairs positioned close, bearing silent evidence to recent whispered flirtations between bites of cold game-pie and champagne; other sets of three or four spoke of lively discussions over the latest scandals; some chairs lined up in a row still appeared starchy and critical, like stern dowagers; a few single chairs, close to the table, spoke of gourmands bent on the most recherché dishes, while others overturned on the floor attested to the quality of my Lord Grenville’s cellars.

It was a ghostly imitation, really, of the fashionable gathering upstairs; a ghost that haunts every home after balls and hearty suppers—a picture sketched in white chalk on gray cardboard, dull and colorless now that the bright silk dresses and richly embroidered coats were gone, and the candles flickered drowsily in their sockets.

Chauvelin smiled kindly, rubbing his long, thin hands together as he looked around the empty supper-room, from which even the last footman had retreated to join his friends in the hall below. All was silent in the softly-lit room, while the sound of the gavotte, the faint hum of conversation and laughter, and the rumble of the occasional carriage outside reached this palace of the Sleeping Beauty only as distant ghosts murmuring far away.

It all looked so peaceful, so luxurious, so still, that even the sharpest observer—a true prophet—would never have guessed this deserted supper-room was actually a trap set for the boldest and most cunning plotter of those turbulent times.

Chauvelin considered and tried to peer into the near future. What kind of man was this, whom he and the leaders of a whole revolution had sworn to catch? Everything about him seemed strange and mysterious; his identity, so cleverly hidden; the power he held over nineteen English gentlemen, who appeared to obey him both blindly and enthusiastically; the passionate loyalty and devotion he had inspired in his small, select group—and above all, his astonishing audacity, his sheer nerve that had enabled him to taunt his fiercest enemies inside Paris itself.

No wonder the nickname of this mysterious Englishman sent a shiver through the people of France. Chauvelin himself, as he surveyed the deserted room where this enigmatic hero would soon appear, felt an odd sensation of awe go down his spine.

But his plans were solid. He was sure the Scarlet Pimpernel had not been warned, and equally sure Marguerite Blakeney had not played him false. If she had… a cruel look—enough to chill her—flashed in Chauvelin’s keen, pale eyes. If she had deceived him, Armand St. Just would suffer the full penalty.

But no, no! Of course she hadn’t betrayed him!

Luckily, the supper-room was deserted: this would make Chauvelin’s job easier, when soon that unsuspecting enigma would enter it alone. Now, no one was present but Chauvelin himself.

Wait! As he surveyed the room’s solitude with satisfaction, the clever agent of the French Government became aware of the peaceful, steady breathing of one of my Lord Grenville’s guests, who, no doubt, had dined both well and wisely, and was enjoying a quiet nap, safely away from the noise of the dancing above.

Chauvelin glanced around again, and there on the sofa, in the shadowy corner of the room, mouth open, eyes shut, the gentle rumble of contented sleep from his nose, lay the splendidly dressed, long-limbed husband of the cleverest woman in Europe.

Chauvelin looked at him lying there, serene and unaware, perfectly content with the world and himself, after the best of suppers—a smile, almost of pity, briefly softened the hard lines of the Frenchman’s face and the sarcastic glint in his pale eyes.

Clearly, the sleeper, deep in dreamless slumber, would not disturb Chauvelin’s trap for capturing the wily Scarlet Pimpernel. Smiling again, and following Sir Percy Blakeney’s example, he too stretched out in the corner of another sofa, shut his eyes, opened his mouth, breathed peacefully, and… waited!




CHAPTER XV. DOUBT

Marguerite Blakeney had watched the slender figure in black—Chauvelin—make his way through the ballroom. Then, she had no choice but to wait, her nerves tingling with anticipation.

Listlessly, she sat in the small, still-deserted boudoir, gazing out through the curtained doorway at the dancing couples beyond. She looked, but saw nothing, heard the music, but was aware of nothing except a sense of expectancy—a feeling of anxious, weary waiting.

Her mind conjured up images of what might be happening downstairs at that very moment: the half-empty dining room, the fateful hour—Chauvelin watching!—and, right on time, the entrance of a man—the Scarlet Pimpernel—the mysterious leader who had become almost unreal to Marguerite, so strange and uncanny was his hidden identity.

She wished she were in the supper room at this moment too, watching as he entered; she knew that her woman’s intuition would instantly recognize, in the stranger’s face—whoever he might be—that strong individuality belonging to a leader of men, to a hero: to the mighty, high-soaring eagle whose bold wings were now caught in the trap of a ferret.

Like many women, she thought of him with pure sadness; the irony of fate seemed so cruel—a fearless lion brought low by the gnawing of a rat! Ah, if only Armand’s life were not at stake!…

“Faith! Your ladyship must have thought me very remiss,” said a voice suddenly, close to her elbow. “I had quite a bit of trouble delivering your message, for I couldn’t find Blakeney anywhere at first…”

Marguerite had forgotten entirely about her husband and her message to him; even his name, as spoken by Lord Fancourt, sounded strange and unfamiliar to her, so completely had she in the past five minutes relived her old life in the Rue de Richelieu, with Armand always close by—loving her and protecting her, shielding her from the many subtle intrigues constantly brewing in Paris in those days.

“I did find him at last,” continued Lord Fancourt, “and gave him your message. He said he would give orders straight away for the horses to be readied.”

“Ah!” she said, still very distracted, “you found my husband and gave him my message?”

“Yes; he was in the dining room, fast asleep. I couldn’t manage to wake him at first.”

“Thank you very much,” she said mechanically, struggling to gather her thoughts.

“Will your ladyship honor me with the contredanse until your coach is ready?” asked Lord Fancourt.

“No, thank you, my lord. And please forgive me—I really am too tired, and the heat in the ballroom has become stifling.”

“The conservatory is deliciously cool; let me take you there, and bring you something. You look unwell, Lady Blakeney.”

“I am only very tired,” she replied wearily, letting Lord Fancourt lead her away, where the low lights and green plants made the air feel cooler. He brought her a chair, and she sank into it. This long wait was unbearable. Why didn’t Chauvelin come and tell her what had happened?

Lord Fancourt was very attentive, but she hardly heard what he said, and suddenly startled him by asking abruptly,—

“Lord Fancourt, did you notice who was in the dining room just now besides Sir Percy Blakeney?”

“Only the French Government’s agent, M. Chauvelin—also fast asleep in another corner,” he said. “Why do you ask, my lady?”

“I’m not sure… I… Did you happen to see what time it was when you were there?”

“It must have been about five or ten minutes past one…. I wonder what your ladyship is thinking about,” he added, for it was clear the lady’s thoughts were far away, and she had not been listening to his witty conversation.

But truly her thoughts were not far away—just one floor down, in this very house, in the dining room where Chauvelin was still keeping watch. Had he failed? For a moment that possibility occurred to her as a hope—the hope that the Scarlet Pimpernel had been warned by Sir Andrew, and that Chauvelin’s trap had failed to ensnare his prey; but that hope soon gave way to fear. Had he failed? But then—Armand!

Lord Fancourt had stopped talking, realizing he had no audience. He wanted an excuse to slip away, since sitting opposite a lady, however lovely, who clearly isn’t paying attention to one’s efforts is not exhilarating, even for a Cabinet Minister.

“Shall I see if your ladyship’s coach is ready,” he said at last, tentatively.

“Oh, thank you… thank you… if you would be so kind… I’m afraid I’m rather poor company… but I really am tired… and perhaps would be better alone.”

She had been longing for him to leave, since she hoped that, like the fox he so resembled, Chauvelin would soon be prowling about, wanting to find her alone.

But Lord Fancourt left, and still Chauvelin did not come. Oh! what had happened? She felt Armand’s fate trembling in the balance… now, with a dreadful fear, she thought Chauvelin had failed, and that the mysterious Scarlet Pimpernel had once again slipped through his grasp; she knew then she could expect no pity, no mercy from him.

He had given his ultimatum—“Either—or—”—and nothing less would satisfy him. He was vindictive, and would claim she had deliberately misled him; and, having failed to trap the eagle yet again, his vengeful mind would settle for the lesser prey—Armand!

Yet she had done her best, had tried everything for Armand’s sake. She couldn’t bear to think that all had failed. She couldn’t stay still; she longed to go and learn the worst at once; she even wondered why Chauvelin had not come yet, to unleash his anger and sarcasm upon her.

Soon Lord Grenville himself came to tell her that her coach was ready, and that Sir Percy was already waiting for her—ribbons in hand. Marguerite said her “Farewell” to her distinguished host; many friends stopped her as she crossed the rooms, to talk with her and exchange pleasant au revoirs.

The Minister only took final leave of the lovely Lady Blakeney at the top of the stairs; below, on the landing, a veritable army of gallant gentlemen waited to bid “Good-bye” to the queen of beauty and fashion, while outside, under the grand portico, Sir Percy’s magnificent bays impatiently pawed the ground.

At the top of the stairs, just as she had taken leave of her host, she suddenly saw Chauvelin; he was coming up the staircase slowly, softly rubbing his thin hands together.

There was a peculiar expression on his mobile face, part amusement, wholly puzzled, and as his sharp eyes met Marguerite’s, they took on a strangely sarcastic look.

“M. Chauvelin,” she said, as he stopped on the top of the stairs, bowing deeply before her, “my coach is outside; may I take your arm?”

As gallant as ever, he offered her his arm and led her down the stairs. The crowd was thick, some of the Minister’s guests were leaving, others leaning against the banisters, watching the people filing up and down the wide staircase.

“Chauvelin,” she said at last, desperately, “I must know what has happened.”

“What has happened, dear lady?” he said, pretending to be surprised. “Where? When?”

“You’re torturing me, Chauvelin. I’ve helped you tonight… surely I have the right to know. What happened in the dining room at one o’clock just now?”

She spoke in a whisper, trusting that among the general noise, her words would be heard only by the man at her side.

“Quiet and peace reigned supreme, fair lady; at that hour, I was asleep in one corner of a sofa, and Sir Percy Blakeney in another.”

“No one came into the room at all?”

“No one.”

“Then we have failed, you and I?…”

“Yes! We have failed—perhaps…”

“But Armand?” she pleaded.

“Ah! Armand St. Just’s chances hang by a thread… pray heaven, dear lady, that the thread does not break.”

“Chauvelin, I worked for you—sincerely, earnestly… remember….”

“I remember my promise,” he said quietly. “The day the Scarlet Pimpernel and I meet on French soil, St. Just will be in his charming sister’s arms.”

“Which means that a brave man’s blood will be on my hands,” she said, with a shudder.

“His blood, or your brother’s. Right now, you must be hoping, as I do, that the enigmatic Scarlet Pimpernel will start for Calais today—”

“I am only aware of one hope, citoyen.”

“And that is?”

“That Satan, your master, will need you elsewhere, before the sun rises today.”

“You flatter me, citoyenne.”

She kept him with her for a moment halfway down the stairs, trying to read whatever lay behind that thin, fox-like mask. But Chauvelin stayed urbane, sarcastic, inscrutable; not a single expression told the anxious woman whether she should fear, or hope.

Downstairs on the landing she was soon surrounded. Lady Blakeney never left any house for her coach without an entourage of fluttering admirers around the radiant glow of her beauty. Yet before she finally turned from Chauvelin, she held out a tiny hand to him, with that pretty, almost childish gesture so uniquely her own.

“Give me some hope, my little Chauvelin,” she pleaded.

With perfect gallantry he bowed over that small hand, so dainty and white through the sheer black lace mitten, and kissed the tips of her rosy fingers:—

“Pray heaven that the thread does not break,” he repeated, with his enigmatic smile.

And stepping aside, he let the moths flutter nearer to the candle, while the brilliant crowd of the jeunesse dorée, eagerly watching Lady Blakeney’s every move, hid the keen, fox-like face from her sight.




CHAPTER XVI. RICHMOND

A few minutes later, she was sitting, wrapped in luxurious furs, next to Sir Percy Blakeney on the box-seat of his magnificent coach, as the four splendid bays thundered down the quiet street.

The night was warm despite the gentle breeze that cooled Marguerite’s burning cheeks. Soon London’s houses were left behind, and, rattling over old Hammersmith Bridge, Sir Percy sped his bays rapidly towards Richmond.

The river wound in and out in graceful, delicate curves, looking like a silver serpent beneath the moon’s glittering rays. Long shadows from overhanging trees cast occasional deep veils across the road. The bays rushed along at breakneck speed, held in check only slightly by Sir Percy’s strong, unerring hands.

These nightly drives after balls and suppers in London were a constant source of delight to Marguerite; she fully appreciated her husband’s eccentricity, which led him to prefer this way of taking her home each night to their beautiful house by the river, rather than living in a stuffy London home. He loved to drive his spirited horses along the lonely, moonlit roads, and she loved sitting on the box-seat, the soft English summer night air refreshing her after a hot ball or supper-party. The drive was not long—less than an hour, sometimes, when the bays were especially lively and Sir Percy gave them their head.

Tonight he seemed possessed by some wild energy, and the coach appeared to fly down the road by the river. As usual, he said nothing to her, staring straight ahead, the reins lying loosely in his slender, white hands. Marguerite looked at him tentatively once or twice; she could see his handsome profile, and one languid eye with its straight, fine brow and drooping heavy lid.

In the moonlight, his face looked singularly earnest, and it reminded Marguerite of those happy days of courtship, before he had become the lazy fool, the effete fop, whose life seemed to pass in card rooms and late suppers.

But now, in the moonlight, she couldn’t quite see the expression in those lazy blue eyes; only the outline of the firm chin, the corner of his strong mouth, and the boldly shaped forehead. Clearly, nature had meant well by Sir Percy; his faults must lie with that poor, half-mad mother and the distracted, heartbroken father, neither of whom had cared for the young life growing up between them—and whose very neglect may have started to ruin him.

Marguerite suddenly felt intense sympathy for her husband. The moral crisis she had just experienced made her more forgiving toward the faults and failings of others.

How completely a person can be battered and beaten by Fate had struck her with dreadful force. Had anyone told her even a week ago that she would stoop to spy on her friends, that she would betray a brave and unsuspecting man into the hands of a merciless enemy—she would have laughed that idea to scorn.

Yet she had done these things; soon, perhaps, the death of that brave man would lie at her feet—just as, two years ago, the Marquis de St. Cyr had died because of a careless word from her. In that case, she was morally innocent—she had meant no harm—fate had intervened. But this time, she had done something obviously base, and had done it deliberately, for a reason that perhaps strict moralists would not even appreciate.

And as she sat feeling her husband’s strong arm at her side, she also felt just how much more he would dislike and despise her if he knew about this night’s work. Thus people judge each other superficially and without charity, often with little reason. She despised her husband for his trivialities and unthinking pursuits; and he, she felt, would despise her even more, because she had not been strong enough to do the right thing for its own sake, and to sacrifice her brother to her conscience.

Lost in thought, Marguerite found this hour in the breezy night much too brief; it was with real disappointment that she realized the bays had turned in at the massive gates of her beautiful English home.

Sir Percy Blakeney’s house on the river has since become a historic one: grand in size, set in exquisitely designed gardens with a picturesque terrace facing the water. Built in Tudor times, the old red brick walls are especially striking amid the greenery, the beautiful lawn and old sun-dial adding to the harmony of the setting. Great ancient trees cast cool shadows across the grounds, and now, on this warm early autumn night, their leaves tinged with russet and gold, the old garden looked uniquely peaceful and poetic in the moonlight.

With flawless precision, Sir Percy brought the four bays to a stop in front of the fine Elizabethan entrance. Despite the late hour, a host of grooms seemed to appear from nowhere as the coach rolled up, all standing respectfully by.

Sir Percy quickly jumped down and helped Marguerite to alight. She lingered for a moment while he gave a few orders to a servant. She walked around the house and stepped onto the lawn, gazing out dreamily at the silvery landscape. Nature felt totally at peace compared to the swirling emotions she had just endured; she could faintly hear the ripple of the river and the soft, ghostlike fall of the occasional dead leaf.

All else was quiet. She had heard the horses being led away to distant stables, the servants’ footsteps as they too went inside to rest; the house was still. In two separate suites of rooms above the grand reception halls, lights still burned—her rooms and his, as far apart as their lives had become. She sighed involuntarily; at that moment, she could not have said precisely why.

She was suffering from a crushing heartache. She felt deeply sorry for herself, more alone and in need of comfort and sympathy than ever before. With another sigh, she turned away from the river toward the house, vaguely wondering if, after such a night, she could ever sleep or find any rest.

Suddenly, before she reached the terrace, she heard a firm step on the crisp gravel, and the next moment her husband’s figure emerged from the shadows. He too had walked around the house, wandering along the lawn toward the river. He still wore his heavy driving coat with its many lapels and collars, a style he himself had made fashionable, but he had thrown it back, his hands buried as usual in the deep pockets of his satin breeches. The splendid white costume he had worn at Lord Grenville’s ball, with its lace jabot, now looked strangely ghostly against the dark backdrop of the house.

He seemed not to notice her; after a brief pause, he turned toward the house and headed straight to the terrace.

“Sir Percy!”

He already had one foot on the lowest terrace step, but at her voice, he started, paused, and looked searchingly into the shadows from where she had called.

She quickly stepped into the moonlight, and as soon as he saw her, he spoke with that consummate gallantry he always used when addressing her,—

“At your service, Madame!”

Yet his foot still rested on the step, and his stance made it plain, to her at least, that he wished to go and had no desire for a midnight conversation.

“The air is delightfully cool,” she said, “the moonlight peaceful, the garden inviting. Will you not stay here a while? The hour is not late; or is my company so unpleasant, that you are eager to rid yourself of it?”

“Nay, Madame,” he replied calmly, “but the shoe is on the other foot—I wager you’ll find the midnight air far more poetic without my company. No doubt the sooner I remove this obstruction, the better you’ll like it.”

He turned to go.

“I protest you misunderstand me, Sir Percy,” she said hurriedly, drawing a little closer; “the estrangement that’s come between us, alas! was not of my making, remember.”

“Begad! You must pardon me there, Madame!” he said coldly. “My memory was never strong.”

He looked her straight in the eye, in that lazy, indifferent manner that had become second nature to him. She met his gaze for a moment, then her eyes softened as she drew up to the foot of the terrace steps.

“Of the shortest, Sir Percy? Surely it’s changed! Was it three years ago, or four, that you saw me for just an hour in Paris on your way East? When you returned two years later, you hadn’t forgotten me.”

She looked lovely in the moonlight, with the fur cloak slipping from her shoulders, the gold embroidery of her dress shimmering, her childlike blue eyes looking up at him.

He stood for a moment, perfectly still except for clenching his hand against the stone of the terrace balustrade.

“You wished to see me, Madame,” he said coldly. “I assume it wasn’t to indulge in sentimental memories.”

His tone was icy, his posture stiff and unbending. Good manners should have suggested that Marguerite match his coldness and sweep past him with no more than a nod; but feminine instinct made her stay—that instinct which makes a beautiful woman keen to conquer the one man who pays her no homage. She reached her hand out to him.

“Nay, Sir Percy, why not? The present isn’t so splendid that I wouldn’t want to linger a moment in the past.”

He bent and, barely touching the fingertips she offered, kissed them ceremoniously.

“Indeed, Madame,” he said, “then you must pardon me if my dull wits can’t join you there.”

Once more, he began to go—once more her gentle, almost tender voice called him back.

“Sir Percy.”

“Your servant, Madame.”

“Is it truly possible for love to die?” she said suddenly, with great emotion. “I thought the passion you once felt for me would outlast life itself. Is there nothing left of that love, Percy…that could help you bridge the gulf between us?”

While she spoke, his already rigid figure seemed to grow even more stiff, his mouth hardened, a look of stubbornness crept into his usually lazy blue eyes.

“To what purpose, Madame?” he asked coldly.

“I don’t understand you.”

“It’s simple enough,” he said, with sudden bitterness, barely keeping it in check, “I only ask because I cannot fathom your ladyship’s new mood. Do you want to resume the cruel game you played so well last year? Do you wish me once again to be a lovesick suitor at your feet, so you might again enjoy kicking me aside like a bothersome lap-dog?”

She had succeeded in rousing him, and again she looked him straight in the eye, as she remembered him a year before.

“Percy! I beg you!” she whispered, “can’t we bury the past?”

“Pardon me, Madame, but I thought you wished to dwell on it.”

“Not that past, Percy!” she answered, a gentler note in her voice. “I meant the time when you still loved me! And I…oh! I was vain, shallow; your wealth and position attracted me. I married you, hoping your great love for me would spark love in my own heart…but, alas!…”

The moon slipped low behind a bank of clouds. In the east, a soft grey light began to chase away the darkness. He could only see her graceful outline now, her regal head with its mass of golden-red curls, and the small, jeweled star-shaped ornament she wore as a diadem.

“Twenty-four hours after our marriage, Madame, the Marquis de St. Cyr and all his family died on the guillotine, and rumor reached me that it was the wife of Sir Percy Blakeney who helped send them there.”

“No! I told you the truth about that hateful story.”

“Not until strangers told me first, with all the awful details.”

“And you believed them instantly,” she cried, “without proof, without question—you believed that I, whom you vowed you loved above everything, whom you claimed to worship, could do such a base thing as these strangers described. You thought I’d tried to deceive you—that I should have told you before we married. Yet, if you’d listened, I’d have told you that, up to the very morning St. Cyr went to the guillotine, I was struggling desperately to save him and his family. But my pride kept my lips sealed when your love seemed to die as if under the guillotine, too. Still, I would have told you how I was tricked! Yes, I—who rumor said was the sharpest wit in France!—I was duped by men who played on my love for an only brother and my thirst for revenge. Was that unnatural?”

Her voice became choked with tears. She stopped briefly, trying to regain control. She looked to him as if he were judge. He didn’t interrupt her impassioned outpouring; now, as she paused, struggling not to cry, he waited, impassive and still. The dim dawn light made his tall form seem even more rigid. The easygoing face had changed. Marguerite, agitated as she was, could see the eyes weren’t languid anymore, nor the mouth easygoing. Instead, a powerful passion glowed beneath his lids; his mouth was tightly shut, his lips pressed together as if willpower alone held in his emotion.

Marguerite Blakeney was, above all, a woman—full of fascinating flaws and charming faults. Instantly she saw how wrong she’d been for months: this man before her, so cold when she spoke, loved her as fiercely now as he had the year before; his passion might have slept, but it was there—just as intense as when he first kissed her.

Pride had kept him from her, and, as often happens, she now longed to win back her old conquest. Suddenly, it seemed the only happiness left would be to feel that man’s kiss on her lips again.

“Listen to the story, Sir Percy,” she pleaded, voice low, soft, and tender. “Armand meant everything to me! We had no parents; we raised each other. He was my little father, I his small mother; we loved each other so much. Then, one day—do you recall, Sir Percy?—the Marquis de St. Cyr had my brother Armand beaten—thrashed by his servants, just because he—a commoner—dared to love the marquis’s daughter. For that, he was ambushed and beaten…beaten like a dog within an inch of his life! You can’t know how I suffered! His humiliation hurt my very soul. When a chance to take revenge came, I took it. But I only meant to bring the proud marquis trouble and shame. He conspired with Austria against his own country. I found out, I spoke of it—but I couldn’t know—how could I guess? They trapped me. When I realized what I’d done, it was too late.”

“It is perhaps a little difficult, Madame,” said Sir Percy after a pause, “to go back to the past. I’ve admitted my memory is short, but I do remember that, when the Marquis died, I begged you for an explanation of those same nasty rumors. If memory doesn’t fail me, I believe you refused any explanation and demanded a humiliation from me in the name of love that I could not give.”

“I wanted to test your love for me, and it failed the test. You used to say you drew the very breath of life only for me, for my love.”

“And to test that love, you wanted me to forfeit my honor,” he said, growing less impassive. “You wished me to accept, unquestioningly, as a dumb and obedient slave, every action of my lady. With my heart overflowing, I didn’t ask for explanations—I waited, just hoping. If you’d said a word, I’d have taken your word and believed you. But you left without a word, except a bald admission of the horrible facts; proudly, you returned to your brother’s house and left me alone—for weeks—not knowing who to believe, with my one great illusion shattered at my feet.”

He was no longer cold and emotionless; his voice shook with the intensity of passion he struggled to contain.

“My pride, my foolish pride!” she said sadly. “I repented almost as soon as I left. But when I returned, I found you so changed! Already wearing that mask of sleepy indifference that you’ve never removed—until now.”

She was close to him, her soft, loose hair brushing his cheek, her tearful eyes driving him mad, her musical voice sending fire through his veins. But he refused to yield to the charm of the woman he’d loved so deeply—whose pride had hurt him so. He closed his eyes to block out the sight of that sweet face, the ivory neck, the graceful figure, as dawn began to play around her.

“No, Madame—it’s no mask,” he said icily; “I once swore my life was yours. For months it’s been your plaything…it served its purpose.”

But now she realized even his coldness was just a mask. The pain and sorrow of last night came back to her—not with bitterness, but with the feeling that this man who loved her could help her bear it.

“Sir Percy,” she said suddenly, “Heaven knows you’ve made the task I set myself terribly difficult. You mentioned my mood; well, call it that if you must. I wished to speak to you…because I was in trouble…and needed…your sympathy.”

“It is yours to command, Madame.”

“How cold you are!” she sighed. “It’s hard to believe that just months ago, a single tear from me nearly drove you mad. Now I come to you…with a broken heart…and…”

“I beg you, Madame,” he said, his voice shaking almost as much as hers, “in what way can I serve you?”

“Percy!—Armand is in terrible danger. A letter he wrote—so rashly, as always, addressed to Sir Andrew Ffoulkes—has fallen into the hands of a fanatic. Armand is hopelessly exposed…tomorrow he may be arrested…and after that, the guillotine…unless…oh, it is horrible!” she cried, with anguish as the night’s events overwhelmed her. “Horrible!… and you do not understand…you cannot…and I have no one to whom I can turn…for help…or even for sympathy…”

Tears would not be restrained. Her sorrow, her struggles, the dreadful uncertainty of Armand’s fate overcame her. She staggered, nearly falling, leaning against the stone railing, face buried in her hands, and sobbing bitterly.

At the mention of Armand St. Just’s name and the danger he faced, Sir Percy’s face grew paler; the look of determination and stubbornness deepened. Still, he said nothing, watching her as her delicate frame shook with sobs, watching her until, despite himself, his face softened and what looked very much like tears shone in his eyes.

“And so,” he said with bitter sarcasm, “the murderous dog of the revolution turns on the very hands that fed it?…Begad, Madame,” he added softly, as Marguerite sobbed, “will you dry your tears?…I never could bear to see a pretty woman cry, and I…”

Suddenly, caught up by a surge of passion at her helplessness, he reached for her—to hold her, to shield her from harm with his life and his heart’s blood…But pride won out once more; he restrained himself by sheer force of will and said coldly, though still gently,—

“Will you not turn to me, Madame, and tell me how I may have the honor to serve you?”

She fought to control herself and, turning her tear-stained face to him, again offered her hand, which he kissed with the same careful gallantry; but this time, Marguerite’s fingers lingered in his for a moment longer than politeness required, because she felt his hand trembling, burning hot, while his lips were cold as marble.

“Can you do anything for Armand?” she asked sweetly. “You have so much influence at court…so many friends…”

“Nay, Madame, should you not rather seek your French friend M. Chauvelin? His influence, if I am not mistaken, reaches even the Republican Government of France.”

“I cannot ask him, Percy…I wish I dared to tell you…but…he has put a price on my brother’s head, which…”

She would have given anything for the courage to tell him everything—all she had done that night, and how her hand had been forced. But she dared not risk it—not when hope was returning. She dared not confess again. Perhaps he would not understand; perhaps he would not sympathize with her struggles. If his love remained dormant, it might die forever.

Maybe he sensed what was going through her mind. Everything in his attitude spoke of longing—a plea for the confidence her pride denied him. When she remained silent, he sighed and said with marked coldness—

“Very well, Madame. Since it upsets you, we will not speak of it. As for Armand, do not worry. I give you my word he shall be safe. Now, may I go? It is getting late and…”

“You will at least accept my gratitude?” she said, stepping close to him, her tone truly tender.

With a quick, almost involuntary motion, he nearly took her in his arms, for her eyes shone with tears he longed to kiss away; but once before he had been lured—and cast aside. He suspected this might be just another mood, and was too proud to yield again.

“It is too soon, Madame,” he said quietly. “I have done nothing yet. It is late, and you must be tired. Your maids will be waiting for you upstairs.”

He stepped aside to let her pass. She sighed, a brief sound of disappointment. Her beauty and his pride had been in direct conflict, and his pride had triumphed. Perhaps, after all, she had been mistaken just now; what she took for love’s light in his eyes might have been only pride—or even hate instead of love. She looked at him a moment longer: he was stiff, cold as ever. Pride had won, and he seemed not to care for her at all. The grey dawn was giving way to golden morning. Birds began to chirp; nature awakened joyfully to the October sun. Only between these two hearts remained a solid wall, built of pride, which neither cared to tear down first.

He bowed low, as she finally, with a sad little sigh, began to climb the terrace steps.

The long train of her gown swept away the dead leaves, making a soft sh—sh—sh as she glided up, hand on the balustrade, the dawn forming a halo of gold around her hair and making her rubies sparkle. At the tall glass doors, she paused one last time, hoping against hope to see his arms outstretched, to hear him call her back. But he hadn’t moved; his figure was the picture of unbending pride.

Hot tears welled in her eyes again, so that he should not see, she turned quickly into the house and hurried to her own rooms.

Had she looked back out into the rose-lit garden then, she’d have seen something that would put her own pain in perspective—a strong man, conquered by his own passion and despair. At last, pride gave way; his will was powerless. Madly, blindly, desperately in love, as soon as her light footsteps faded inside, he knelt on the terrace steps and, in his madness, kissed one by one the spots where her feet had trodden, and the stone balustrade where her hand had rested last.




CHAPTER XVII. FAREWELL

When Marguerite reached her room, she found her maid deeply worried about her.

“Your ladyship must be exhausted,” said the poor woman, whose own eyes were half-closed with sleep. “It’s past five o’clock.”

“Yes, Louise, I suppose I’ll be tired soon,” Marguerite replied kindly. “But you’re already very tired, so go to bed right away. I’ll get into bed by myself.”

“But, my lady—”

“No arguments, Louise, just go to bed. Give me a wrap, and leave me to myself.”

Louise was only too glad to obey. She removed her mistress’s splendid ball gown and wrapped her in a soft, billowy dressing gown.

“Is there anything else your ladyship wants?” she asked when she had finished.

“No, nothing more. Turn off the lights as you leave.”

“Yes, my lady. Good night, my lady.”

“Good night, Louise.”

Once the maid had gone, Marguerite drew back the curtains and opened the windows wide. The garden and the river beyond were bathed in rosy dawn. Far in the east, the rays of the rising sun had already changed the pink glow to vivid gold. The lawn was empty now, and Marguerite looked down at the terrace where, just moments ago, she had tried so desperately to recapture a man’s love that once had been entirely hers.

It was strange that, despite all her troubles and her anxiety for Armand, what she felt most keenly at this moment was a sharp and painful heartache.

Even her limbs seemed to ache with longing for the love of the man who had rejected her, resisted her tenderness, and stayed unmoved by her appeals and the spark of passion that had led her to hope that those happy days in Paris weren’t all gone and forgotten.

How strange it was! She loved him still. And as she looked back over the months of misunderstanding and loneliness, she realized she had never stopped loving him; deep in her heart, she had always felt that his foolish talk, hollow laughter, and lazy indifference were just a mask. The real man—strong, passionate, stubborn—was still there, the man she had loved, whose intensity fascinated her, whose personality drew her in, because she sensed something hidden behind his apparent slowness, something he kept concealed from everyone, most of all from her.

A woman’s heart is such a complex mystery—even its owner is often the least able to solve it.

Did Marguerite Blakeney, “the cleverest woman in Europe,” truly love a fool? Was it love a year ago when she married him? Was it love now, when she realized he still loved her, but wouldn’t let himself be her servant, her passionate lover? No—Marguerite herself could not have said, not just now; perhaps pride had kept her from truly understanding her own heart. But she knew this: she was determined to win back that stubborn heart. She meant to conquer once more… and then never lose him again. She would keep him, hold his love, deserve it, and nurture it, for she was certain there could be no happiness for her without this one man’s love.

So the most contradictory thoughts and emotions swirled wildly in her mind. Lost in them, she let time slip by; perhaps, exhausted by so much excitement, she had even closed her eyes and fallen into a troubled sleep, where fleeting dreams seemed nothing more than a continuation of her anxious thoughts—when suddenly she was startled, whether from dream or thought, by the sound of footsteps outside her door.

Nervously she jumped up and listened; the whole house was still; the footsteps had passed. Through her wide-open windows, brilliant morning light poured into her room. She glanced at the clock: it was half-past six—far too early for anyone in the house to be up.

Surely she must have dozed off without realizing it. The sound of footsteps, and of hushed, subdued voices, had awakened her—what could it be?

Gently, on tiptoe, she crossed the room and opened the door to listen; not a sound—that special quiet of early morning, when sleep lies heaviest on all. Still, the noise had left her nervous, and when, suddenly, at her feet on the doorstep she saw something white—a letter, apparently—she hardly dared touch it. It seemed so ghostly. It certainly hadn’t been there when she came upstairs; had Louise dropped it? Or was some mischievous spirit playing with her, showing her phantom letters where none existed?

At last, she stooped to pick it up, and, more puzzled than ever, she saw it was addressed to her in her husband’s large, businesslike handwriting. What could he have to say in the middle of the night that couldn’t wait until morning?

She tore open the envelope and read:

“A most unforeseen circumstance forces me to leave for the North immediately, so I beg your ladyship’s pardon if I do not avail myself of the honour of bidding you good-bye. My business may keep me employed for about a week, so I shall not have the privilege of being present at your ladyship’s water-party on Wednesday. I remain your ladyship’s most humble and most obedient servant,

PERCY BLAKENEY.”

Marguerite must have caught her husband’s slowness, for she had to read these simple lines again and again before she could really understand them.

She stood on the landing, turning over and over the curt, mysterious letter in her hand, her mind blank, her nerves tense with agitation and a vague foreboding she couldn’t quite explain.

Sir Percy did own large properties in the North, and he had often gone there alone before, staying away for a week at a time. But it seemed odd that an emergency should come up between five and six in the morning that forced him to leave in such a rush.

She tried, without success, to shake off an unusual nervousness. She was shaking from head to foot. A wild, uncontrollable urge seized her to see her husband again, right away, if only he had not already left.

Forgetting that she was just in a thin morning wrap, her hair loose on her shoulders, she hurried downstairs, across the hall, and to the front door.

It was, as usual, barred and bolted, for the inside servants weren’t yet up. But her sharp ears had heard voices and the pawing of a horse’s hoof on the stones.

With nervous, trembling fingers, Marguerite undid the bolts one by one, bruising her hands and hurting her nails on the heavy, stiff locks. She didn’t care; her whole body was tense with worry at the thought that she might be too late; that he might have left without saying goodbye, without her wishing him Godspeed.

At last, she got the key turned and the door open. Her ears had not deceived her. A groom was nearby holding two horses; one was Sultan, Sir Percy’s favorite and fastest, saddled for travel.

Just then, Sir Percy himself appeared from around the far corner of the house and walked quickly toward the horses. He had changed out of his splendid ball costume, but as always was impeccably and richly dressed in fine cloth with a lace jabot and ruffles, high top-boots, and riding breeches.

Marguerite stepped forward a few paces. He glanced up and saw her, a slight frown forming between his eyes.

“You’re going?” she said quickly and anxiously. “Where?”

“As I have had the honour of informing your ladyship, urgent, most unexpected business calls me to the North this morning,” he replied, in his usual cool, drawling way.

“But… your guests tomorrow…”

“I have begged your ladyship to offer my humble apologies to His Royal Highness. You are such a perfect hostess, I do not think I shall be missed.”

“But surely you might have waited… until after our water-party…” she said, still speaking quickly and nervously. “Surely the business isn’t so pressing… and you never mentioned it earlier—just now.”

“My business, as I said, Madame, is as unexpected as it is urgent… May I then have your permission to depart… Can I do anything for you in town? On my way back?”

“No… no… thank you… nothing… But you will be back soon?”

“Very soon.”

“Before the week’s end?”

“I cannot say.”

He was clearly trying to leave, while she was doing her best to keep him with her a moment longer.

“Percy,” she said, “won’t you tell me why you’re leaving today? Surely I, as your wife, have a right to know. You have not been called away to the North. I know it. There were no letters or messengers from there before we left for the opera last night, and nothing waiting when we returned from the ball… You’re not going to the North, I’m sure of it… There’s some mystery, and—”

“No, Madame, there’s no mystery,” he answered, with a hint of impatience. “My business is about Armand… there! Now, may I go?”

“With Armand? But you won’t be in any danger?”

“Danger? Me? No, Madame, your concern honours me. As you say, I have some influence; I intend to use it before it’s too late.”

“Let me thank you, at least?”

“No need for that, Madame,” he said coldly. “My life is at your service, and I am already more than repaid.”

“And mine will be at yours, Sir Percy, if you choose to accept it, in exchange for what you do for Armand,” she said, impulsively reaching out both hands to him. “There! I will not keep you… my thoughts go with you… Farewell…”

She looked radiant in the morning sunlight, her bright hair falling around her shoulders. He bowed deeply and kissed her hand; she felt the burning kiss and her heart leapt with hope and joy.

“You will return?” she asked tenderly.

“Very soon!” he answered, gazing long into her blue eyes.

“And… you’ll remember?…” she added, her own eyes responding with infinite promise.

“I will always remember, Madame, that you have honoured me by commanding my services.”

His words were cold and formal, but they didn’t hurt her this time. Her woman’s heart had seen through the impassive mask his pride still forced him to wear.

He bowed once more and asked permission to leave. She stepped aside as he mounted Sultan, then, as he galloped away through the gates, she waved him a final “Adieu.”

A turn in the road soon hid him from sight; his groom had trouble keeping up, for Sultan sped off, matching his master’s urgent mood. Marguerite, with a sigh nearing happiness, turned and went back inside. She returned to her room, for suddenly, like a sleepy child, she felt drowsy.

Her heart now seemed completely at peace, and though a faint longing still lingered, a sweet and hopeful feeling soothed it like balm.

She was no longer worried about Armand. The man who had just ridden off to help her brother filled her with complete confidence in his strength and ability. She wondered at herself for ever thinking of him as a fool; that, of course, had been just a mask to hide the painful wound she’d given to his trust and love. His passion would have overwhelmed him, and he wouldn’t let her see how much he still cared or hurt.

But now all would be well: she would humble her pride before him, tell him everything, trust him in all things, and those happy days would return, when they wandered through the forests of Fontainebleau, not talking much—for he was always silent—but where she knew she would always find rest and happiness by his side.

The more she thought over the past night, the less she feared Chauvelin and his plotting. He had failed to discover the Scarlet Pimpernel’s identity, of that she was sure. Both Lord Fancourt and Chauvelin himself had told her that no one had entered the dining room at one except Chauvelin and Percy—yes, Percy! She might have asked him, if she’d thought of it! Anyway, she had no fears that the unknown hero would fall into Chauvelin’s trap; at least, his death would not be her fault.

Armand was still in danger, certainly, but Percy had pledged his word that Armand would be safe, and somehow, while watching him ride away, she could not imagine that he would fail in any mission he undertook. When Armand was safe in England, she would not let him go back to France.

She felt almost happy now, and after pulling the curtains tightly to keep out the strong sunlight, she climbed into bed at last, laid her head on the pillow, and, like a tired child, soon drifted off into a peaceful, dreamless sleep.




CHAPTER XVIII. THE MYSTERIOUS DEVICE

The day was well advanced when Marguerite awoke, refreshed by her long rest. Louise brought her fresh milk and a plate of fruit, and she enjoyed this simple breakfast with real appetite.

Thoughts crowded thick and fast in her mind as she munched her grapes; most of them chasing after that tall, upright figure of her husband, whom she had watched riding out of sight more than five hours earlier.

In response to her eager questions, Louise brought word that the groom had returned with Sultan, having left Sir Percy in London. The groom believed his master was about to board his schooner, which was anchored below London Bridge. Sir Percy had ridden that far, met Briggs, the Day Dream’s skipper, and sent the groom back to Richmond with Sultan and an empty saddle.

This news confused Marguerite more than ever. Where was Sir Percy going in the Day Dream right now? On Armand’s behalf, he had said. Well! Sir Percy had influential friends everywhere. Perhaps he was going to Greenwich, or… but Marguerite stopped guessing; all would be made clear in time: he had said he would return, and that he would remember.

A long, idle day stretched ahead of Marguerite. She expected a visit from her old school friend, little Suzanne de Tournay. With all her best mischief, she had requested Suzanne’s company of the Comtesse in front of the Prince of Wales last night. His Royal Highness had heartily approved the idea and promised to call on the ladies that afternoon. The Comtesse hadn’t dared to refuse, and readily promised to send Suzanne to spend a long, happy day at Richmond with her friend.

Marguerite looked forward to her visit; she longed to reminisce about old schooldays with her friend; she thought she’d rather have Suzanne’s company than anyone else’s, and they could explore the lovely garden and deer park, or stroll by the river together.

But Suzanne had not yet arrived, and Marguerite, now dressed, prepared to go downstairs. She looked almost like a girl this morning, in a simple muslin dress with a wide blue sash at her slim waist, and a neat fichu at her bosom, fastened with a few late crimson roses.

She crossed the landing outside her own rooms, pausing at the top of the grand oak staircase leading down. Her husband’s rooms were to her left, a suite she hardly ever entered.

They included a bedroom, dressing room, and reception room, and, at the far end of the landing, a small study that, when not used by Sir Percy, was always kept locked. His confidential valet, Frank, had charge of it. No one else was allowed inside, and Marguerite had never cared to do so, while the other servants never dared break this strict rule.

Marguerite had often, with a sort of kindly mockery she had developed for her husband, teased him about this secrecy around his private study. She joked that he kept everyone away from his “sanctum” so they wouldn’t discover how little “study” went on in there: surely its main feature was a comfortable armchair good only for Sir Percy’s naps.

She thought of this now, on this bright October morning, as she glanced down the corridor. Frank was obviously busy with his master’s rooms, for most of the doors were open, including that of the study.

Suddenly, childish, burning curiosity seized her to peep into Sir Percy’s sanctum. The rule, of course, didn’t apply to her, and Frank wouldn’t dare stop her. Still, she hoped the valet was in another room, so she could have a quick look in private.

On tiptoe, she crossed the landing and, like Blue Beard’s wife, half trembling with excitement and curiosity, paused for a moment on the threshold, feeling oddly uneasy.

The door was ajar, hiding the room from view. She pushed it open carefully: all was silent; Frank was clearly not there, so she walked boldly in.

She was immediately struck by the room’s stark simplicity: dark, heavy curtains, solid oak furniture, and just one or two maps on the wall; nothing suggested the lazy society man, the racegoer, or the fashionable dandy that the world thought Sir Percy Blakeney to be.

There was no sign of a hurried departure. Everything was in place: no paper on the floor, no drawers or cupboards left open. The curtains were drawn aside, letting in the fresh morning breeze through the open window.

In the center of the room, facing the window, stood a large, business-like desk, well-used. On the wall to the left, stretching almost from floor to ceiling, was a massive full-length portrait of a woman—beautifully painted, richly framed, signed by Boucher. It was Percy’s mother.

Marguerite knew little about her, except that she had died abroad, sick in mind and body, when Percy was still a boy. She must have been very beautiful when Boucher painted her, and as Marguerite studied the portrait, she couldn’t help noticing the remarkable resemblance between mother and son. They shared the same low, square forehead, thick fair hair, deep-set, somewhat lazy blue eyes beneath straight, strong brows, and in those eyes the same intense look beneath apparent calm, the same hidden passion that Marguerite used to see in Percy’s face in happier days, and which she had glimpsed again, last night at dawn, when she had come very close to him, letting a note of tenderness into her voice.

Marguerite examined the portrait with interest; then she turned to the big desk. It was covered with a pile of neatly tied and labeled papers—accounts and receipts, arranged with perfect order. It had never struck Marguerite—nor had she, sadly, thought to ask—how Sir Percy, whom everyone considered dull and stupid, managed the vast fortune his father had left him.

Since entering this neat, businesslike room, Marguerite had been so surprised that this obvious proof of her husband’s practical mind didn’t do more than briefly puzzle her. But it also confirmed for her that with all his idle chatter, foppish ways, and silly talk, he was not only hiding behind a mask but playing a careful, deliberate role.

Marguerite wondered again. Why go to such lengths? Why would someone obviously serious and clever want to appear before the world as a complete fool?

Perhaps he wished to hide his love for a wife who held him in contempt… but surely that could have been done with less effort, and with a lot less trouble than endless, unnatural pretending.

Now she looked around quite aimlessly: she was utterly puzzled, and a nameless dread before all this mystery began to take hold. She suddenly felt chilly and uneasy in the severe, dark room. There were no pictures on the walls, other than the Boucher portrait—just two maps, both of France: one of the North coast, one of the area around Paris. What did Percy need them for, she wondered.

Her head was starting to ache. She turned away from this strange Blue Beard’s room, which she had entered and could not understand. She didn’t want Frank to catch her here, so, after a final look around, she turned once more to the door. As she did, her foot bumped against something small, which rolled across the room.

She stooped to pick it up. It was a solid gold ring, with a flat shield engraved with a small design.

Marguerite turned it over in her fingers, studying the engraving. It showed a small, star-shaped flower—the same shape she had seen twice before: once at the opera, once at Lord Grenville’s ball.




CHAPTER XIX. THE SCARLET PIMPERNEL

Marguerite could never pinpoint the exact moment when a strange doubt first crept into her mind. Clutching the ring tightly in her hand, she had hurried out of the room, down the stairs, and out into the garden, seeking solitude among the flowers, the river, and the birds, where she could re-examine the ring and study its device more closely.

Now, almost foolishly, she sat beneath the shade of an overhanging sycamore, staring at the plain gold shield with its star-shaped little flower engraved on it.

Nonsense! It was absurd! She must be imagining things, her nerves overstrained, making her see meaning and mystery in the slightest coincidences. Hadn’t everyone in town lately adopted some version of the Scarlet Pimpernel’s mysterious and heroic device?

Didn’t she herself wear it embroidered on her gowns? Set in jewels and enamel in her hair? What was so odd about Sir Percy choosing to use the device as a seal-ring? He could easily have done that… yes… quite easily… and… besides… what possible connection could exist between her fashionable, sophisticated husband, with his fine clothes and lazy, refined manner, and the daring conspirator who rescued French victims from right under the noses of those leading a bloodthirsty revolution?

Her thoughts whirled—her mind was blank… She was blind to everything happening around her and was quite startled when a young, cheerful voice called out to her across the garden.

“Chérie!—chérie! where are you?” called little Suzanne, as fresh as a rosebud, eyes sparkling with delight, and brown curls fluttering in the gentle morning breeze, as she came running across the lawn.

“They told me you were in the garden,” she continued, chattering happily as she threw herself with girlish eagerness into Marguerite’s arms, “so I ran out to surprise you. You didn’t expect me so soon, did you, my darling Margot chérie?”

Marguerite, who had quickly hidden the ring in the folds of her kerchief, tried to respond cheerfully and unconcernedly to the young girl’s excitement.

“Indeed, sweet one,” she said with a smile, “it’s wonderful to have you all to myself for a whole, long day… You won’t be bored?”

“Oh! bored! Margot, how can you say such a thing? Why! when we were in the dear old convent together, we were always happiest when we could be alone together.”

“And share secrets.”

The two young women linked arms and started to stroll around the garden.

“Oh! your home is so lovely, Margot, darling,” said little Suzanne, beaming, “and you must be so happy here!”

“Yes, indeed! I ought to be happy—shouldn’t I, sweet one?” said Marguerite, with a wistful little sigh.

“You sound so sad, chérie…. Ah, well, I suppose now that you’re married you won’t want to share secrets with me anymore. Oh, remember all the secrets we kept at school! Some we didn’t even tell Sister Theresa of the Holy Angels—though she was such a dear.”

“And now you have an especially important secret, don’t you, little one?” Marguerite teased merrily, seeing Suzanne’s pretty face flush scarlet. “Don’t be shy, chérie,” she added. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of! He is a noble and true man, someone to be proud of as a lover and… as a husband.”

“I’m not ashamed, chérie,” replied Suzanne softly. “And it makes me so proud to hear you speak well of him. I think maman will agree,” she added thoughtfully, “and I’ll be—oh! so happy—but of course, nothing can happen until papa is safe….”

Marguerite tensed. Suzanne’s father! The Comte de Tournay—one whose life would be in peril if Chauvelin succeeded in exposing the Scarlet Pimpernel’s identity.

She had known all along from the Comtesse, and also from members of the league, that their mysterious leader had sworn to bring the fugitive Comte de Tournay safely out of France. While little Suzanne, unaware of anything except her own secret, continued to chatter, Marguerite’s thoughts drifted back to the events of the previous night.

Armand’s danger, Chauvelin’s threat, his cruel “Either—or—” which she had accepted.

Then her role in the plan, which should have reached its climax at one o’clock in Lord Grenville’s dining-room, when the relentless agent of the French government would finally discover the identity of the mysterious Scarlet Pimpernel, the man defying an army of spies and boldly siding with France’s enemies for simple sport.

Since then, Chauvelin had not contacted her. She assumed he had failed, and she hadn’t felt anxiety for Armand, trusting her husband’s promise that Armand would be safe.

But now, as Suzanne chattered on, Marguerite was suddenly overtaken by dread over what she’d done. Chauvelin had told her nothing, true; but she remembered the sarcastic and sinister expression on his face when she’d left him after the ball. Had he already figured something out? Had he already set his plans to catch the daring plotter red-handed in France and send him to the guillotine immediately?

Marguerite felt sick with horror and her hand clutched the ring tightly in her dress.

“You’re not listening, chérie,” Suzanne said reproachfully, pausing in her long, animated story.

“Yes, yes, darling—I am listening,” Marguerite replied, forcing herself to smile. “I enjoy hearing your news… and your happiness brings me so much joy…. Don’t worry, we’ll persuade your maman. Sir Andrew Ffoulkes is a noble English gentleman; he has wealth and position, the Comtesse won’t withhold her consent…. But… now, little one… tell me… what’s the latest about your father?”

“Oh!” Suzanne exclaimed, her face radiant, “the best we could possibly hope for. Lord Hastings visited maman early this morning. He said all is well now with dear papa, and we can expect him here in England in less than four days.”

“Yes,” said Marguerite, her bright eyes fixed on Suzanne’s lips, who continued cheerfully:

“Oh, we have no fear now! You don’t know, chérie, that the great and noble Scarlet Pimpernel himself has gone to save papa. He’s gone, chérie… actually gone…” Suzanne added excitedly. “He was in London this morning; he’ll be in Calais, perhaps, tomorrow… where he’ll meet papa… and then… and then…”

The blow had fallen. She had sensed it was coming, although for half an hour she had tried to trick herself and fight her fears. He had left for Calais, had been in London this morning… he… the Scarlet Pimpernel… Percy Blakeney… her husband… the very man she had betrayed to Chauvelin last night….

Percy… Percy… her husband… the Scarlet Pimpernel…. How could she have been so blind? She understood now—suddenly and completely… the role he played—the mask he wore… all to fool everyone.

And all for adventure and the thrill of it!—saving men, women, and children from death as others hunt animals, for the excitement, the sheer love of it. The idle, wealthy man sought some purpose—he and the few young men under his banner had spent months risking their lives to save the innocent.

Perhaps he had meant to tell her when they first married; then the story of the Marquis de St. Cyr had reached him, and he had turned away suddenly, believing, no doubt, that she might one day betray him and his friends, who had sworn to follow him; and so he deceived her, as he did everyone, while hundreds owed their lives to him and many families owed him both happiness and survival.

The mask of the foolish fop was a perfect disguise, and the role expertly played. No wonder Chauvelin’s spies failed to suspect, in the seemingly witless dullard, the man whose daring and ingenuity had eluded the shrewdest French agents both in France and England. Even last night, when Chauvelin sought the Scarlet Pimpernel in Lord Grenville’s dining-room, all he saw was Sir Percy Blakeney, apparently asleep on a sofa.

Had Chauvelin guessed the secret then? Here lay the dreadful, horrible, staggering puzzle. In betraying a stranger in order to save her brother, had Marguerite Blakeney sent her husband to his death?

No! no! no! Surely fate could not be so cruel; nature itself would revolt. Her hand, when she held that slip of paper last night, would surely have been struck motionless before it could commit such a terrible deed.

“But what is it, chérie?” asked little Suzanne, now seriously alarmed, seeing Marguerite’s face grow pale and ashen. “Are you ill, Marguerite? What is wrong?”

“Nothing, nothing, child,” she murmured, dreamlike. “Wait a moment… let me think… think!… You said… the Scarlet Pimpernel left today….?”

“Marguerite, chérie, what is it? You’re frightening me….”

“It’s nothing, child, I assure you… nothing…. I need to be alone for a moment—and—dear one… I may have to cut our time short today…. I may need to leave—you’ll understand?”

“I understand that something is wrong, chérie, and you need to be alone. I won’t stand in your way. Don’t worry about me. My maid, Lucile, is still here… we’ll go back together… don’t worry about me.”

She impulsively embraced Marguerite. Young as she was, she could feel the pain of her friend’s anguish, and with gentle discretion she didn’t try to investigate, but quietly backed away.

She kissed Marguerite several times, then walked sadly back across the lawn. Marguerite didn’t move, lost in thought, wondering what she should do.

Just as Suzanne was about to climb the terrace steps, a groom came running around the house toward his mistress, carrying a sealed letter in his hand. Suzanne instinctively turned back; her heart sensed more bad news for her friend, and she worried that poor Margot could bear no more.

The groom stood respectfully beside his mistress and handed her the sealed letter.

“What is that?” Marguerite asked.

“A runner just delivered it, my lady.”

She took the letter automatically, turning it over with trembling fingers.

“Who sent it?” she asked.

“The runner said, my lady,” replied the groom, “his orders were only to deliver it, and that your ladyship would know who it’s from.”

Marguerite ripped open the envelope. Instinct had already told her what was inside, and she only glanced at it briefly.

It was a letter written by Armand St. Just to Sir Andrew Ffoulkes—the letter Chauvelin’s spies had stolen at “The Fisherman’s Rest,” which Chauvelin used to force her compliance.

He had kept his word—he returned St. Just’s compromising letter… meaning he was now hunting the Scarlet Pimpernel.

Marguerite’s senses spun, her very soul seemed to slip away; she almost fainted but for Suzanne’s arm around her waist. With superhuman willpower she recovered—there was still so much to do.

“Bring that runner to me,” she directed the servant, quite calmly. “He hasn’t gone?”

“No, my lady.”

The groom left, and Marguerite turned to Suzanne.

“And you, child, go inside. Tell Lucile to get things ready. I may have to send you home, dear. And—wait, tell one of the maids to prepare a travelling dress and cloak for me.”

Suzanne said nothing. She kissed Marguerite tenderly and obeyed at once; she was silenced by the terrible, nameless anguish in her friend’s face.

A minute later the groom returned, followed by the runner who had brought the letter.

“Who gave you this packet?” Marguerite asked.

“A gentleman, my lady,” the man replied, “at ‘The Rose and Thistle’ inn opposite Charing Cross. He said you’d know who he was.”

“At ‘The Rose and Thistle’? What was he doing?”

“He was waiting for a coach, your ladyship, which he had ordered.”

“The coach?”

“Yes, my lady. He had ordered a special coach. I heard from his man that he was posting straight to Dover.”

“That’s enough. You may go.” Then she said to the groom: “Ready my coach and the four fastest horses in the stables, at once.”

The groom and runner hurried off to carry out her orders. For a moment, Marguerite stood alone on the lawn. Her graceful figure was rigid like a statue, eyes fixed, hands tightly clasped to her breast; her lips moved, murmuring with heart-breaking persistence,—

“What to do? What to do? Where can I find him?—Oh, God! give me guidance.”

But this was no time for regret and despair. She had done—unknowingly—an awful thing—the worst crime, in her view, a woman could commit—she saw it now in all its horror. Her failure to guess her husband’s secret seemed another dreadful sin. She should have known! She should have known!

How could she not have realized that a man who could love as passionately as Percy Blakeney loved her—how could such a man be the buffoon he pretended to be? She, of all people, should have seen through his disguise and torn the mask away, whenever they were alone together.

Her love for him had been weak and shallow, so easily crushed by her own pride; she too had worn a mask, pretending to scorn him, while in truth she simply misunderstood him.

But there was no time now to dwell on past mistakes. By her blindness she had sinned; now she had to repay, not through futile remorse, but with prompt and decisive action.

Percy had left for Calais, completely unaware that his most relentless enemy was right behind him. He had sailed early that morning from London Bridge. If the wind favored him, he should be in France within twenty-four hours; surely he had counted on the wind and chosen his route for speed.

Chauvelin, meanwhile, would travel by coach to Dover, hire a vessel there, and probably reach Calais at about the same time. Once there, Percy would meet all those desperately waiting for the noble and brave Scarlet Pimpernel, come to rescue them from terrible and undeserved death. With Chauvelin now tracking his every move, Percy would not only endanger his own life but also those of Suzanne’s father, the Comte de Tournay, and the other fugitives who depended on him. There was also Armand, meeting de Tournay, trusting in the Scarlet Pimpernel’s protection.

All these lives, including her husband’s, were in Marguerite’s hands; she must save them, if courage and ingenuity were equal to the challenge.

Sadly, she could not do this quite alone. Once in Calais she would have no idea where to find her husband, while Chauvelin, having stolen the papers at Dover, now had the entire itinerary. More than anything, she needed to warn Percy.

She now understood enough to know that he would never abandon those who relied on him, never turn back from danger or let the Comte de Tournay fall to merciless hands. But if he were warned, he could make new plans, act more carefully, more prudently. Without warning, he could easily stumble into a trap; but—once warned—he might still succeed.

And if all failed—if fate and Chauvelin, with all his resources, proved too strong for the daring plotter in the end—then at least she would be by his side, to comfort, love, and care for him, perhaps to cheat death at the last by sharing it, if they died together, united in the happiness of knowing passion had answered passion, and all misunderstandings were gone.

Her whole being hardened with firm resolve. This she intended, if God would grant her strength and wit. Her eyes lost their vacant look; they glowed with inner fire at the prospect of meeting him again so soon, right in the midst of deadly peril; they sparkled with the excitement of sharing his dangers—of helping him—of being with him at the very last, should she fail.

Her sweet, youthful face had become hard and determined, her lips tightly closed. She was resolved to act—or die, with him and for him. A determined frown appeared between her brows as her plans quickly took shape. She would first find Sir Andrew Ffoulkes; he was Percy’s truest friend, and Marguerite recalled with a thrill just how passionately the young man always spoke of his mysterious leader.

He would help her where she needed help; her coach awaited. A change of dress, a final farewell to little Suzanne, and she could be on her way.

Without hurry, but with complete determination, she walked steadily into the house.




CHAPTER XX. THE FRIEND

Less than half an hour later, Marguerite, deep in thought, sat inside her coach, which was speeding her toward London.

She had bid a loving farewell to little Suzanne, ensuring the child was safely sent off with her maid and in her own coach back to town. She had dispatched a courier with a respectful letter of apology to His Royal Highness, asking to postpone the royal visit due to urgent business, and sent another ahead to arrange fresh horses at Faversham.

Then she had changed from her muslin dress into a dark traveling outfit and cloak, equipped herself with money—her husband’s generosity always ensured she had what she needed—and set out on her journey.

She did not deceive herself with any false or pointless hopes. Her brother Armand’s safety had depended on the imminent capture of the Scarlet Pimpernel. Since Chauvelin had returned Armand’s compromising letter, there was no doubt in her mind that he firmly believed Percy Blakeney was the man whose death he had sworn to ensure.

No, there could be no comforting illusions! Percy, the husband she loved with all the passion inspired by her admiration for his bravery, was in immediate, deadly danger—because of her actions. She had betrayed him to his enemy—unintentionally, it’s true—but she had betrayed him, and if Chauvelin succeeded in catching him, still unaware of his peril, his death would be on her conscience. His death! When, with her own blood, she would have defended him and willingly given her life to save his.

She ordered her coach to the “Crown” inn; once there, she told her coachman to let the horses rest and be fed. She then had a chair brought, and was carried to Sir Andrew Ffoulkes’ house in Pall Mall.

Of all Percy’s friends who served under his bold banner, she felt she could best confide in Sir Andrew Ffoulkes. He had always been her friend, and now his affection for little Suzanne had drawn them closer. Had he not been home, perhaps gone off on some reckless mission with Percy himself, she would have sought out Lord Hastings or Lord Tony—for she needed help from one of these young men, or else would be powerless to save her husband.

Sir Andrew Ffoulkes, however, was at home, and his servant immediately showed her ladyship in. She went upstairs to the young man’s comfortable bachelor chambers, and was ushered into a small but luxuriously furnished dining room. A moment later, Sir Andrew himself entered.

He was clearly startled to see who his visitor was, and looked at Marguerite with anxiety—even suspicion—as he performed the elaborate bows demanded by the etiquette of the time.

Marguerite put aside any sign of nervousness; she was perfectly composed, and after returning the young man’s formal salute, she began calmly,—

“Sir Andrew, I don’t want to waste precious time with long explanations. You must take certain things I’ll say for granted. These things are not important. What matters is your leader and friend, the Scarlet Pimpernel… my husband… Percy Blakeney… is in grave danger.”

Had she harbored any doubt about her conclusions, she would have been reassured now, for Sir Andrew, completely shocked, turned very pale and could make no attempt at clever evasion.

“No matter how I know this, Sir Andrew,” she continued quietly, “thank God that I do, and that perhaps it isn’t too late to save him. Unfortunately, I cannot do it alone, and that’s why I’ve come to you for help.”

“Lady Blakeney,” said the young man, regaining his composure, “I…”

“Will you hear me out first?” she interrupted. “This is the situation. When the French government’s agent stole your documents in Dover, he found among them certain plans that you or your leader intended for the rescue of the Comte de Tournay and others. The Scarlet Pimpernel—Percy, my husband—has gone on this mission himself today. Chauvelin knows that the Scarlet Pimpernel and Percy Blakeney are the same person. He’s following him to Calais, intending to capture him there. You know as well as I do the fate that awaits him at the hands of France’s Revolutionary Government. No interference from England—not even King George—would save him. Robespierre and his associates would make sure any help came too late. And also, your trusted leader will have, without knowing, revealed the hiding place of Comte de Tournay and all those who trust in him now.”

She had spoken calmly, unemotionally, with firm determination. Her goal was to earn the young man’s trust and help, for she could do nothing without him.

“I don’t understand,” he repeated, trying to buy time to decide what to do.

“Oh, but I think you do, Sir Andrew. You must know I am telling the truth. Look at the facts honestly. Percy has set sail for Calais—likely for a remote part of the coast—and Chauvelin is following him. He has posted for Dover, and will probably cross the Channel tonight. What do you think will happen?”

The young man was silent.

“Percy will reach his destination: unaware he is being followed, he will find de Tournay and the others—among them is Armand St. Just, my brother—he’ll find them one by one, not knowing that the sharpest eyes in the world are watching his every move. Once he has—without realizing—betrayed those who trust in him, when nothing can be gained from him, and he’s ready to return to England with those he bravely meant to save, the trap will spring, and he’ll be sent to the guillotine.”

Still, Sir Andrew said nothing.

“You don’t trust me,” she burst out passionately. “Oh, God! Can’t you see I am absolutely serious? Man, man,” she continued, seizing his shoulders with her small hands, forcing him to meet her eyes, “tell me, do I look like that lowest thing on earth—a woman who would betray her own husband?”

“God forbid, Lady Blakeney,” Sir Andrew said at last, “that I should think such evil of you, but…”

“But what?… tell me…. Quickly!… every second matters!”

“Will you tell me,” he asked determinedly as he searched her blue eyes, “whose hand led M. Chauvelin to the knowledge you say he has?”

“Mine,” she answered quietly. “I admit it—I won’t lie to you, because I want your complete trust. But I had no idea—how could I have?—who the Scarlet Pimpernel was… and I was promised my brother’s safety if I succeeded.”

“In helping Chauvelin track the Scarlet Pimpernel?”

She nodded.

“There’s no use telling you how he forced my hand. Armand means more than a brother to me, and… and… how could I have guessed?… But we waste time, Sir Andrew… every second is precious… for God’s sake!… my husband is in danger… your friend!—your comrade!—Help me save him.”

Sir Andrew realized what a difficult position he was in. The oath he had sworn to his leader was of obedience and secrecy; yet the beautiful woman pleading for trust was clearly sincere; his friend was in real and present danger and…

“Lady Blakeney,” he said at last, “God knows you have confused me so that I don’t know what my duty is. Tell me what you want me to do. There are nineteen of us ready to risk our lives for the Scarlet Pimpernel if he is in danger.”

“We don’t need lives right now, my friend,” she replied dryly. “My wits and four fast horses will suffice. But I must know where to find him. Listen,” she continued as tears filled her eyes, “I’ve humbled myself before you, admitted my mistake; should I also confess my weakness?—My husband and I have been estranged, because he didn’t trust me, and I was too blind to see. You must admit the veil he put over my eyes was very thick. Is it surprising I did not see through it? But last night, after I led him unknowingly into grave danger, everything became suddenly clear. If you won’t help me, Sir Andrew, I will still try to save my husband. I will still use every ounce of my strength for him; but I might be helpless, might arrive too late, and then there would be nothing left for you but lifelong regret, and… for me, a broken heart.”

“But, Lady Blakeney,” said the young man, moved by her gentle sincerity, “do you know what you propose is a man’s job?—you can’t possibly travel to Calais alone. You would be in the greatest danger yourself, and even if I gave you perfect directions, your chances of finding your husband now are extremely slim.”

“Oh, I hope there are risks!” she whispered softly. “I hope there are dangers, too!—I have much to atone for. But I think you’re wrong. Chauvelin is watching all of you; he will barely notice me. Hurry, Sir Andrew!—the coach is ready, there’s not a moment to lose…. I must get to him! I must!” she repeated, almost savagely, “to warn him that man is on his trail…. Don’t you see, don’t you see, that I must get to him… even if I’m too late to save him… at least… to be by his side… at the end.”

“Truly, Madame, you command me. Gladly would I or any of my comrades lay down our lives for your husband. If you insist on going yourself…”

“No, my friend, don’t you see I would go mad if I let you go without me?” She stretched out her hand to him. “You will trust me?”

“I await your orders,” he said simply.

“Listen, then. My coach is ready to take me to Dover. Please follow me as fast as you can on horseback. We meet at nightfall at ‘The Fisherman’s Rest.’ Chauvelin will avoid it, being known there, and I think it’s safest. I’ll gladly accept your escort to Calais… because, even with directions, I might miss Sir Percy. We’ll hire a schooner at Dover and cross during the night. In disguise—as my servant, if you agree—you should escape notice.”

“I am completely at your service, Madame,” replied the young man earnestly. “I pray to God you’ll sight the Day Dream before we reach Calais. With Chauvelin close behind, every step the Scarlet Pimpernel takes in France is fraught with danger.”

“God grant it, Sir Andrew. Now, farewell. We meet tonight at Dover! It will be a race between Chauvelin and me across the Channel—and the prize is the life of the Scarlet Pimpernel.”

He kissed her hand, then saw her to her chair. A quarter of an hour later she was back at the “Crown” inn, where her coach and horses waited for her. In the next moment, they thundered through the London streets, then straight onto the Dover road at frantic speed.

There was no time for despair now. She was in action, with no leisure for worry. With Sir Andrew Ffoulkes as her ally, hope began to grow in her heart once more.

God would be merciful. He wouldn’t allow such a terrible crime—the death of a brave man at the hands of a woman who loved and adored him, and who would gladly have given her life to save his—to take place.

Marguerite’s mind turned back to him—the mysterious hero she had always, unknowingly, loved, even when she did not know his identity. In jest, in the past, she called him the shadowy king of her heart, and now she had suddenly discovered that the man she’d loved in secret and the man who loved her so deeply were one and the same: small wonder that a few happier thoughts began to fill her mind. She vaguely wondered what she would say to him when they finally stood face to face.

After so much anxiety and excitement in recent hours, she allowed herself the comfort of these few hopeful, brighter thoughts. Gradually, the constant rumble of the coach wheels gently soothed her nerves. Her eyes, aching with fatigue and tears both shed and unshed, finally closed, and she slipped into a troubled sleep.




CHAPTER XXI. SUSPENSE

It was late in the night by the time she finally reached “The Fisherman’s Rest.” She had made the whole journey in less than eight hours, thanks to frequent changes of horses at coaching stations—always paying generously to get the best and fastest teams available.

Her coachman, too, had been tireless; the promise of a rich reward had surely spurred him on, and he had practically flown across the ground under his mistress’s wheels.

Lady Blakeney’s arrival in the middle of the night caused quite a stir at “The Fisherman’s Rest.” Sally hurried out of bed, and Mr. Jellyband went out of his way to make their important guest comfortable.

Both were far too well trained in the manners of innkeepers to show any surprise at Lady Blakeney’s arrival alone at such an unusual hour. No doubt they thought more than they let on, but Marguerite was far too wrapped up in the seriousness—the deadly urgency—of her mission to care for such details.

The coffee-room, recently the scene of the attack on two English gentlemen, was now empty. Mr. Jellyband quickly relit the lamp, stirred up a cheerful fire in the great hearth, and drew a comfortable chair closer, into which Marguerite gratefully sank.

“Will your ladyship stay the night?” asked pretty Miss Sally, already busy laying a white cloth on the table and preparing a simple supper.

“No, not the whole night,” Marguerite replied. “At any rate, I will only need this room for an hour or two, if I can have it to myself.”

“It’s at your ladyship’s disposal,” said honest Jellyband, whose red face was set in its stiffest lines, to prevent betraying to “the quality” the boundless surprise he was beginning to feel.

“I’ll be crossing over on the first tide,” Marguerite said, “and in the first schooner I can get. But my coachman and men will stay the night, and perhaps several more days, so I hope you’ll see to their comfort.”

“Yes, my lady; I’ll see to them. Shall Sally bring your ladyship some supper?”

“Yes, please. Put something cold on the table, and as soon as Sir Andrew Ffoulkes arrives, show him in here.”

“Yes, my lady.”

Honest Jellyband’s expression now showed worry despite himself. He had a high opinion of Sir Percy Blakeney and didn’t like to see his lady running off with young Sir Andrew. Of course, it wasn’t his business, and Mr. Jellyband was not a gossip. Still, in his heart, he remembered that her ladyship was, after all, a “furriner”; so what wonder if she was immoral like the rest of them?

“Don’t stay up, honest Jellyband,” Marguerite said kindly, “nor you, Mistress Sally. Sir Andrew may be late.”

Jellyband was happy to let Sally go to bed. He was starting to dislike the turn of events. Still, Lady Blakeney was paying handsomely, and it certainly wasn’t his concern.

Sally brought a supper of cold meat, wine, and fruit. With a respectful curtsy, she then left, wondering why her ladyship looked so serious when apparently about to run away with her gallant companion.

Marguerite now began a long, anxious wait. She knew Sir Andrew—who would have to get a servant’s clothes—couldn’t possibly reach Dover for at least a couple of hours. He was an excellent horseman and would not think much of the seventy miles between London and Dover in an emergency. However, he might not always get the best horses, and he could not have started from London until at least an hour after she had.

She had seen no sign of Chauvelin on the road. Her coachman, when asked, had not noticed anyone matching her description of the small Frenchman.

So, it seemed, he must have been ahead of her the entire time. She hadn’t dared to question the people at the various inns where they changed horses. She feared Chauvelin had spies along the route who might overhear her, then outrun her and warn her enemy of her approach.

Now she wondered which inn he might be staying at, or if he had already managed to hire a boat and was now himself on his way to France. That thought gripped her heart like an iron vice—if she should already be too late!

The loneliness of the room pressed upon her; everything was terribly quiet. The slow, measured ticking of the grandfather clock was the only sound breaking the heavy silence.

Marguerite needed all her strength and resolve to keep her courage during these long, lonely midnight hours.

Everyone else in the house must have been asleep. She heard Sally go to bed. Mr. Jellyband had gone to check on her coachman and men, then returned and stationed himself under the porch—just where Marguerite had first met Chauvelin a week ago. He evidently planned to wait up for Sir Andrew Ffoulkes, but was soon overcome by sleep, for before long Marguerite could hear, alongside the slow ticking clock, the steady, gentle sound of the good fellow’s snoring.

For some time now, she had noticed that the beautiful October day had given way to a rough and cold night. She felt chilly, and welcomed the blaze in the fireplace; but as time passed, the weather grew rougher, and the distant sounds of breakers against the Admiralty Pier began to reach her like muffled thunder.

The wind grew stronger, rattling the old, leaded windows and heavy doors, rustling the trees outside and roaring down the large chimney. Marguerite wondered if the wind would favor her journey. She did not fear the storm, and would accept greater dangers rather than delay her crossing by even an hour.

A sudden disturbance outside snapped her out of her thoughts. Sir Andrew Ffoulkes had arrived in great haste—she heard a horse’s hooves pounding on the flagstones, then Mr. Jellyband’s sleepy but cheerful welcome.

For a moment, she realized how awkward her situation was—alone at this hour, in a place where she was well known, arranging a meeting with a young man who arrived in disguise! What fodder for gossip among the ill-meaning.

The idea struck Marguerite as mostly humorous: such a sharp contrast between the seriousness of her task and the assumptions honest Mr. Jellyband was likely making, that, for the first time in hours, a small smile played around her lips. When, moments later, Sir Andrew—almost unrecognizable in his servant’s disguise—entered, she greeted him with a bright laugh.

“Well done, sir, my lacquey,” she said, “I am pleased with your costume!”

Mr. Jellyband had followed Sir Andrew, looking quite perplexed. The young gallant’s outfit only confirmed his deepest suspicions. Without a smile, he opened the wine, arranged the chairs, and prepared to wait.

“Thank you, honest friend,” said Marguerite, still amused at what the good innkeeper must be thinking, “we need nothing more; and here’s for all your trouble on our account.”

She handed Jellyband two or three gold coins, which he took with proper gratitude.

“Wait, Lady Blakeney,” Sir Andrew said as Jellyband was about to leave, “I’m afraid we’ll need some more of your hospitality. I’m sorry to say we can’t cross tonight.”

“Not cross tonight?” she repeated, shocked. “But we must, Sir Andrew, we must! There’s no question of ‘can’t’—no matter what it costs, we must find a ship tonight.”

But he shook his head sadly.

“I’m afraid it’s not a question of cost, Lady Blakeney. There’s a nasty storm blowing in from France, the wind is directly against us. It’s impossible to sail until it changes.”

Marguerite turned deadly pale. She hadn’t expected this. Nature herself seemed to be playing a cruel trick. Percy was in danger, and she could not get to him because the wind was blowing from the French coast.

“But we must go!—we must!” she insisted desperately, “you know we must!—isn’t there a way?”

“I’ve been down to the shore,” he said, “and spoken to a few skippers. They all say it’s impossible to sail tonight, the wind is too strong. No one,” he added, with a meaningful glance, “no one could leave Dover tonight.”

Marguerite immediately understood. No one included Chauvelin as well. She nodded kindly to Jellyband.

“Well, I must accept it,” she said to him. “Do you have a room for me?”

“Oh yes, your ladyship. Nice, bright, and airy. I’ll see to it right away…. And another one for Sir Andrew—they’re both ready.”

“That’s good, honest Jelly,” said Sir Andrew cheerfully, clapping their host on the back. “Unlock both rooms, and leave our candles here on the dresser. You must be worn out, and her ladyship needs supper before bed. Have no fear, doom-faced friend—her ladyship’s visit, even at this hour, is an honor to your house, and Sir Percy Blakeney will reward you well if you mind her comfort and privacy.”

Sir Andrew had probably guessed what doubts were troubling honest Jellyband, and as a gallant gentleman, tried to ease some of the suspicions. He succeeded a bit. Jellyband’s round face brightened at Sir Percy’s name.

“I’ll see to it right away, sir,” he said, a little less stiffly. “Has her ladyship all she wants for supper?”

“Everything, thank you. And as I’m famished and exhausted, please bring the keys.”

“Now, tell me,” Marguerite said eagerly, as soon as Jellyband had left, “tell me all your news.”

“There’s not much to tell you, Lady Blakeney,” the young man answered. “The storm makes it quite impossible for any ship to leave Dover tonight. But what seemed like a terrible disaster is actually a blessing in disguise. If we can’t cross to France, Chauvelin also cannot.”

“He might have left before the storm started.”

“God grant it,” Sir Andrew replied wryly, “for then very likely he’s been blown off course! Who knows? He may now even be lying at the bottom of the sea, for the storm is fierce and all small boats are at risk. But we can’t build our hopes on the shipwreck of that clever devil and all his evil plans. The sailors said no schooner had left Dover for several hours. On the other hand, a stranger had arrived this afternoon and, like me, inquired about crossing to France.”

“Then Chauvelin is still in Dover?”

“No doubt. Shall I waylay him and run him through with my sword? That would be the quickest way to deal with him.”

“No, Sir Andrew, don’t joke! I’ve often since last night caught myself wishing that villain dead. But what you suggest is impossible! The laws here don’t allow murder! Only in our beautiful France does such slaughter happen lawfully, all in the name of Liberty and brotherhood.”

Sir Andrew persuaded her to sit at the table, eat a little supper, and drink some wine. The forced rest of at least twelve hours, until the next tide, was bound to be hard to bear in her agitated state, but she obeyed like a child.

Sir Andrew, with the deep sympathy that comes to all who are in love, almost managed to make her happy by talking with her about her husband. He told her some of the daring escapes the Scarlet Pimpernel had engineered for French refugees, fugitives from the relentless bloody Revolution. He made Marguerite’s eyes shine with excitement as he recounted Percy’s bravery and ingenuity—how he saved men, women, even children, from the guillotine.

He even made her laugh as he described the Pimpernel’s clever disguises, which had fooled even the closest watchers in Paris. The last escape, with the Comtesse de Tournay and her children, had been a masterpiece—Blakeney disguised as a decrepit old market woman, in filthy clothes and gray straggly hair, was enough to make the gods roar with laughter.

Marguerite laughed heartily as Sir Andrew mimicked Blakeney’s appearance, whose great height always made disguises especially difficult.

The hour passed. But more hours remained of forced idleness in Dover. Marguerite rose from the table with an impatient sigh. She dreaded the night ahead, her anxious thoughts for company, and the howling storm to keep her awake.

She wondered where Percy was now. The Day Dream was a sturdy, sea-worthy yacht. Sir Andrew believed she was likely in the lee of the wind before the storm hit, or perhaps hadn’t gone to sea at all but lay quietly at Gravesend.

Briggs was an expert seaman, and Sir Percy sailed as well as any captain. The storm couldn’t hurt them.

It was long past midnight when Marguerite finally went to bed. As she expected, sleep avoided her. Her thoughts were darkest during those long, weary hours, with the pounding storm keeping her from Percy. The distant breakers filled her with sadness. She was in that mood when the sight or sound of the sea brings melancholy. Only when we are happy can we look with joy upon the endless, restless waves. When our spirits are high, the waves echo our joy; when we are sad, every breaker seems to speak of hopelessness, and to remind us that all our pleasures are small.




CHAPTER XXII. CALAIS

Even the longest, most exhausting nights and days eventually must end.

Marguerite had endured over fifteen hours of intense mental anguish, enough to nearly drive her insane. After a sleepless night, she got up early, frantic with excitement and desperate to begin her journey, terrified that more obstacles might appear. She rose before anyone else in the house, afraid of missing her one golden chance to depart.

Coming downstairs, she found Sir Andrew Ffoulkes in the coffee-room. He had gone out half an hour earlier to the Admiralty Pier, only to learn that neither the French packet nor any private vessel could leave Dover yet. The storm was at its height, and the tide was turning. Unless the wind abated or shifted, they would have to wait another ten or twelve hours for the next tide before they could set off. The storm still raged, the wind hadn’t changed, and the tide continued to draw out.

Marguerite felt a wave of despair on hearing this grim news. Only her strong resolve kept her from breaking down entirely and adding to the young man’s visible anxiety.

Though he tried to hide it, Marguerite could see that Sir Andrew was as eager as she was to reach his comrade and friend. The enforced idleness was unbearable for them both.

Marguerite could never afterwards describe how they passed that dreary day in Dover. She feared exposing herself to Chauvelin’s possible spies, so she had a private sitting-room where, hour after hour, she and Sir Andrew sat, trying to take small, perfunctory meals that little Sally brought them, with nothing to do but think, speculate, and sometimes hope.

The storm had calmed, but just too late; the tide was already too far out for any vessel to leave port. The wind had turned and now settled into a comfortable north-westerly breeze—a true blessing for a swift crossing to France.

So they waited, wondering if the moment to depart would ever arrive. There was, at least, one happy interval that day when Sir Andrew returned from the pier and told Marguerite he had chartered a fast schooner, whose captain was ready to sail the instant the tide was right.

After that, the waiting seemed less hopeless, the hours less oppressive, and finally, at five o’clock in the afternoon, Marguerite, heavily veiled and followed by Sir Andrew Ffoulkes, disguised as her servant and carrying their luggage, made her way down to the pier.

Aboard the vessel, the brisk, fresh sea air revived her. The breeze was just strong enough to fill the sails of the Foam Crest nicely as it cut briskly toward open water.

After the storm, the sunset was magnificent, and Marguerite, watching the white cliffs of Dover disappear, felt a measure of peace and renewed hope.

Sir Andrew was attentive and kind, and Marguerite felt grateful to have him by her side in her time of trouble.

Gradually, the grey coast of France emerged from the thickening evening mists. Here and there lights flickered, and the spires of several churches rose above the haze.

Half an hour later, Marguerite set foot on French soil once again—back in a country where people were currently slaughtering one another by the hundreds, and sending innocent women and children by the thousands to the guillotine.

The very look of the land and its people, even in this quiet coastal town, spoke of the turbulent revolution, three hundred miles away in beautiful Paris, now made ugly by the constant flow of its noblest blood, by the wails of widows, and the cries of fatherless children.

All the men now wore red caps—in varying states of cleanliness—but always with the tricolour cockade pinned to the left side. Marguerite noticed with a shudder that, instead of the usual cheerful faces of her fellow countrymen, their expressions were now sly and distrustful.

Every man was now a spy upon his neighbors: even the most innocent comment could be used as evidence of aristocratic sympathies or treason against the people. The women also carried a constant look of fear and hate in their brown eyes. All watched Marguerite as she landed, followed by Sir Andrew, and muttered as she passed, “Sacrés aristos!” or “Sacrés Anglais!”

Otherwise, their presence went unnoticed. Calais, even then, kept constant business ties with England, and English merchants were a common sight along the coast. Given England’s high import duties, a great deal of French wine and brandy was smuggled over; the French bourgeois delighted at cheating the English government and king, both of whom they loathed. English smugglers were always welcome at the decrepit taverns of Calais and Boulogne.

So, as Sir Andrew led Marguerite through Calais’s twisting streets, those locals who glanced at the strangers dressed in English style may have thought they were there to buy taxable goods for England, and paid them little attention.

Yet Marguerite wondered how her husband’s tall, imposing figure could have moved through Calais unnoticed—she was curious what disguise he might have used to do his noble work without attracting undue attention.

Speaking little, Sir Andrew guided her right through the town, toward the side opposite their landing, and in the direction of Cap Gris Nez. The streets were narrow, winding, and mostly foul-smelling, reeking of stale fish and damp cellars. The previous night’s storm had brought heavy rain, and Marguerite sometimes sank ankle-deep into mud, as the roads were scarcely lit except by the occasional glow from a lamp within a house.

She ignored these small miseries. “We may meet Blakeney at the ‘Chat Gris,’” Sir Andrew had said after they landed, and now she moved ahead as if on rose petals, knowing she might soon see him.

At last, they reached their destination. Sir Andrew seemed to know the way, as he walked directly and without asking directions, even in the dark. It was too dark for Marguerite to see the building’s exterior. The “Chat Gris,” as Sir Andrew called it, turned out to be a small wayside inn on Calais’s outskirts, on the road to Gris Nez. It stood some way from the coast, as the sound of the sea was distant.

Sir Andrew knocked on the door with his cane’s knob. From inside, Marguerite heard a grunt and a string of oaths. Sir Andrew knocked again, more insistently; more curses followed, then shuffling footsteps approached. At last, the door was thrown open, and Marguerite stepped into the most run-down, filthy room she had ever seen.

The wallpaper, what little there was, hung in strips. Not a single piece of furniture could remotely be called “whole.” Most of the chairs lacked backs, some had no seats, and a bundle of firewood propped up one corner of the table where its fourth leg had broken.

In one corner was a huge hearth with a stock-pot hanging above, emitting a not-unpleasant smell of hot soup. On one wall high up was a kind of loft screened by a ragged blue-and-white checked curtain, with rickety steps leading up to it.

Across the bare, dingy walls, scrawled in large letters, were the words: “Liberté—Egalité—Fraternité.”

The entire squalid space was dimly lit by a foul-smelling oil lamp hanging from the ceiling’s flimsy rafters. The place looked so wretched, dirty, and unwelcoming that Marguerite barely dared to cross the threshold.

Sir Andrew, however, stepped inside without hesitation.

“English travellers, citoyen!” he announced boldly, speaking in French.

Their host, an elderly, solidly-built peasant in a filthy blue blouse, heavy wooden shoes stuffed with straw, shabby blue trousers, and the ever-present red cap with tricolour cockade—a clear mark of his political allegiance—welcomed them. His pipe stank of rank tobacco. He regarded the two travellers suspiciously and with much contempt, muttered “Sacrrrés Anglais!” and spat on the ground to show his independence, but let them in, well aware these sacrrrés Anglais almost always had full purses.

“Oh, lud!” exclaimed Marguerite, entering the room and holding her handkerchief to her dainty nose, “what a dreadful place! Are you sure this is it?”

“Aye! This is the place, sure enough,” Sir Andrew replied as he dusted a chair for her with his lace-edged, stylish handkerchief, “but I swear I’ve never seen a more villainous spot.”

“Indeed!” she said, surveying the dirty walls, broken chairs, and rickety table with a mix of horror and curiosity. “It’s certainly not inviting.”

The landlord of the “Chat Gris”—Brogard, by name—ignored his guests after that; he assumed they’d soon ask for supper, and meanwhile, it wasn’t for a free citizen to show deference, or even courtesy, regardless of how finely dressed his guests were.

By the hearth sat a huddled figure, seemingly a woman, though hard to tell except for her faded cap and what looked like a skirt. She sat mumbling, from time to time stirring the pot.

“Hey, my friend!” said Sir Andrew eventually, “we’d like some supper…. The lady there,” he added, pointing out the bundle of rags by the hearth, “is making some delicious soup, I’ll wager, and my mistress hasn’t eaten for several hours.”

Brogard took some moments to consider this. A free citizen is not quick to cater to those who need something from him.

“Sacrrrés aristos!” he muttered, and spat again.

Then, very slowly, he fetched an old pewter soup-tureen from a dresser and handed it in silence to his wife, who began filling it from her pot.

Marguerite watched all this preparation in horror; were it not for her urgent mission, she would have fled at once from the filth and stench.

“Our host and hostess are far from cheerful people,” said Sir Andrew, noticing her reaction. “I wish I could offer you a heartier and more appetizing meal… but I think you’ll find the soup edible and the wine good; these people live well, even if they wallow in dirt.”

“Please, Sir Andrew,” Marguerite replied gently, “don’t worry about me. My mind is far from thoughts of supper.”

Brogard continued his grim preparations, setting down two spoons and two glasses, both of which Sir Andrew wiped clean out of caution.

Brogard also produced a bottle of wine and some bread, and Marguerite made an effort to draw her chair up and pretend to eat. Sir Andrew, as befit his servant’s disguise, stood behind her.

“Nay, Madame, I beg you,” he said, seeing her reluctance to eat, “please try to take some food—remember you need your strength.”

The soup was actually palatable; it smelled and tasted good. Marguerite might have enjoyed it but for the terrible surroundings. She broke the bread and drank some wine.

“Nay, Sir Andrew,” she urged, “I dislike seeing you standing. You need food as much as I do. This man will only think me an eccentric Englishwoman running off with her servant if you’ll sit and share this token meal with me.”

Indeed, Brogard, having placed just the essentials on the table, seemed unconcerned with his guests any further. Mere Brogard left silently, and the landlord lounged about, smoking his pipe—sometimes directly under Marguerite’s nose, as any self-respecting citizen who claimed full equality would do.

“Confound the brute!” muttered Sir Andrew, in true British irritation, as Brogard leaned against the table, puffing and looking down with contempt at the two sacrrrés Anglais.

“For Heaven’s sake, man,” Marguerite warned hurriedly, seeing Sir Andrew’s clenched fist, “remember, you are in France, and this is the temper of the people now.”

“I’d like to throttle him!” Sir Andrew grumbled darkly.

He followed Marguerite’s advice and sat beside her, and both made valiant efforts to convince each other that they were eating.

“Please,” Marguerite whispered, “keep him in good spirits, so he’ll answer our questions.”

“I’ll do my best, but truly, I’d rather wring his neck than question him. Hey, my friend,” Sir Andrew said in friendly French, tapping Brogard on the shoulder, “do you get many folks like us through here? Many English visitors, I mean?”

Brogard looked back at him, puffing his pipe, in no hurry to respond. Finally, he muttered,—

“Heu!—sometimes!”

“Ah!” said Sir Andrew lightly, “English travellers always know where to get good wine, eh! Now, my lady wondered if you had perhaps seen a dear friend of hers, an English gentleman who often visits Calais on business; he is tall, and was recently on his way to Paris—my lady hoped to meet him here.”

Marguerite tried not to look at Brogard, so as not to betray the anxiety burning inside her as she waited for his reply. But a true French citizen feels in no rush to answer questions: Brogard took his time, then replied very slowly,—

“Tall Englishman?—Today!—Yes.”

“You have seen him?” Sir Andrew remarked casually.

“Yes, today,” Brogard grumbled. Then he took Sir Andrew’s hat from a chair, put it on, straightened his dirty blouse, and mimed someone wearing fine clothes. “Sacrré aristo!” he muttered, “that tall Englishman!”

Marguerite could barely stifle a cry.

“It’s Sir Percy, no doubt,” she whispered, “and not even in disguise!”

She smiled through her anxiety and tears, thinking of “the ruling passion strong in death”—Percy facing wild, reckless danger, dressed in the latest-cut coat and immaculate lace.

“Oh, how reckless he is!” she sighed. “Quick, Sir Andrew! Ask when he left.”

“Yes, my friend,” said Sir Andrew, still acting casual, “my master always wears fine clothes; the tall Englishman you saw must be our friend. And he has gone, you say?”

“He went… yes… but he’s coming back… here—he ordered supper…”

Sir Andrew quickly grasped Marguerite’s arm in warning; just in time, for her overwhelming joy nearly betrayed her. He was safe and unharmed, he would return soon, she might see him in moments…. Her joy was almost unbearable.

“Here!” she said to Brogard, who now seemed a heavenly messenger. “Here!—did you say the English gentleman is coming back here?”

Brogard spat on the floor to show his contempt for the aristos who frequented the “Chat Gris.”

“Heu!” he muttered, “he ordered supper—he’ll come back…. Sacrré Anglais!” he added, his way of objecting to all this fuss about an Englishman.

“But where is he now? Do you know?” she asked eagerly, placing her delicate white hand on his dirty blue sleeve.

“He went to get a horse and cart,” Brogard answered curtly, shaking off her hand with a surly gesture—hands that had been kissed by princes.

“At what time did he go?”

But Brogard had had enough of their questioning. He no longer felt it proper for a citizen—an equal of any—to be cross-examined by these sacrrés aristos, even if they were wealthy English ones. His new dignity demanded rudeness; it was slavish to answer civilly.

“I don’t know,” he answered roughly. “I’ve said enough, voyons, les aristos!… He came today. He ordered supper. He went out. He’ll be back. Voilà!”

With that assertion of his rights as a citizen and as rude as he pleased, Brogard shuffled out, banging the door behind him.




CHAPTER XXIII. HOPE

“Faith, Madame!” said Sir Andrew, seeing that Marguerite seemed eager to call their surly host back, “I think we’d better leave him alone. We won’t get anything more out of him, and we might arouse his suspicions. You never know what spies might be lurking in these God-forsaken places.”

“What do I care?” she replied lightly, “now I know my husband is safe, and that I’ll see him very soon!”

“Hush!” he said in genuine alarm, for she had spoken quite loudly in her excitement. “The very walls have ears in France these days.”

He rose quickly from the table and walked around the bare, shabby room, listening carefully at the door through which Brogard had just left, and from which only muttering and shuffling footsteps could be heard. He also climbed the rickety steps to the attic to reassure himself there were no spies of Chauvelin’s nearby.

“Are we alone, monsieur, my lacquey?” said Marguerite playfully, as the young man sat down beside her again. “Can we talk?”

“As carefully as possible!” he pleaded.

“Faith, man! but you look so glum! As for me, I could dance with joy! Surely there’s no more reason to fear. Our boat is on the beach, the Foam Crest not two miles out at sea, and my husband will be here, under this very roof, within the next half hour perhaps. Surely nothing stands in our way. Chauvelin and his gang haven’t arrived yet.”

“Nay, madam! I fear we do not know that.”

“What do you mean?”

“He was in Dover at the same time we were.”

“Held up by the same storm that kept us from starting.”

“Exactly. But—I didn’t mention it before, for fear of worrying you—I saw him on the beach not five minutes before we embarked. At least, I was certain at the time it was him; he was disguised as a curé, so that even Satan himself might not recognize him. But I heard him bargaining for a boat to take him quickly to Calais; he must have set sail less than an hour after we did.”

Marguerite’s face quickly lost its look of joy. The terrible danger Percy faced, now that he was on French soil, became suddenly and hideously clear to her. Chauvelin was close behind him; here in Calais, the clever diplomat had all the power—a word from him and Percy could be tracked, arrested, and…

Every drop of blood seemed to freeze in her veins; not even during her worst anguish in England had she so fully realized how immediate the peril to her husband was. Chauvelin had sworn to bring the Scarlet Pimpernel to the guillotine, and now the daring hero, whose anonymity had been his main protection, was revealed through her own actions to his most bitter, relentless enemy.

When Chauvelin had trapped Lord Tony and Sir Andrew Ffoulkes in the coffee-room of “The Fisherman’s Rest,” he obtained all the details of this latest expedition. Armand St. Just, the Comte de Tournay, and other royalist fugitives were meant to meet the Scarlet Pimpernel—or, as originally planned, two of his men—on this day, the 2nd of October, at a place known to the league and referred to as “Père Blanchard’s hut.”

Armand, whose ties to the Scarlet Pimpernel and his rejection of the brutal Reign of Terror were still unknown to other Frenchmen, had left England a little more than a week ago, carrying the required instructions so he could meet the other fugitives and guide them to this place of safety.

Marguerite had understood this much from the start, and Sir Andrew Ffoulkes had confirmed her suspicions. She also knew that by the time Sir Percy realized that Chauvelin had stolen his plans and directions, it was too late to warn Armand or send new instructions to the fugitives.

They would, out of necessity, be at the appointed place and time, unaware of the grave danger facing their brave rescuer.

Blakeney, who as usual had planned and led the whole expedition, would not allow any of his younger friends to risk what was almost certain capture. Hence his hasty note at Lord Grenville’s ball—“Start myself to-morrow—alone.”

And now, with his identity exposed to his greatest enemy, every step he took on French soil would be shadowed. He would be tracked by Chauvelin’s agents until he reached that secret hut where the refugees waited for him, and there the trap would close on him—and on them.

There was only one hour—a single hour’s head start that Marguerite and Sir Andrew had over their enemy—in which to warn Percy about the danger and try to persuade him to give up the reckless mission that could only end in death.

But they did have that one hour.

“Chauvelin knows of this inn, from the papers he stole,” said Sir Andrew earnestly, “and on landing will come straight here.”

“He’s not landed yet,” she said, “we have an hour’s start on him, and Percy will be here soon. We’ll be in mid-Channel before Chauvelin realizes we’ve slipped through his fingers.”

She spoke excitedly and eagerly, trying to give her young friend some of the hope that still buoyed her heart. But he shook his head sadly.

“Silent again, Sir Andrew?” she said impatiently. “Why do you shake your head and look so glum?”

“Faith, Madame,” he replied, “it’s only that in making your rosy plans, you forget the most important factor.”

“Whatever do you mean? I’m forgetting nothing…. What factor do you mean?” she added, more impatiently.

“It stands six foot odd high,” replied Sir Andrew, calmly, “and is named Percy Blakeney.”

“I don’t understand,” she murmured.

“Do you think Blakeney would leave Calais without accomplishing what he came to do?”

“You mean…?”

“There’s the old Comte de Tournay…”

“The Comte…?” she murmured.

“And St. Just… and others…”

“My brother!” she said with a heartbroken sob. “Heaven help me, I think I’d forgotten.”

“Fugitives as they are, these men at this very moment wait in perfect confidence, with unshaken faith, for the arrival of the Scarlet Pimpernel, who gave his word to take them safely across the Channel.”

Indeed, she had forgotten! With the all-consuming love of a woman who loves wholly, in the last twenty-four hours she’d thought only of him—his precious life, his danger—he, her hero and beloved, filled her mind.

“My brother!” she murmured, as heavy tears welled in her eyes—memories of Armand, the darling companion of her childhood, the man for whom she’d made the desperate mistake that now threatened her brave husband’s life, flooding back.

“Sir Percy Blakeney would not be the trusted, honored leader of a score of English gentlemen,” said Sir Andrew proudly, “if he ever abandoned those who trusted him. As for breaking his word, the very thought is absurd!”

There was silence for a moment. Marguerite had buried her face in her hands, letting tears slowly trickle through her fingers. The young man said nothing; his heart ached for this beautiful woman’s terrible grief. All along he had felt the awful predicament into which her rash action had thrown them all. He knew his friend and leader too well—the reckless courage, the mad bravery, the respect for his own honor. Sir Andrew knew Blakeney would face any danger, risk everything before he broke his word; and with Chauvelin at his very heels, Blakeney would make a final, desperate attempt to save those who relied on him.

“Faith, Sir Andrew,” said Marguerite at last, drying her tears with effort, “you’re right, and I won’t shame myself by trying to persuade him not to do his duty. As you say, I’d plead in vain. May God give him strength and ability,” she added fervently, “to outwit his pursuers. Maybe he won’t refuse to take you with him when he starts his noble work; between you, you’ll have both cunning and courage! May God protect you both! In the meantime, I think we shouldn’t waste a moment. I still believe his safety depends on knowing Chauvelin’s after him.”

“Certainly. He has wonderful resources at his command. Once he knows the danger, he will be more cautious: his ingenuity is almost miraculous.”

“Then, what do you say to scouting the village while I wait here for his arrival?—You might find Percy’s trail and save precious time. If you find him, tell him to take care—his worst enemy is close behind him!”

“But this is such a villainous place for you to wait in.”

“Nonsense—I don’t mind!—But could you ask our gruff host if I might wait in another room, out of sight of any stray traveler? Offer him some money, so he’ll let me know the moment the tall Englishman appears.”

She spoke quite calmly now, even cheerfully, making her plans, ready for the worst if it came; she’d show no more weakness, she’d prove herself worthy of the man about to risk his life for others.

Sir Andrew obeyed her without protest. He sensed that now she had the stronger mind; he was content to let her lead—to be the hand while she became the guiding head.

He went to the door of the inner room, where Brogard and his wife had gone, and knocked; as usual, he was met with a volley of muttered curses.

“Hey, friend Brogard!” the young man said sharply, “my lady wishes to rest here for a while. Can you give her another room? She wishes to be alone.”

He produced some money and let it jingle significantly. Brogard opened the door, listening with the same surly apathy to the request. But when he saw the gold, his manner changed a bit; he removed his pipe and shuffled into the room.

He then pointed over his shoulder at the attic in the wall.

“She can wait up there!” he grunted. “It’s comfortable, and I have no other room.”

“Nothing could be better,” said Marguerite in English; she at once saw the advantage of such a hidden position. “Give him the money, Sir Andrew; I’ll be quite content up there, and can see everything without being seen.”

She nodded to Brogard, who consented to go up to the attic and shake up the straw on the floor.

“May I beg you, madam, not to do anything rash,” said Sir Andrew, as Marguerite prepared to climb the rickety steps. “Remember this place is full of spies. Do not, I beg, reveal yourself to Sir Percy unless you’re absolutely sure you’re alone with him.”

Even as he said it, he realized the warning was hardly needed: Marguerite was as calm and collected as any man. She would do nothing reckless.

“No,” she said, managing a slight smile, “that I can truly promise you. I won’t risk my husband’s life or his plans by speaking to him in front of strangers. Don’t worry, I’ll watch for the right moment and help him however he needs most.”

Brogard had come down the steps again, and Marguerite was ready to go up to her safe retreat.

“I dare not kiss your hand, madam,” said Sir Andrew, as she began to climb the steps, “since I am your lacquey, but I pray you, keep up your spirits. If I do not find Blakeney in half an hour, I shall return, hoping to find him here.”

“Yes, that’s best. We can wait half an hour. Chauvelin can’t possibly arrive before then. God grant that you or I may have seen Percy by then. Good luck, my friend! Don’t worry for me.”

Lightly she climbed the rickety steps to the attic. Brogard paid her no further attention. She could make herself comfortable or not, as she chose. Sir Andrew watched until she reached the loft and sat on the straw. She pulled the tattered curtains across, and he noticed her position was well chosen—she could see and hear all, while remaining out of sight.

He had paid Brogard generously; the surly old innkeeper had no reason to betray her. Sir Andrew prepared to go. At the door, he turned one last time and looked up at the loft. Through the ragged curtains Marguerite’s sweet face peeked at him, and he was pleased to see she looked calm and even gently smiling. With a final nod of farewell to her, he stepped out into the night.




CHAPTER XXIV. THE DEATH-TRAP

The next fifteen minutes passed quickly and quietly. Downstairs, Brogard occupied himself for a while with clearing the table and setting it up again for another guest.

Marguerite found the time slip by more pleasantly as she watched these preparations. The meal was clearly intended for Percy. It was clear Brogard had developed a certain respect for the tall Englishman, as he put some effort into making the place look a bit less unpleasant than before.

He even brought out, from some hidden spot in the old dresser, what looked like a table-cloth; and when he spread it out and saw it was full of holes, he shook his head doubtfully for a moment, then took care to arrange it so as to hide most of its flaws.

Then he produced a napkin, also old and ragged, but at least somewhat clean, and with it he carefully wiped the glasses, spoons, and plates before putting them on the table.

Marguerite couldn’t help but smile as she watched all these preparations, which Brogard completed with a stream of muttered curses. Clearly, the Englishman’s great size—or perhaps the strength of his fist—had intimidated this independent Frenchman, or he would never have bothered this much for any sacré aristo.

When the table was finally set—as much as it could be—Brogard looked at it with apparent satisfaction. He dusted one of the chairs with the corner of his blouse, stirred the stock-pot, tossed a fresh bundle of firewood onto the fire, and shuffled out of the room.

Marguerite was left alone with her thoughts. She had spread her travelling cloak over the straw and was sitting fairly comfortably, as the straw was fresh and the unpleasant odors from below were only faintly noticeable.

For a brief moment, she was almost happy; happy because, whenever she peeked through the torn curtains, she could see the rickety chair, the battered table-cloth, the glass, the plate, and the spoon—nothing more. Yet those silent and ugly objects seemed to tell her they were waiting for Percy, that soon—very soon—he’d be here, and since the room was still empty, they would have some time alone together.

That thought was so heavenly, Marguerite closed her eyes to block out everything but the dream. In a few minutes, she would be alone with him; she would hurry down the ladder and reveal herself; then he would take her in his arms, and she would show him that, after this, she would gladly die for him, and with him, for nothing could bring greater happiness.

And then what would happen? She couldn’t even begin to guess. She knew, of course, that Sir Andrew was right, that Percy would carry out everything he had planned; that now she was here, she could do nothing but warn him to be careful, since Chauvelin himself was on his trail. After warning him, she would have to watch him set out on his daring and dangerous mission; she wouldn’t even be able to try and hold him back. She would have to obey whatever he told her, perhaps even hide herself, and wait in utter agony while he possibly went to his death.

But even that seemed less awful than thinking he would never know how much she truly loved him—at least she’d be spared that; the shabby room itself, which seemed to be waiting for him, told her he would be here soon.

Suddenly, her sensitive ears caught the sound of approaching footsteps; her heart leapt with joy! Was it Percy at last? No—the step wasn’t quite as long or as firm as his; it also sounded like there were two sets of footsteps. Yes! That was it—two men were coming this way. Perhaps two strangers, looking for a drink, or …

But she had no time to wonder, for there was a sharp knock at the door, and in the next moment it was flung open from outside, while a rough, authoritative voice shouted—

“Hey! Citoyen Brogard! Holá!”

Marguerite could not see the newcomers directly, but through a hole in the curtain, she could observe part of the room below.

She heard Brogard’s shuffling step as he left the back room, muttering the usual stream of curses. On seeing the strangers, however, he stopped in the middle of the room, where Marguerite could see him, glared at them with even more contempt than he showed his previous guests, and muttered, “Sacrrrée soutane!”

Marguerite’s heart suddenly stopped pounding; her wide, fearful eyes were fixed on one of the newcomers, who now stepped quickly towards Brogard. He was dressed in the habit, broad-brimmed hat, and buckled shoes typical of a French curé; but as he stood opposite the innkeeper, he opened his coat for a moment, displaying the tricolour sash of authority, which instantly transformed Brogard’s look of contempt into one of nervous compliance.

It was the sight of this French curé that seemed to freeze Marguerite’s blood. She couldn’t see his face under the broad hat, but she recognized the thin, bony hands, the slight stoop, the whole manner of the man! It was Chauvelin!

The horror of the moment hit her like a physical blow; the crushing disappointment and the dread of what would come next made her senses swim, and she needed nearly superhuman effort not to faint on the spot.

“A plate of soup and a bottle of wine,” said Chauvelin imperiously to Brogard, “then leave—do you understand? I want to be alone.”

This time, Brogard obeyed without a word. Chauvelin sat at the table, which had been prepared for the tall Englishman, and the innkeeper fussed around him, serving the soup and pouring the wine. The man who had come in with Chauvelin—and whom Marguerite could not see from above—waited near the door.

At a curt signal from Chauvelin, Brogard hurried back to his room, and Chauvelin called the man who’d accompanied him to his side.

At once, Marguerite recognized Desgas, Chauvelin’s secretary and confidant, whom she had often seen in Paris in years past. He crossed the room and paused for a moment, listening at the Brogards’ door.

“Not spying?” asked Chauvelin sharply.

“No, citoyen.”

For a moment, Marguerite feared Chauvelin might order Desgas to search the place; she could barely imagine what would happen if she were discovered. Fortunately, Chauvelin seemed more eager to talk with his secretary than worried about spies, for he quickly called Desgas back to his side.

“The English schooner?” he asked.

“She was lost from view at sundown, citoyen,” replied Desgas, “but was headed west, toward Cap Gris Nez.”

“Ah!—good!” muttered Chauvelin. “And what about Captain Jutley? What did he say?”

“He assured me that all your instructions from last week have been followed exactly. All the roads leading here have been patrolled day and night since then, and the beach and cliffs have been thoroughly searched and guarded.”

“Does he know where this ‘Père Blanchard’s hut’ is?”

“No, citoyen, apparently no one knows a place called that. There are plenty of fishermen’s huts all along the coast, of course, but…”

“That’s enough. Now, about tonight?” Chauvelin interrupted impatiently.

“The roads and the beach are patrolled as usual, citoyen, and Captain Jutley is waiting for further orders.”

“Go back to him at once, then. Tell him to reinforce the various patrols, especially those along the beach—you understand?”

Chauvelin spoke sharply and to the point, and every word landed in Marguerite’s heart like a death knell for her dearest hopes.

“The men,” he continued, “must keep the closest watch for any stranger passing by road, horseback, or carriage, especially a tall man. I don’t need to say more, as he’ll surely be disguised, but he can’t easily hide his height, except by stooping. Understood?”

“Perfectly, citoyen,” replied Desgas.

“As soon as any men spot a stranger, two must trail him. Whoever loses sight of the tall stranger after seeing him will pay for his failure with his life, but one man must ride straight back here and report to me. Is that clear?”

“Absolutely clear, citoyen.”

“Very well, then. Go to Jutley at once. See the reinforcements set out for their patrols, then ask the captain for six more men and bring them here with you. You can be back in ten minutes. Go—”

Desgas saluted and left.

As Marguerite, filled with horror, listened to Chauvelin’s orders to his subordinate, the entire plan for capturing the Scarlet Pimpernel became horrifyingly clear. Chauvelin wanted the fugitives left in false security, waiting in their hidden refuge, until Percy joined them. Then the plotter would be surrounded and caught red-handed, aiding and abetting royalists who were enemies of the republic. So if word of his capture spread, even the British Government could not legally object; since he had conspired with enemies of the French government, France would be justified in putting him to death.

Escape for him and the fugitives would be impossible. Every road patrolled and guarded, the trap well set, the net wide now but tightening, about to close around the daring plotter; not even his legendary cunning could save him now.

Desgas was nearly gone, but Chauvelin called him back once more. Marguerite wondered vaguely what further cruel plans he could have to snare one brave man, alone, against scores. She watched as Chauvelin turned to Desgas; she could just see the side of his thin face below the broad hat. At that moment, his expression held such deadly hatred, such evil malice, that Marguerite’s last hope died—she knew she could expect no mercy from this man.

“I almost forgot,” said Chauvelin, with a chilling chuckle, rubbing his bony, claw-like hands together in wicked satisfaction. “The tall stranger may put up a fight. In any case, don’t shoot unless there’s no other option. I want that tall stranger alive…if possible.”

He laughed, as Dante tells us devils laugh at the sight of the damned’s suffering. Marguerite had thought she had already suffered the full range of horror and anguish a human heart could bear; yet now, as Desgas left the inn and she was alone again in the dingy upstairs room, with that fiend below, she felt her previous sufferings were nothing compared to this. He kept laughing and chuckling to himself for a while, rubbing his hands and savouring his expected victory.

His plans were skillful, and he had reason to gloat! Not a single loophole remained for even the bravest, most resourceful man to escape. Every road guarded, every corner watched, and in a lonely hut on the coast a small band of fugitives waited for their rescuer, unwittingly leading him to his doom—worse than death. That monster in priest’s clothing was too cruel to let a brave man die a quick, honorable death.

More than anything, he wanted his brilliant enemy, who had eluded him so long, helpless in his hands; he wanted to revel in his downfall, to inflict on him whatever psychological and physical torture a deadly hatred could devise. The brave eagle, captured with wings clipped, doomed to suffer the gnawing of the rat. And she, his wife, who loved him and had led him into this trap, could do nothing to help.

Nothing, except hope to die by his side, and for just one brief moment, tell him that her love—steadfast, honest, and passionate—belonged to him alone.

Chauvelin now sat at the table, his hat off. Marguerite could just see the outline of his thin profile and pointed chin bent over his sparse meal. He looked completely contented, waiting for events with perfect composure; he even seemed to enjoy Brogard’s unpleasant food. Marguerite wondered how so much hatred could exist in one person for another.

Suddenly, while she watched Chauvelin, a sound caught her ear that turned her heart to stone. And yet, that sound was not something that would terrify most people, for it was only the cheerful ring of a lively young voice singing loudly, “God save the King!”




CHAPTER XXV. THE EAGLE AND THE FOX

Marguerite’s breath caught; it felt as if her very life stood still for a moment as she listened to that voice and that song. In the singer, she had recognized her husband. Chauvelin had heard it too, for he shot a quick glance toward the door, then hastily grabbed his broad-brimmed hat and put it on.

The voice came nearer; for one brief second, a wild urge seized Marguerite to rush down the stairs and dash across the room, to stop that song at any cost, to beg the cheerful singer to run—run for his life before it was too late. She checked the impulse just in time. Chauvelin would stop her before she reached the door, and besides, she didn’t know if he had soldiers waiting within call. Her rash move might become the death signal for the man she would gladly die to save.

“Long to reign over us, God save the King!”

sang the voice, louder than ever. The next moment, the door was flung open and silence fell for a heartbeat.

Marguerite couldn’t see the door; she held her breath, trying to picture what was happening.

When Percy Blakeney entered, he immediately spotted the curé at the table; his hesitation lasted barely five seconds, then Marguerite saw his tall figure crossing the room as he called out in a loud, cheerful voice,—

“Well, hello there! No one about? Where’s that fool Brogard?”

He wore the same magnificent coat and riding suit that he’d worn when Marguerite last saw him at Richmond, so many hours ago. As always, his attire was flawless; the exquisite Mechlin lace at his neck and wrists was spotless in its delicate elegance, his hands looked slender and pale, his fair hair was perfectly groomed, and he carried his monocle with his usual affected gesture. In truth, at this moment, Sir Percy Blakeney, Bart., looked as if he was on his way to a garden party at the Prince of Wales’, instead of deliberately, cold-bloodedly walking into a trap set by his deadliest enemy.

He stood for a moment in the center of the room, while Marguerite, paralyzed with horror, felt unable even to breathe.

Every moment, she expected Chauvelin to give a signal, for the room to fill with soldiers, for her to rush down and help Percy fight desperately for his life. As he stood there, calmly oblivious, she very nearly screamed out,—

“Run, Percy!—your worst enemy is here!—run before it’s too late!”

But she didn’t even have time for that, for at that moment, Blakeney calmly walked over to the table, and, jovially clapping the curé on the back, said in his own slow, affected way,—

“Odd’s fish!… er… M. Chauvelin…. I swear I never expected to meet you here.”

Chauvelin, caught in the act of lifting soup to his mouth, nearly choked. His thin face turned absolutely purple, and a violent fit of coughing saved this cunning agent of France from revealing the utter astonishment he had just suffered. Clearly, this bold move on his enemy’s part was entirely unexpected, and its brazen audacity completely stunned him, if only for a moment.

Clearly, he hadn’t thought to surround the inn with soldiers. Blakeney must have guessed as much, and no doubt his sharp mind already had a plan to turn this unexpected meeting to his advantage.

Marguerite, up in the loft, hadn’t moved. She had made a solemn vow to Sir Andrew not to speak to her husband in front of strangers, and she had enough self-control not to recklessly spoil his plans. Sitting still and watching these two men together was a true test of her endurance. Marguerite had overheard Chauvelin ordering the patrols on all the roads. She knew that if Percy left the “Chat Gris” now—in whatever direction he chose—he couldn’t go far without being seen by one of Captain Jutley’s men. On the other hand, if he stayed, Desgas would have time to return with the half-dozen men Chauvelin had requested.

The trap was closing in, and all Marguerite could do was watch and worry. The two men were such a striking contrast, and between the two, it was Chauvelin who showed a trace of fear. Marguerite knew him well enough to guess at his thoughts. He wasn’t afraid for his own safety, even though he was alone in a deserted inn with a powerfully built man known for his daring and reckless bravery. She knew Chauvelin would willingly risk his life for the cause he believed in, but what he truly feared was that this brazen Englishman might, with one blow, increase his own chances of escape; his subordinates might not succeed in capturing the Scarlet Pimpernel without his cunning leadership fueled by deep hatred.

For the moment, though, the French Government’s agent had no danger to fear from his formidable foe. Blakeney, showing his most foolish grin and pleasant manners, was still heartily patting him on the back.

“I am so damned sorry…” he was saying cheerfully, “so very sorry… I seem to have startled you… eating soup, too… nasty, awkward stuff, soup… er… You know, a friend of mine died once… er… choked… just like you… on a spoonful of soup.”

And he smiled down at Chauvelin, shy and good-natured.

“Odd’s life!” he continued, once Chauvelin had somewhat recovered, “what a beastly place this is… don’t you think so? But you don’t mind, I hope?” he added apologetically, as he sat down next to the table and drew the soup tureen over. “That fool Brogard seems to be asleep or something.”

There was a second plate on the table, and he casually helped himself to soup, then filled himself a glass of wine.

For a moment Marguerite wondered what Chauvelin would do. His disguise was so convincing that perhaps he’d deny his identity entirely; but Chauvelin was too clever for such an obviously false and ridiculous move, and now he, too, extended his hand and said pleasantly,—

“I am indeed delighted to see you, Sir Percy. Please excuse me—h’m—I thought you were on the other side of the Channel. The shock quite took my breath away.”

“La!” said Sir Percy, with a good-humored grin, “yes, it did rather, didn’t it—er—M.—er—Chaubertin?”

“Pardon me—Chauvelin.”

“I beg pardon—a thousand times. Yes—Chauvelin of course…. Er… I never could keep foreign names straight….”

He ate his soup calmly, laughing good-naturedly, as if he had come all the way to Calais just to enjoy supper at this wretched inn in his arch-enemy’s company.

For a moment, Marguerite wondered why Percy didn’t simply knock the little Frenchman down then and there—and no doubt the same thought flashed through his mind, for every so often his lazy eyes flashed ominously as they lingered on Chauvelin, who had now recovered and was also calmly eating his soup.

But the sharp mind that had planned and executed so many daring schemes was too wise to take unnecessary risks. After all, this place might be crawling with spies; the innkeeper might be in Chauvelin’s pay. One call from Chauvelin might instantly bring twenty men down on Blakeney, for all he knew, and he could be caught and trapped before he could help or at least warn the fugitives. He wouldn’t take that risk; his goal was to help the others, to see them safely away; he had promised them, and he would keep that promise. And as he ate and chatted, he was thinking and planning, while up in the loft, the desperate woman above tried to decide what she should do, agonized with longing to rush down to him, yet not daring to move for fear of ruining his plans.

“I didn’t know,” Blakeney was saying jovially, “that you… er… were in holy orders.”

“I… er… hem…” stammered Chauvelin. The calm audacity of his opponent had clearly left him off balance.

“But, la! I would have known you anywhere,” Sir Percy continued, pouring himself another glass of wine, “though the wig and hat do make a difference.”

“Do you think so?”

“Oh yes! They change a man so… but… begad! I hope you don’t mind my saying that?… It’s terrible manners making remarks…. I hope you don’t mind?”

“No, no, not at all—hem! I trust Lady Blakeney is well,” said Chauvelin, hastily changing the subject.

Blakeney, taking his time, finished his soup, sipped his wine, and for a moment, Marguerite thought she saw him quickly scan the room.

“She’s quite well, thank you,” he finally said, dryly. There was a pause, during which Marguerite watched these two opponents as they silently measured each other up. She could see Percy almost full face, sitting at the table barely ten yards from her hiding spot, unsure what to do or think. She had now fully resisted her earlier impulse to rush down and reveal herself. A man who could play a part as he did now needed no warning from a woman to be careful.

Marguerite indulged in a privilege dear to every loving woman’s heart—looking at the man she loved. Through the tattered curtain, she gazed at her husband’s handsome face, in whose lazy blue eyes and idiotic smile she could now so clearly see the strength, energy, and resourcefulness that had made the Scarlet Pimpernel revered and trusted by his followers. “There are nineteen of us ready to lay down our lives for your husband, Lady Blakeney,” Sir Andrew had told her; and as she looked at that low, broad, square forehead, those deep-set, intense blue eyes, the whole figure emanating untiring energy and will, hiding behind perfect acting a nearly superhuman strength of character and ingenuity, she understood the allure he had for his followers—had he not also enchanted her heart and mind?

Chauvelin, striving to hide his impatience behind his usual polite manner, glanced quickly at his watch. Desgas shouldn’t be much longer: in another two or three minutes, this impudent Englishman would be securely in the hands of Captain Jutley’s most trusted men.

“Are you headed to Paris, Sir Percy?” he asked casually.

“Odd’s life, no,” Blakeney replied with a laugh. “Just to Lille, not Paris for me… beastly uncomfortable place, Paris, these days… eh, Monsieur Chaubertin… beg your pardon… Chauvelin!”

“Not for an English gentleman like yourself, Sir Percy,” Chauvelin replied sarcastically, “who has no interest in the turmoil raging there.”

“La! You see, it’s none of my business, and our damned government is on your side anyway. Old Pitt wouldn’t dare say ‘Boo’ to a goose. You’re in a hurry, sir,” he added, as Chauvelin once more checked his watch; “an appointment, perhaps…. Please don’t mind me…. My time’s my own.”

He got up from the table and pulled a chair near the fire. Yet again, Marguerite was fiercely tempted to go to him, for time was running out; Desgas might be back any moment with his men. Percy didn’t know that and… oh, how terrible it all was—and how useless she felt.

“I’m in no hurry,” Percy continued pleasantly, “but, la! I don’t want to spend a minute longer in this godforsaken place than I must! But, begad! sir,” he added, as Chauvelin stealthily eyed his watch for the third time, “your watch won’t move any faster no matter how much you stare at it. Are you expecting a friend, maybe?”

“Aye—a friend!”

“Not a lady, I hope, Monsieur l’Abbé,” laughed Blakeney; “surely the holy Church wouldn’t allow it?… eh?… what! But come now, join me by the fire… it’s getting damned cold.”

He nudged the fire with the heel of his boot, making the logs blaze brightly in the old hearth. He seemed in no rush to leave, and apparently was unaware of his immediate danger. He pulled another chair over, and Chauvelin, his impatience now almost uncontrollable, sat by the hearth, angled to watch the door. Desgas had been gone nearly fifteen minutes. It was clear to Marguerite, almost painfully so, that as soon as he returned, Chauvelin would forget all other plans about the fugitives and seize the insolent Scarlet Pimpernel immediately.

“Hey, M. Chauvelin,” the latter was saying airily, “tell me, if you will, is your friend a pretty one? Rather sharp, these little French women sometimes—don’t you think? But on second thought, I shouldn’t need to ask,” he added, carelessly crossing back to the supper table. “Where matters of taste are concerned, the Church has never been behind the times… eh?”

But Chauvelin wasn’t listening. Every bit of his attention was now on the door through which Desgas would soon appear with his men. Marguerite’s thoughts were also on that door, for at that moment her ears caught the sound of many marching feet in the distance, echoing through the still night.

It was Desgas and his soldiers. In another three minutes, they’d be there! In another three minutes, the terrible thing would happen: the proud eagle would fall into the ferret’s trap! She would have screamed and intervened, but she dared not; for while she heard the approaching soldiers, she watched Percy’s every movement. He was standing by the table, where the remains of the supper—plates, glasses, spoons, salt and pepper pots—were scattered in disarray. His back was to Chauvelin, and he seemed to babble on in his usual affected and silly way, but out of his pocket he had taken his snuffbox and, quickly and smoothly, emptied the contents of the pepper pot into it.

Then, turning to Chauvelin with his familiar inane laugh, he said,—

“Eh? Did you speak, sir?”

Chauvelin, intent on listening for those approaching footsteps, hadn’t noticed what his crafty adversary was doing. He pulled himself together, striving to appear calm just as victory seemed within his grasp.

“No,” he said at last, “that is—as you were saying, Sir Percy—?”

“I was saying,” said Blakeney, approaching Chauvelin at the fire, “that the Jew in Piccadilly sold me better snuff this time than I’ve ever had. Will you do me the honor, Monsieur l’Abbé?”

He stood close, in his usual nonchalant, débonnaire way, holding out his snuffbox to his arch-enemy.

Chauvelin, who—as he once told Marguerite—had seen a trick or two in his time, had never imagined this one. With one ear tuned to the soon-to-arrive footsteps, one eye on the door through which Desgas and his men would soon burst, lulled into false security by the Englishman’s breezy manner, he never even suspected the trick being played on him.

He took a pinch of snuff.

Only someone who has accidentally taken a strong sniff of pepper can even faintly understand what an ordeal such a sniff produces.

Chauvelin felt as if his head would explode—sneeze after sneeze nearly choked him; he was blinded, deafened, and struck dumb for that moment, and in that moment Blakeney, without any haste at all, took up his hat, took some money from his pocket—which he left on the table—and calmly walked out of the room!




CHAPTER XXVI. THE JEW

It took Marguerite some time to gather her scattered thoughts; the entire episode had lasted less than a minute, and Desgas and the soldiers were still about two hundred yards away from the “Chat Gris.”

When she realized what had happened, a strange mixture of joy and astonishment filled her heart. It was all so deft, so clever. Chauvelin was now completely helpless, even more so than if he had received a blow, because now he could neither see, nor hear, nor speak, while his clever opponent had slipped quietly through his grasp.

Blakeney had gone—obviously trying to join the fugitives at Père Blanchard’s hut. For the moment, Chauvelin was helpless; for the moment, the daring Scarlet Pimpernel had avoided capture by Desgas and his men. But all the roads and the beach were guarded. Every place was being watched, and every stranger was being tracked. How far could Percy get, dressed in those striking clothes, before being noticed and followed?

Now she bitterly blamed herself for not going down to him sooner, to give him that warning and that word of love which, perhaps, he needed. He could not be aware of the orders Chauvelin had given for his arrest, and even now, perhaps…

But before these dreadful thoughts had fully formed in her mind, she heard weapons grounding outside, near the door, and Desgas’ voice shouting “Halt!” to his men.

Chauvelin had mostly recovered; his sneezing was less severe, and he managed to stand up. He reached the door just as Desgas knocked from outside.

Chauvelin threw open the door, and before his secretary could speak, he managed to stammer between sneezes—

“The tall stranger—quick! Did any of you see him?”

“Where, citizen?” asked Desgas, surprised.

“Here, man! Through that door! Not five minutes ago.”

“We saw nothing, citizen! The moon is not yet up, and…”

“And you’re exactly five minutes too late, my friend,” said Chauvelin, seething with concentrated fury.

“Citizen… I…”

“You did what I ordered you to do,” said Chauvelin, impatient. “I know that, but you took a precious long time about it. Luckily, not much harm has been done, or you would have paid dearly, Citizen Desgas.”

Desgas turned a bit pale. The rage and hatred in his superior’s manner was overwhelming.

“The tall stranger, citizen—” he faltered.

“He was here, in this room, five minutes ago, having supper at that table. Damn his arrogance! For obvious reasons, I didn’t dare confront him alone. Brogard is too much of a fool, and that cursed Englishman seems strong as a bull, so he slipped away right under your nose.”

“He can’t go far without being seen, citizen.”

“Oh?”

“Captain Jutley sent forty men as reinforcements for the patrol: twenty went down to the beach. He also assured me that the watch has been vigilant all day, and that no stranger can possibly reach the beach or get to a boat without being spotted.”

“That is good.—Do the men know exactly what to do?”

“They received very clear orders, citizen: I personally spoke to those about to depart. They’re to shadow—discreetly—any stranger they see, especially if he is tall or seems to stoop as if hiding his height.”

“And under no circumstances detain such a person, of course,” said Chauvelin eagerly. “That insolent Scarlet Pimpernel would escape clumsy hands. We must let him reach the Père Blanchard’s hut now; there, we’ll surround and capture him.”

“The men understand, citizen, and also that, as soon as a tall stranger is seen, he’s to be shadowed, while one man is to return immediately and report to you.”

“Excellent,” said Chauvelin, rubbing his hands, clearly pleased.

“I have more news for you, citizen.”

“What news?”

“A tall Englishman spoke at length, about three-quarters of an hour ago, with a Jew named Reuben, who lives barely ten paces from here.”

“Yes—and?” asked Chauvelin, impatient.

“Their conversation was about a horse and cart the tall Englishman wanted to hire, which was to be ready for him by eleven o’clock.”

“It is past that now. Where does this Reuben live?”

“A few minutes’ walk from this door.”

“Send one of the men to find out if the stranger has left in Reuben’s cart.”

“Yes, citizen.”

Desgas left to give the necessary orders. Marguerite hadn’t missed a word of the conversation, and every word seemed to strike at her heart, filling her with hopelessness and grim foreboding.

She had come all this way, filled with hope and determination to help her husband, and so far, she had only been able to watch, heart breaking with pain, as the deadly net drew tighter around the daring Scarlet Pimpernel.

Now he could barely take a step without keen eyes watching and ready to betray him. Her own helplessness filled her with crushing disappointment. The chance of being of any help at all to her husband had become nearly zero, and her only hope was to share his fate, whatever it might be.

At this moment, even the possibility of ever seeing the man she loved again seemed remote. Still, she resolved to keep close watch on his enemy, holding onto a faint hope that if she kept Chauvelin under observation, Percy’s fate might yet remain uncertain.

Desgas left Chauvelin pacing restlessly in the room, while he waited outside for the man he had sent to look for Reuben. Several minutes passed. Chauvelin was clearly fretting with impatience. He seemed to trust no one: this latest trick by the daring Scarlet Pimpernel made him suddenly doubt his own success, unless he oversaw every step of capturing the arrogant Englishman.

About five minutes later, Desgas returned, followed by an older Jew in a dirty, worn-out gaberdine, shiny with grease across the shoulders. His red hair—worn in the Polish Jewish style, with curls at the sides—was heavily streaked with grey. A layer of grime on his cheeks and chin made him look particularly filthy and repulsive. He had that habitual stoop affecting his race from centuries of forced humility before the rise of religious equality and freedom, and he walked behind Desgas with a shuffling gait, the hallmark of a Jewish trader in continental Europe even to this day.

Chauvelin, who shared the typical French prejudices against that scorned race, gestured for the man to keep his distance. The group of three men stood just under the hanging oil lamp, giving Marguerite a clear view.

“Is this the man?” asked Chauvelin.

“No, citizen,” replied Desgas, “Reuben couldn’t be found, so apparently his cart went with the stranger; but this man seems to know something—and is willing to share, for a price.”

“Ah!” said Chauvelin, turning away in disgust from the unpleasant figure before him.

The Jew, with his characteristic patience, stood humbly aside, leaning on a thick, knotted staff, his greasy, broad-brimmed hat casting a deep shadow over his grimy face, waiting for the noble Excellency to condescend to question him.

“The citizen tells me,” said Chauvelin peremptorily, “that you know something about my friend, the tall Englishman I wish to meet…. Morbleu! keep your distance, man,” he added quickly, as the Jew made a hurried, eager step forward.

“Yes, your Excellency,” replied the Jew, who spoke with the characteristic lisp of Eastern origin, “I and Reuben Goldstein met a tall Englishman on the road nearby this evening.”

“Did you speak to him?”

“He spoke to us, your Excellency. He asked if he could hire a horse and cart to travel along the St. Martin Road, to a place he wanted to reach tonight.”

“What did you say?”

“I said nothing,” answered the Jew, wounded, “Reuben Goldstein, that cursed traitor, son of Belial…”

“Enough of that,” interrupted Chauvelin sharply, “just get to the point.”

“He got in before I could, your Excellency; as I was about to offer the rich Englishman my horse and cart to take him wherever he chose, Reuben spoke up and offered his half-starved nag and his broken-down cart.”

“And what did the Englishman do?”

“He listened to Reuben Goldstein, your Excellency, and right then took out a handful of gold, showing it to that son of Beelzebub, promising it all if the horse and cart were ready for him by eleven o’clock.”

“And, of course, the horse and cart were ready?”

“Well, ready in a rough fashion, your Excellency. Reuben’s nag was lame as usual; she refused to move at first. Only after some time and plenty of beating did she finally go,” said the Jew with a malicious snicker.

“Then they left?”

“Yes, about five minutes ago. I was disgusted by that stranger’s foolishness. An Englishman too!—He should have known Reuben’s nag was useless.”

“But if he had no choice?”

“No choice, your Excellency?” the Jew protested, his voice rasping, “I told him again and again that my horse and cart would be faster and more comfortable than Reuben’s bag of bones. He ignored me. Reuben is such a liar, such a smooth-talker. The stranger was deceived. He would have spent his money better with my cart if he was in a hurry.”

“You have a horse and cart as well?” asked Chauvelin sharply.

“Yes, your Excellency, and if you wish to ride…”

“Do you know which way my friend went in Reuben Goldstein’s cart?”

The Jew rubbed his dirty chin, thinking. Marguerite’s heart was beating almost painfully. She had caught Chauvelin’s pointed question; she stared anxiously at the Jew, but couldn’t read his face under the broad-brimmed hat’s shadow. She vaguely felt that he somehow held Percy’s fate in those long, filthy hands.

There was a long pause, while Chauvelin glared impatiently at the bent figure: at last the Jew slowly reached into his breast pocket and brought out a handful of silver coins. He gazed at them thoughtfully, then said quietly,—

“This is what the tall stranger gave me, when he left with Reuben, to keep silent about him and his plans.”

Chauvelin shrugged impatiently.

“How much is there?” he asked.

“Twenty francs, your Excellency,” replied the Jew, “and I have always been an honest man.”

Chauvelin, without comment, took a few gold coins from his own pocket and let them jingle in the palm of his hand as he held them out to the Jew.

“How many gold pieces are in my hand?” he asked calmly.

Clearly, he meant to win the man’s cooperation by appealing to his greed rather than by threats, thinking terror would only muddle the old man and that money would serve better.

The Jew’s eyes darted keenly at the gold in Chauvelin’s hand.

“At least five, I’d say, your Excellency,” he replied obsequiously.

“Enough to loosen that honest tongue of yours?”

“What does your Excellency want to know?”

“Will your horse and cart take me where I can find the tall stranger who left in Reuben Goldstein’s cart?”

“My horse and cart can take your Honour there, wherever you wish.”

“To a place called Père Blanchard’s hut?”

“Your Honour has guessed?” said the Jew in surprise.

“You know the place?”

“I know it, your Honour.”

“Which road leads there?”

“The St. Martin Road, your Honour, then a footpath to the cliffs.”

“You know the route?” pressed Chauvelin.

“Every stone, every blade of grass, your Honour,” replied the Jew steadily.

Chauvelin, without another word, tossed the five gold coins one by one before the Jew, who knelt and scrambled on hands and knees to collect them. One rolled away under the dresser, and he had trouble retrieving it. Chauvelin quietly waited for him to finish.

When the Jew was finally up again, Chauvelin said,—

“How soon can your horse and cart be ready?”

“They’re ready now, your Honour.”

“Where?”

“Not ten meters from this door. Would your Excellency care to see?”

“I don’t want to see it. How far can you drive me in it?”

“As far as Père Blanchard’s hut, your Honour, and beyond what Reuben’s nag could manage. I’d wager not two leagues from here we’ll find Reuben, his nag, his cart, and the tall stranger all stuck in the middle of the road.”

“How far is the nearest village?”

“On the road the Englishman took, Miquelon is the nearest—less than two leagues from here.”

“There he could get another carriage if he wanted to go farther?”

“He could—if he got that far.”

“Can you?”

“Will your Excellency try?” said the Jew simply.

“That’s my intention,” said Chauvelin, quietly, “but remember, if you deceive me, two of my strongest soldiers will give you such a beating you may not survive. But if we find my friend the tall Englishman, either on the road or at Père Blanchard’s hut, you’ll get ten more gold coins. Do you accept the deal?”

The Jew rubbed his chin, thinking. He looked at the coins in his hand, then at Chauvelin, and at Desgas who had stood silently behind him. After a moment, he replied deliberately,—

“I accept.”

“Go and wait outside,” Chauvelin said, “and remember to keep your bargain—or by Heaven, I’ll keep mine.”

With a final, most abject and cringing bow, the old Jew shuffled out. Chauvelin seemed very pleased with the interview and rubbed his hands together, his usual gesture of malicious satisfaction.

“My coat and boots,” he said to Desgas, at last.

Desgas went to the door and apparently gave orders, for soon a soldier entered carrying Chauvelin’s coat, boots, and hat.

Chauvelin took off his soutane, under which he wore close-fitting breeches and a cloth waistcoat, and began changing his clothes.

“You, citizen, in the meantime,” he said to Desgas, “go back to Captain Jutley as quickly as you can, and tell him to let you have another dozen men, then bring them with you along the St. Martin Road. I daresay you’ll soon catch up with the Jew’s cart, with me in it. Things may get heated soon, if I’m not mistaken, at Père Blanchard’s hut. I’m sure we’ll have our prey cornered there, for this bold Scarlet Pimpernel has had the audacity—or the stupidity, I can’t decide—to stick to his original plan. He’s gone to meet de Tournay, St. Just, and the other traitors, which I thought for a moment he might avoid. When we find them, they’ll be desperate, and some of our men may get put out of action. These royalists are skilled swordsmen, and the Englishman is devilishly clever and looks quite strong. Still, we’ll have at least five to one odds. Keep your men close behind the cart all along the St. Martin Road, through Miquelon. The Englishman is ahead and not likely to look back.”

While he gave these brief, clear orders, he finished changing his clothes. The priest’s costume was set aside, and he was once again dressed in his usual dark, tailored outfit. At last he picked up his hat.

“I’ll have an interesting prisoner to hand over to you,” he said with a chuckle, taking Desgas’ arm with unusual familiarity and leading him toward the door. “We won’t kill him outright, eh, friend Desgas? Père Blanchard’s hut is—a lonely spot on the beach if I’m not mistaken—and our men will enjoy a bit of rough fun there with the wounded fox. Choose your men carefully, my friend… the kind who’d enjoy that sort of sport—eh? We must see the Scarlet Pimpernel writhe a bit—what?—shrink and tremble, eh?… before we finally…”—he made an expressive gesture and laughed a low, evil laugh that filled Marguerite’s soul with sickening horror.

“Choose your men well, Citizen Desgas,” he said again, as he finally led his secretary out.




CHAPTER XXVII. ON THE TRACK

Marguerite Blakeney did not hesitate for a moment. The last sounds outside the “Chat Gris” had faded into the night. She had heard Desgas giving orders to his men, then leaving for the fort to get a dozen more men—six were thought insufficient to capture the cunning Englishman, whose resourceful mind was even more dangerous than his bravery and strength.

A few minutes later, she heard the Jew’s raspy voice again, shouting to his horse, then the rumble of wheels, and the noise of a rickety cart bumping over the rough road.

Inside the inn, all was quiet. Brogard and his wife, terrified of Chauvelin, made no sound; they hoped to be forgotten and, at the very least, overlooked. Marguerite couldn’t even hear their usual muttered curses.

She waited a moment longer, then quietly slipped down the broken stairs, wrapped her dark cloak tightly around her, and slipped out of the inn.

The night was fairly dark, dark enough to conceal her figure, as she used her sharp ears to keep track of the cart ahead. She hoped by staying within the shadows of the roadside ditches she wouldn’t be seen by Desgas’s men or by patrols, who she assumed were still on duty.

So began this final stage of her exhausting journey, alone, at night, and on foot. Nearly three leagues to Miquelon, and then on to Père Blanchard’s hut, wherever that fateful place might be—probably over rough roads; but she didn’t care.

The Jew’s horse couldn’t travel very fast, and though she was exhausted from stress and nerves, she knew she could keep up, especially on hilly roads, where the half-starved animal would need frequent rests. The road ran some distance from the sea, bordered by shrubs and stunted trees sparsely covered with thin leaves, all bending from the North, their branches in the semi-darkness looking like stiff, ghostly hair blown by a constant wind.

Fortunately, the moon made no attempt to break through the clouds, and Marguerite, hugging the edge of the road and staying close to the line of shrubs, was fairly well hidden. All around was quiet: only from far away came the long, soft moan of the distant sea.

The air was bracing and salty; after being confined so long in the foul, squalid inn, Marguerite would have enjoyed the fresh scent of the autumn night and the distant, dreary rumble of the waves. She might have relished the peace and calm of this lonely coast, disrupted only by a distant gull’s plaintive cry or the creak of wheels farther down the road. She might have cherished the cool air, the quiet expanse of nature—if her heart were not so full of dread, aching for someone who had become infinitely dear to her.

Her feet slipped on the grassy bank, as it seemed safest not to walk near the center of the road, but she found it difficult to keep up a quick pace along the muddy slope. She thought it wiser not to be too close to the cart; everything was so still, the sound of the wheels was enough to keep her on course.

The loneliness was complete. The few lights of Calais were far behind, and there was no sign of human habitation on this road—not even a fisherman’s or woodcutter’s hut nearby. Far off to her right was the edge of the cliff, below which the tide battered the beach with its constant, distant murmur. Ahead sounded the wheels, bearing her implacable enemy to his triumph.

Marguerite wondered where, along this lonely coast, Percy might be at this moment. Surely not far, since he’d had less than a quarter-hour’s head start on Chauvelin. She wondered if he realized that in this sea-scented corner of France, many spies lurked, eager to spot his tall figure, track him to his waiting friends, and finally spring the trap.

Chauvelin, jolted about in the Jew’s cart ahead, was busy with his own smug thoughts. He rubbed his hands in contentment, thinking of the web he’d woven, through which that elusive and daring Englishman could not hope to escape. As the old Jew drove him slowly, but surely, along the dark road, he grew ever more eager for the finale of this thrilling pursuit of the Scarlet Pimpernel.

Capturing the daring plotter would be the crowning achievement of Citizen Chauvelin’s career. Caught red-handed, in the act of aiding traitors against the Republic, the Englishman could expect no protection from his own country. Chauvelin had decided that any intervention would come too late.

Never for an instant did remorse touch him for putting the unfortunate wife, who had unknowingly betrayed her husband, in such a terrible position. In fact, Chauvelin had already stopped thinking about her—she had merely been a useful tool.

The Jew’s lean nag barely did more than walk. She kept to a slow trot, requiring frequent, long rests from her driver.

“Are we still far from Miquelon?” Chauvelin asked from time to time.

“Not far, your Honour,” was always the calm reply.

“We haven’t come across your friend and mine, lying in a heap on the road,” Chauvelin remarked sarcastically.

“Patience, noble Excellency,” answered the son of Moses, “they’re ahead of us. I can see the tracks of the cart wheels, driven by that traitor, that son of the Amalekite.”

“You’re sure of the road?”

“As sure as I am of the ten gold pieces in your Excellency’s pocket—which I trust will soon be mine.”

“As soon as I’ve shaken hands with my tall friend, they’re yours.”

“Hark, what was that?” the Jew suddenly said.

Through the complete stillness, they could now clearly hear the sound of horses’ hooves on the muddy road.

“They’re soldiers,” he added in a hushed whisper.

“Stop a moment, I want to listen,” said Chauvelin.

Marguerite also heard the galloping hooves coming toward the cart and herself. She had expected Desgas and his squad to overtake them soon, but these riders were coming from the opposite direction, presumably from Miquelon. The darkness kept her hidden. She noticed the cart had stopped, and with utmost caution, treading silently on the soft ground, she crept closer.

Her heart was racing; she was trembling in every limb. She already suspected what news these riders would bring. “Every stranger on these roads or on the beach must be watched, especially if he’s tall or stoops to disguise his height; if seen, a messenger must ride back and report immediately.” Those had been Chauvelin’s orders. Had the tall stranger been spotted—and was this the messenger bringing news that the hunted man had finally run into the trap?

Realizing the cart had stopped, Marguerite managed to get closer in the darkness; she crept up, hoping to be within earshot to hear what the messenger reported.

She heard the challenge, “Liberté, Fraternité, Egalité!” then Chauvelin’s quick response:

“What news?”

Two riders had stopped by the cart.

Marguerite saw them dark against the midnight sky. She could hear their voices and the snorting of their horses; behind her, in the distance, came the measured tramp of approaching men—Desgas and his soldiers.

There was a pause, likely as Chauvelin confirmed his identity, then questions and answers came quickly.

“You’ve seen the stranger?” Chauvelin asked eagerly.

“No, citizen, we’ve seen no tall stranger; we came by the edge of the cliff.”

“Well then?”

“Less than a quarter of a league past Miquelon, we found a rough wooden hut, like that of a fisherman, for tools and nets. At first it appeared empty, nothing suspicious—until we saw smoke rising from a side opening. I dismounted and crept up. Nobody was inside then, but in one corner there was a charcoal fire, and two stools. I consulted with my comrades; we decided they’d take cover with the horses out of sight, and I’d keep watch—which I did.”

“Well! And did you see anyone?”

“About half an hour later, I heard voices, citizen, and soon, two men approached the cliff. They seemed to have come from the Lille Road. One was young, the other old. They spoke in whispers; I couldn’t catch their words.”

One was young, the other old. Marguerite’s aching heart nearly stopped—was the younger man Armand, her brother? Was the old one de Tournay? Were these two fugitives unknowingly bait to trap their noble rescuer?

“The two men went into the hut,” the soldier continued, while Marguerite nearly caught Chauvelin’s triumphant chuckle, “and I crept closer then. The hut is rough, so I caught pieces of their conversation.”

“Yes? Quickly! What did you hear?”

“The old man asked the young one if he was sure it was the right place. ‘Oh yes,’ he said, ‘it’s the place for sure.’ By the firelight he showed a paper: ‘Here is the plan he gave me in London. We were to follow it exactly, unless told otherwise—and I’ve had no new orders. Here’s the road we took, the fork, where we crossed St. Martin Road, and here’s the path to the cliff.’ I must have made a sound, for the young man looked out the door, peering all around. Then, when he went back in, they whispered quietly—I couldn’t hear more.”

“Well? And then?” asked Chauvelin, impatient.

“We had six men patrolling that part of the beach. We decided four should stay and watch the hut, while my comrade and I rode back to report what we’d seen.”

“You saw nothing of the tall stranger?”

“Nothing, citizen.”

“If your comrades see him, what will they do?”

“Keep him in sight at all times; if he tries to escape, or a boat appears, they’ll close in, and, if necessary, shoot. The shots will bring the rest of the patrol. They’ll not let the stranger go.”

“Aye, but I didn’t want the stranger hurt—not yet,” muttered Chauvelin grimly, “but you’ve done your best. May the Fates not make me too late…”

“We just met half a dozen more men who’ve been patrolling this road for hours.”

“And?”

“They’ve seen no stranger either.”

“Yet he’s ahead somewhere, in a cart or else…. Here! Not a moment to lose. How far is that hut?”

“About two leagues, citizen.”

“You’re sure you can find it—right away—even in the dark?”

“I’m sure, citizen.”

“The footpath to the cliff—can you find it, even now?”

“It isn’t that dark, citizen. I know the way,” said the soldier confidently.

“Then fall in behind. Let your comrade take both horses back to Calais. You won’t need them. Stay by the cart, direct the Jew to drive straight ahead, then stop him within a quarter-league of the footpath; make sure he takes the shortest route.”

While Chauvelin spoke, Desgas and his men were coming up fast, and Marguerite could hear their footsteps within a hundred yards. She thought it unsafe to stay where she was, and unnecessary—she had heard enough. Suddenly she felt she could no longer even suffer; her heart, nerves, and mind were numb after hours of worry and this final blow.

Now, there was truly no hope. Within two short leagues, the fugitives waited for their brave rescuer. He was on his way, somewhere on this lonely road, about to join them; then the trap would close—two dozen men, led by one whose hatred was as deadly as his cunning, would surround the small group and their daring leader. All would be captured. Armand, as Chauvelin had promised, would be returned to her, but her husband, Percy—whom she now loved and worshipped even more with every breath—would fall into the hands of a merciless enemy, who had no pity for courage, no admiration for a noble soul; only hatred for the clever adversary who had outwitted him so long.

She heard the soldier give a few brief orders to the Jew, and then quickly slipped into the shrubs at the roadside as Desgas and his men arrived.

All fell in noiselessly behind the cart, moving slowly down the dark road. Marguerite waited until she thought they were well out of hearing, then she, too, in the darkness—now seeming deeper than ever—crept forward quietly.




CHAPTER XXVIII. THE PÈRE BLANCHARD’S HUT

Like someone in a dream, Marguerite pressed on; the net was tightening each moment around the life she now cherished above all else. Her only purpose now was to see her husband one more time, to tell him of her suffering, how wrong she had been, and how little she had truly understood him. She had given up hope of saving him: she saw him being slowly trapped on all sides, and, in despair, looked into the darkness, wondering where he would appear, only to fall into the death trap his relentless enemy had laid.

The distant roar of the waves made her shudder; the occasional ghostly cry of an owl or a seagull filled her with indescribable horror. She thought of the ravenous beasts—in human form—waiting for their prey and destroying them, as mercilessly as any hungry wolf, to satisfy their desire for vengeance. Marguerite was not afraid of the darkness; she only feared the man ahead of her, sitting at the bottom of a rough wooden cart, consumed by thoughts of revenge terrible enough to make demons in hell laugh with glee.

Her feet were sore. Her knees trembled from sheer physical exhaustion. For days she had lived in wild turmoil; she had not slept soundly for three nights; she had now been walking on a slippery road for nearly two hours, yet her determination never wavered. She would see her husband, confess everything, and if he was willing to forgive the crime she had committed in blind ignorance, she would find happiness dying at his side.

She must have walked on almost in a trance, her instincts alone carrying and directing her after the enemy, when suddenly her keenly tuned ears detected that the cart had stopped and that the soldiers had halted. They had reached their destination. No doubt to the right, somewhere ahead, was the path leading to the edge of the cliff and the hut.

Ignoring any risk, she crept as close as she dared to where Chauvelin stood with his troop: he had gotten out of the cart and was issuing orders to the men. These Marguerite desperately needed to hear; whatever slim chance she had of helping Percy depended on knowing every word his enemy spoke.

The spot where the party halted must have been about eight hundred meters from the coast; the sea sounded only faintly in the distance. Chauvelin and Desgas, followed by the soldiers, turned sharply right off the road, apparently onto the path leading to the cliffs. The Jew stayed on the road with his cart and horse.

Marguerite, moving with great caution and literally crawling on her hands and knees, also turned to the right. To do this, she had to creep through rough, low shrubs, trying to keep as quiet as she could, scratching her hands and face on dry twigs, focused solely on hearing without being seen or heard. Fortunately, as was common in this region, the footpath was bordered by a low hedge, beyond which was a dry ditch filled with coarse grass. Here Marguerite found shelter; she was completely hidden, yet could get within three yards of Chauvelin as he directed his men.

“Now,” Chauvelin was saying in a low, commanding whisper, “where is Père Blanchard’s hut?”

“About eight hundred meters from here, along the path,” replied the soldier recently directing them, “and halfway down the cliff.”

“Very good. You shall lead us. Before we descend the cliff, you’ll sneak down to the hut, as quietly as possible, and see if those traitorous royalists are there. Do you understand?”

“I understand, citoyen.”

“Now listen very carefully, all of you,” Chauvelin continued, seriously addressing the group, “for after this we may not get another chance to speak, so remember everything I say as if your lives depend on your memory. They might,” he added dryly.

“We are listening, citoyen,” said Desgas. “A soldier of the Republic never forgets an order.”

“You, who will approach the hut, try to peek inside. If an Englishman is there with those traitors—a man tall above the average, or stooping as if to hide his height—give a sharp, quick whistle to signal your comrades. All of you,” he continued, speaking to the soldiers, “then quickly surround and storm the hut; grab each of the men before they can draw their firearms. If any struggle, shoot at their legs or arms, but do not, under any circumstances, kill the tall man. Do you all understand?”

“We understand, citoyen.”

“The tall man is probably also much stronger than average; it will take at least four or five of you to overpower him.”

There was a brief pause, and then Chauvelin went on—

“If the royalist traitors are alone, which is most likely, warn your comrades lying in wait, and all of you hide behind the rocks and boulders around the hut. Wait there in total silence until the tall Englishman arrives. Only then should you rush in, once he’s safely inside. But you must be as silent as the wolf at night, when it sneaks around the sheepfold. I do not want those royalists alerted—a pistol shot, a scream or a call might be enough to warn the tall man to stay away from the cliffs and the hut, and,” he added emphatically, “it’s the tall Englishman whom you must capture tonight.”

“Your orders will be followed exactly, citoyen.”

“Then get going, as quietly as possible; I’ll follow you.”

“What about the Jew, citoyen?” Desgas asked as the soldiers slipped one by one along the rough, narrow path, silent as shadows.

“Ah, yes; I had forgotten the Jew,” said Chauvelin, turning to him. He called out sharply—

“Here, you… Aaron, Moses, Abraham, or whatever your name is,” he said to the old man, who stood beside his wiry horse, as far from the soldiers as he could get.

“Benjamin Rosenbaum, if it please your Honour,” the Jew replied meekly.

“It does not please me to hear your voice, but it does please me to give you orders, which you’d be wise to obey.”

“Yes, your Honour…”

“Keep your mouth shut. Stay here, with your horse and cart, until we come back. You must not make a sound, or even breathe louder than necessary; and under no circumstances are you to leave until I order it. Understand?”

“But your Honour—” the Jew protested, pitiably.

“There will be no ‘but’ and no arguments,” Chauvelin said in a tone that made the timid old man tremble throughout. “If I don’t find you here when I return, I assure you, wherever you hide, I will find you, and swift, terrible punishment will soon follow. Do you hear?”

“But your Excellency…”

“I said, do you hear me?”

The soldiers had all disappeared; only the three men remained on the dark, lonely road, with Marguerite hidden behind the hedge, listening to Chauvelin’s commands as though hearing her own death sentence.

“I hear you, Honour,” the Jew insisted, trying to shuffle nearer, “and I swear by Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob that I will obey your Honour absolutely, and will not move from here until your Honour once again shines your light upon your humble servant; but remember, your Honour, I am a poor old man; my nerves are not as strong as a young soldier’s. If midnight bandits appeared on this lonely road, I might scream or run out of sheer fright! Would I be punished, would some awful penalty fall on my poor old head for something I can’t help?”

He seemed genuinely distressed; shaking all over. He obviously was not the right person to be left alone on such a lonely road. He spoke the truth; out of sheer terror, he might well give the alarming shriek that could warn the cunning Scarlet Pimpernel.

Chauvelin paused to think.

“Will your horse and cart be safe left here alone?” he asked roughly.

“I think, citoyen,” Desgas interjected, “that they’ll be safer without this filthy, cowardly Jew. If something scares him, he’ll either bolt or scream as loud as he can.”

“So what do I do with the fellow?”

“Send him back to Calais, citoyen?”

“No; we’ll need him to bring back the wounded soon,” Chauvelin said grimly.

There was a brief pause—Desgas waiting for his leader’s decision, the Jew whining beside his nag.

“Well, you lazy coward,” said Chauvelin at last, “you’d better shuffle along behind us. Here, Citoyen Desgas, tie this handkerchief tightly over the fellow’s mouth.”

Chauvelin handed a scarf to Desgas, who began wrapping it around the Jew’s mouth. Benjamin Rosenbaum, meek as ever, allowed himself to be gagged; it was clear he preferred this to being left alone on the dreary St. Martin Road. Then the three men moved off.

“Quick!” said Chauvelin, impatiently. “We’ve already wasted too much time.”

Soon, the determined steps of Chauvelin and Desgas, and the Jew’s shuffling gait, faded along the path.

Marguerite had caught every word of Chauvelin’s orders. Her every nerve strained to understand the situation fully, to marshal her famously sharp wits for whatever use they might yet serve.

The situation was dire: a tiny group of unsuspecting men, quietly awaiting their rescuer, who was himself completely unaware of the impending trap. It was horrifying, this net drawn at midnight on a lonely beach around defenseless men—defenseless because they trusted and were unaware; among them were her beloved husband and her dear brother. She wondered vaguely who the other men were, waiting calmly for the Scarlet Pimpernel while death crouched behind every rock.

For now, all she could do was follow the soldiers and Chauvelin. She was afraid of losing her way, or she would have rushed forward to the hut and perhaps warned the fugitives and their brave rescuer in time.

For a moment, the idea flashed through her mind to utter the piercing shriek Chauvelin so dreaded, as a warning. Perhaps they would hear and escape before it was too late. But she didn’t know how near the cliff’s edge she was, nor whether her shrieks would reach the doomed men. If she acted too soon, she would never get another chance. She would be gagged, like the Jew, and taken prisoner by Chauvelin’s men.

Like a ghost, she glided silently behind the hedge: her shoes were off, her stockings torn from her feet. She felt none of this pain or weariness; her unyielding will to see her husband, no matter the odds, suppressed all physical discomfort, and her senses were sharper than ever.

She heard nothing but the soft, steady footsteps of Percy’s pursuers ahead; she saw nothing, except in her mind that wooden hut and her husband walking toward ruin.

Suddenly, those same sharp instincts made her stop in her desperate sprint, and she shrank deeper into the hedge’s shadow. The moon, which had until now kindly remained concealed behind the clouds, suddenly emerged in all its early autumn brightness, flooding the strange, lonely landscape with silver light.

There, less than two hundred meters ahead, was the cliff’s edge, and below, stretching away towards safe and free England, the sea shimmered gently. Marguerite’s gaze lingered on the bright, silvery waters, and as she stared, her heart—numb with pain for hours—softened and filled with tears: not three miles out, sails set, a graceful schooner waited.

Marguerite recognized her by instinct. It was the Day Dream, Percy’s beloved yacht, with old Briggs, the veteran skipper, and her crew of British sailors aboard: her white sails glittering in the moonlight seemed to offer Marguerite a fleeting hope, yet she feared it could never come true. The yacht lay in wait for its master, ready to take flight, but he would never reach her, never stand aboard that familiar deck, never again see the white cliffs of England, land of liberty and hope.

That sight seemed to give the desperate woman renewed strength. There was the cliff’s edge, and below was the hut, where her husband would soon meet his doom. But now the moon was out: she could see! She would spot the hut, run to it, alert them—at the very least, warn them to sell their lives dearly rather than be caught like rats.

She stumbled behind the hedge and sped along the grassy ditch, moving faster and outpacing Chauvelin and Desgas, until she reached the cliff’s edge and heard their steps behind her. Now, lit by the moonlight, her figure must have been visible against the silvery sea.

But only for a moment—then she huddled, like an animal shrinking into itself. She peered down the rugged cliffs—the descent looked easy enough, with plenty of boulders for footholds. Suddenly, as she gazed a little to her left, about midway down the cliff, she saw a rough wooden structure with a tiny red light glowing like a beacon inside. She felt her heart stop for a moment from the intensity of joy, which felt almost painful.

She couldn’t judge exactly how far the hut was, but, without hesitating, she began the steep descent, scrambling from rock to rock, caring nothing for the enemy behind, or the soldiers who must have already taken cover, since the tall Englishman had not yet appeared.

On she went, heedless of the deadly enemies on her trail, stumbling, footsore, half-dazed, but still pressing on… until suddenly a crevice, a stone, or a slippery patch sent her crashing to the ground. She struggled to her feet and tried running again, desperate to give the warning, to beg them to escape, to tell Percy to keep away from this trap. But now she realized quicker footsteps were gaining on her. The next moment a hand seized her skirt, and she fell to her knees, while something was tied around her mouth to stifle any scream.

Disoriented, frantic with disappointment, she looked helplessly around, and, bending close to her, she saw through a haze what seemed like a pair of keen, malicious eyes, their gleam almost ghostly in the darkness.

She lay in the boulder’s shadow; Chauvelin couldn’t see her face, but he ran his thin, white fingers over her features.

“A woman!” he whispered, “by all the Saints in the calendar.”

“We can’t let her go, that’s for sure,” he muttered. “I wonder now…”

Suddenly he stopped, and after a moment of silence, he gave a long, low, chilling chuckle, while again Marguerite shivered at his thin fingers examining her face.

“Dear me! dear me!” he whispered, feigning gallantry, “what a charming surprise,” and Marguerite felt her powerless hand raised to Chauvelin’s mocking lips.

The situation was truly grotesque, if it weren’t so dreadfully tragic: the tired, broken woman kneeling before her enemy, forced to endure his hollow civility.

Her senses began to fail her; the gag was so tight she had no strength left to move or utter even the faintest sound. The excitement that had pulled her body along now vanished, and she was left completely numb, paralyzed by despair.

Chauvelin must have given orders which she couldn’t hear, because she felt herself lifted off the ground: the gag was tightened further, and strong arms carried her toward the red light she had hoped was a beacon—the last glimmer of hope.




CHAPTER XXIX. TRAPPED

She didn’t know how long she was carried along, having lost all sense of time and space, and for a brief moment sheer exhaustion mercifully made her unconscious.

When she became aware again, she felt herself placed as comfortably as possible on a man’s coat, her back resting against a rock. The moon had retreated behind clouds, the darkness deeper than before. The sea roared two hundred feet below, and as she looked around, she could see no trace of the red light from the hut.

She realized they had stopped because she could hear rapid, whispered questions and answers nearby.

“There are four men inside, citoyen; they’re sitting by the fire, and seem to be waiting quietly.”

“The hour?”

“Nearly two o’clock.”

“The tide?”

“Coming in fast.”

“The schooner?”

“Definitely English, about three kilometers out. But we can’t see her boat.”

“The men have taken cover?”

“Yes, citoyen.”

“There won’t be any mistakes?”

“They won’t move until the tall Englishman arrives; then they’ll surround and overpower all five men.”

“Good. And the lady?”

“Still dazed, I think. She’s beside you, citoyen.”

“And the Jew?”

“He’s gagged, and his legs are tied. He can’t move or scream.”

“Good. Then have your gun ready in case you need it. Get close to the hut and leave the lady to me.”

Desgas apparently did as told, for Marguerite heard him crawl away along the rocks, then she felt a pair of thin, talon-like hands take both of hers and hold them in a grip of steel.

“Before I take the handkerchief from your pretty mouth, fair lady,” whispered Chauvelin in her ear, “I should give you a word of warning. Why I have the honor of being followed across the Channel by such a charming companion, I cannot imagine, but I doubt the purpose of your journey flatters me, and I suspect that the first sound you make once the gag is off would serve as a warning to the clever fox I have followed to his den.”

He paused, his grip tightening on her wrist; then in a hurried whisper continued:

“Inside that hut—if I’m not mistaken—your brother, Armand St. Just, sits with de Tournay and two men unknown to you, waiting for the mysterious rescuer who has so puzzled our Committee of Public Safety—the bold Scarlet Pimpernel. If you scream, if there’s a scuffle, if shots are fired, the long legs of that scarlet enigma will take him to safety. My purpose in coming here will fail. On the other hand, your brother Armand can leave with you tonight if you wish, to England or anywhere you like—if you do as I ask.”

Marguerite could not reply; the gag was too tight, but Chauvelin peered closely into her face, reading her response in her hand, for soon he went on:

“All I want you to do, to ensure Armand’s safety, is very simple, dear lady.”

“What is it?” her hand seemed to ask.

“To stay right here, utterly silent, until I give you permission to speak. I think you’ll obey,” he continued with a dry chuckle as Marguerite’s body seemed to stiffen in defiance, “because if you scream, or even make a sound, or try to move, my men—there are thirty of them—will seize St. Just, de Tournay, and their two friends, and shoot them on the spot, right before your eyes.”

Marguerite listened to her unbending enemy in growing terror. Though numb with pain, her mind was active enough to sense the full horror of his dreadful “either–or”: either she stayed still and let her husband, whom she adored, walk unknowingly to death, or, by trying to warn him, she would trigger her own brother’s and three others’ deaths.

She couldn’t see Chauvelin but could feel his cold gaze on her, his whispered words falling on her like a funeral bell.

“No, fair lady,” he added smoothly, “you can have no interest in anyone but St. Just, and all you need do to ensure his safety is to remain silent and stay put. My men have orders to spare him. As for the Scarlet Pimpernel—what is he to you? Trust me, nothing you do will save him. Now, let me remove this annoying gag, to let you be perfectly free in your choice.”

Dazed, her head aching, her nerves paralysed, Marguerite sat in the suffocating darkness. She couldn’t see the sea, but its mournful rush came up from below. Her hopes were dead, her love lost, the husband she had betrayed headed for his death.

Chauvelin took away the handkerchief. She did not scream; she did not even have the strength to stay upright or to think clearly.

Oh, think!—what to do? Time passed; how quickly, she could not tell; she heard nothing, saw nothing, felt nothing—not even the cool, salty air or the sound of the waves or tumbling pebbles. Everything seemed unreal. It was impossible that she, Marguerite Blakeney, queen of London society, sat on a lonely coast at night, side by side with her worst enemy; and impossible, too, that somewhere little more than a hundred yards away, the very man she had once despised—who had become dearer to her every moment—was walking blindly to his doom, and she could do nothing.

Why did she not let out a scream to echo across the beach and warn him to turn back, for death awaited? Once or twice the urge to scream rose up, but then she saw again the terrible alternative: her brother and his companions shot before her eyes, by her own action—she their murderer.

That devil beside her understood human, especially female, nature perfectly. He played her emotions like a skilled musician.

She could not give the warning—she was weak, she was a woman. How could she order Armand’s death, bear his blood on her hands, die perhaps with his curse? And little Suzanne’s father too!—an old man, and the others! It was all too awful.

Wait, wait—how long? The hours passed, but it was still night: the sea still murmured, the autumn wind sighed, the beach remained as silent as a grave.

Suddenly, from somewhere not far off, a strong, cheerful voice sang out, “God save the King!”




CHAPTER XXX. THE SCHOONER

Marguerite’s aching heart seemed to stop. She felt, more than heard, the men on watch readying themselves for the fight. Her senses told her that each, sword in hand, was crouched and ready to spring.

The voice came closer and closer; in the vast loneliness of those cliffs, with the sea’s loud murmur below, it was impossible to know how near or far, or even from which direction, came that cheerful singer who sang for God to save his King, while he himself was in such mortal danger. Faint at first, the voice grew louder and louder; from time to time, a pebble dislodged by the singer’s steady steps rolled down the rocky cliffs to the beach below.

As Marguerite listened, she felt her very life slipping away, as if when that voice came closer, when that singer was caught…

She distinctly heard the click of Desgas’ gun right beside her…

No! no! no! no! Oh, God in heaven! This can’t be! Let Armand’s blood then be on her head! Let her be branded a murderer! Let even the man she loves hate and despise her for it, but God! Oh God! Save him at any cost!

With a wild scream, she jumped to her feet and darted around the rock she had been cowering against; she saw the little red glow through the cracks in the hut; she ran up to it and threw herself against the wooden wall, hammering with clenched fists in almost manic frenzy as she shouted,—

“Armand! Armand! For God’s sake, fire! Your leader is near! He’s coming! He’s betrayed! Armand! Armand! Fire in Heaven’s name!”

She was seized and thrown to the ground. She lay there moaning, bruised, uncaring, but still half-sobbing, half-shrieking,—

“Percy, my husband, for God’s sake, run! Armand! Armand! Why won’t you fire?”

“One of you, stop that woman screaming,” hissed Chauvelin, who barely restrained himself from striking her.

Something was thrown over her face; she couldn’t breathe and was forced into silence.

The bold singer, too, had gone quiet, no doubt warned of his danger by Marguerite’s mad cries. The men had sprung to their feet; there was no need for silence now. The very cliffs echoed the poor, heartbroken woman’s screams.

Chauvelin, muttering an oath that boded no good for her who had upset his most cherished plans, hastily shouted his orders,—

“Go in, men, and let no one escape from that hut alive!”

The moon emerged again from behind the clouds: darkness faded from the cliffs, replaced by brilliant, silver light. Some soldiers rushed to the rough, wooden door of the hut while one stayed to guard Marguerite.

The door stood partly open; a soldier pushed it further, but inside all was darkness, the charcoal fire giving only a dim, red light in the furthest corner. The soldiers paused at the door, like machines waiting for more orders.

Chauvelin, expecting a violent attack from inside and fierce resistance from the four fugitives under cover of darkness, was for the moment paralyzed with astonishment seeing the soldiers just standing at attention, not a sound coming from the hut.

With a strange, anxious foreboding, he, too, went to the door and peered into the gloom, asking quickly,—

“What is the meaning of this?”

“I think, citoyen, there’s no one there now,” replied a soldier imperturbably.

“You haven’t let those four men go, have you?” thundered Chauvelin menacingly. “I ordered you to let no man escape alive!—Quick, after them! In every direction!”

The men, obedient as ever, ran down the rocky slope toward the beach, some going off to the right and left as fast as their legs could carry them.

“You and your men will pay for this blunder with your lives, citoyen sergeant,” Chauvelin said viciously to the sergeant in charge; “and you too, citoyen,” he added, turning with a snarl to Desgas, “for disobeying my orders.”

“You ordered us to wait, citoyen, until the tall Englishman arrived and joined the four men in the hut. No one came,” the sergeant said sullenly.

“But I ordered you just now, when the woman screamed, to rush in and let no one escape.”

“But, citoyen, the four men who were there before had left some time ago, I think…”

“You think?—You?” said Chauvelin, nearly choking with fury, “and you let them go…”

“You ordered us to wait, citoyen,” protested the sergeant, “and to obey your commands exactly, on pain of death. We waited.”

“I heard the men sneak out of the hut not long after we took cover, and long before the woman screamed,” he added, seeing Chauvelin still speechless with rage.

“Listen!” said Desgas suddenly.

In the distance, gunfire echoed, faint and already dying away. Chauvelin tried to peer toward the beach, but as luck would have it, the moon slipped behind clouds again and he could see nothing.

“Someone go in the hut and strike a light,” he stammered at last.

The sergeant dutifully obeyed: he lit a small lantern from the dying coals. The hut was clearly empty.

“Which way did they go?” asked Chauvelin.

“I couldn’t say, citoyen,” answered the sergeant; “they went straight down the cliff, then disappeared behind some boulders.”

“What was that?”

They all listened carefully. Faintly, very far away, they heard the quick, sharp splash of several oars. Chauvelin took out his handkerchief and wiped sweat from his brow.

“The schooner’s boat!” was all he could gasp.

Clearly, Armand St. Just and his three companions had managed to creep along the cliffs, while the men—like true, well-drilled Republican soldiers—blindly and fearfully obeyed Chauvelin’s orders to wait for the tall Englishman, who was the true prize.

They must have reached one of the creeks that jut out to sea at intervals; behind it, the Day Dream’s boat must have been waiting, and by now they were safely aboard the British schooner.

As if to confirm it, a dull boom from a gun was heard out at sea.

“The schooner, citoyen,” said Desgas quietly. “She’s off.”

It took all Chauvelin’s self-control not to turn to undignified rage. There was no room for doubt now: once again, that hated British leader had completely outwitted him. How he managed to reach the hut unnoticed by any of the thirty soldiers posted about, Chauvelin couldn’t imagine. That he’d done so before the thirty men arrived on the cliff was clear enough, but how he’d come over in Reuben Goldstein’s cart all the way from Calais without being seen by any patrols was inexplicable. It seemed as if some powerful fate watched over that daring Scarlet Pimpernel, and his clever adversary almost felt a superstitious shudder as he looked around at the towering cliffs and the lonely coast.

But surely this was the real world, and it was now the year 1792: there were no fairies or devils here. Chauvelin and his thirty men had all heard that hated voice singing “God save the King,” a full twenty minutes after they took cover around the hut; by then, the four fugitives must have reached the creek and gotten into the boat, the nearest of which was more than a mile off.

Where had that brave singer gone? Unless Satan himself had given him wings, he couldn’t have crossed a mile of rocky cliff in two minutes; and it was only two minutes between his song and the sound of the boat’s oars at sea. He must have stayed behind and was hiding somewhere on the cliffs; patrols were still out, so he’d surely be spotted soon. Chauvelin’s hopes rose again.

One or two soldiers who had chased the fugitives were now making their way up the cliff: one reached Chauvelin just as this hope was rekindled in the diplomat’s mind.

“We were too late, citoyen,” the soldier reported. “We got to the beach just before the moon was hidden behind the clouds. The boat must have been waiting behind that first creek, a mile off, but she pushed off some time before we arrived and was already well out to sea. We fired after her, but it was useless. She was heading quickly for the schooner. We saw her clearly in the moonlight.”

“Yes,” said Chauvelin impatiently, “she had pushed off some time ago, you said, and the nearest creek is a mile away.”

“Yes, citoyen! I ran the whole way, straight to the beach, though I guessed the boat would be somewhere near the creek, since the tide would reach there first. The boat must have left minutes before the woman started screaming.”

Minutes before the woman screamed! Then Chauvelin’s hopes hadn’t tricked him. The Scarlet Pimpernel might have sent the fugitives ahead by boat, but he himself had not had time to reach it; he was still ashore, and all the routes were well watched. All was not lost, as long as that impudent Brit was still in France.

“Bring the light here!” he ordered eagerly as he went into the hut again.

The sergeant brought his lantern, and together they searched the little room. Chauvelin’s quick glance took in the cauldron under a hole in the wall, now holding only dying embers, two stools overturned in the rush of departure, the fisherman’s tools and nets lying in a corner, and beside them, something small and white.

“Pick that up,” Chauvelin told the sergeant, pointing. “Bring it to me.”

It was a crumpled scrap of paper, obviously forgotten in the fugitives’ hurry. The sergeant, intimidated by Chauvelin’s impatience and fury, handed it over with respect.

“Read it, sergeant,” Chauvelin said curtly.

“It’s almost illegible, citoyen… a terrible scrawl…”

“I ordered you to read it,” Chauvelin repeated sharply.

By lantern light, the sergeant read the hastily scribbled words.

“I cannot quite reach you without risking your lives or the rescue. When you get this, wait two minutes, then leave the hut one at a time, turn left, and carefully climb down the cliff; keep to the left until you reach the first rock jutting far out to sea—behind it, in the creek, the boat is waiting for you—give a long, sharp whistle—she’ll come—get in—my men will row you to the schooner, and then to England and safety—once aboard the Day Dream, send the boat back for me, tell my men I will be at the creek in a direct line opposite the ‘Chat Gris’ near Calais. They know it. I’ll get there as soon as possible—they must wait for me at a safe distance out at sea, until they hear the usual signal. Don’t delay—and follow these instructions exactly.”

“There’s a signature, citoyen,” said the sergeant, returning the paper.

But Chauvelin didn’t wait. One phrase from the note caught his ear: “I shall be at the creek which is in a direct line opposite the ‘Chat Gris’ near Calais”—that could yet mean victory.

“Who here knows the coast well?” he shouted to his men, now back from their pointless chase and assembled around the hut.

“I do, citoyen,” said one, “I was born in Calais and know every stone on these cliffs.”

“There’s a creek in a straight line from the ‘Chat Gris’?”

“There is, citoyen. I know it well.”

“The Englishman is headed for that creek. He does not know every stone—he could take the long way, or at least be cautious because of the patrols. There’s still a chance to catch him. A thousand francs to each man who gets to that creek before the long-legged Englishman.”

“I know a shortcut across the cliffs,” the soldier said, and with excited shouts, he and the others rushed away.

Within minutes, their running faded into the distance. Chauvelin listened for a bit; the promise of reward was spurring the soldiers of the Republic. The gleam of hatred and expected triumph again appeared on his face.

Near him, Desgas stood silent, waiting, while two soldiers knelt beside Marguerite’s motionless form. Chauvelin shot his secretary a vicious look. His well-laid plan had failed, and the outcome was now uncertain; the Scarlet Pimpernel might still escape, and Chauvelin, overwhelmed with wild rage, was itching to vent it on someone.

The soldiers held Marguerite pinned, though she, poor soul, made no effort to resist. Her exhausted body had finally given out; she lay there in a dead faint, her eyes ringed with deep lines from sleepless nights, her hair matted and damp on her brow, her lips drawn back with pain.

The cleverest woman in Europe, the elegant Lady Blakeney who’d dazzled London society with her beauty, wit, and extravagance, now lay as a deeply pathetic, worn-out, suffering woman. Anyone but the hard, vengeful heart of her enemy would have pitied her.

“It’s useless to guard a half-dead woman,” he snapped at the soldiers, “when you’ve let five able men escape.”

Obediently, the soldiers stood.

“You’d better find that footpath and that broken-down cart on the road again.”

Suddenly, an idea struck him.

“By the way! Where is the Jew?”

“Close by, citoyen,” Desgas replied. “I gagged him and tied his legs as you ordered.”

Nearby, a plaintive moan caught Chauvelin’s attention. He followed Desgas to the far side of the hut, where, collapsed in a heap, tied at the legs and gagged, lay the unfortunate descendant of Israel.

In the moonlight, his face looked ghastly with terror: wide, almost glassy eyes and a trembling body, a pitiful whimper on his colorless lips. The rope around his shoulders and arms had evidently slipped, for it now tangled loosely around him, but he hadn’t moved from where Desgas left him, paralyzed like a chicken staring at a line of chalk.

“Bring the cowardly brute here,” ordered Chauvelin.

He felt vicious, and, since he couldn’t vent his anger on the soldiers who had so punctually obeyed him, the Jew would serve as an excellent scapegoat. With a Frenchman’s deep distrust of Jews—an attitude that lingered for centuries—he wouldn’t go too close, but said with biting sarcasm, as the old man was dragged before him under the moon,—

“I suppose, as a Jew, you have a good memory for bargains?”

“Answer!” he commanded again, as the Jew, lips trembling, was too frightened to speak.

“Yes, your Honour,” stammered the wretch.

“You remember, then, the deal we made in Calais? When you promised to catch up to Reuben Goldstein’s cart, his horse, and my friend the tall stranger? Eh?”

“B…b…but…your Honour…”

“There are no ‘buts.’ I said, do you remember?”

“Y…y…y…yes…your Honour!”

“What was the bargain?”

Dead silence. The miserable man looked around at the cliffs, the moon above, the expressionless soldiers watching, even at the limp, unconscious woman nearby, but said nothing.

“Will you speak?” Chauvelin thundered.

He tried, poor soul, but could not. Yet it was clear he knew what to expect from the stern Frenchman.

“Your Honour…” he pleaded.

“Since terror has frozen your tongue,” Chauvelin sneered, “let me refresh your memory. We agreed—if we overtook my friend the tall stranger before he reached this spot, you would get ten pieces of gold.”

A low moan escaped the Jew.

“But,” Chauvelin continued, “if you deceived me, you’d get a sound beating, one that would teach you not to lie.”

“I did not, your Honour; I swear by Abraham…”

“And all the other patriarchs, I know. Unfortunately, according to your creed, they’re still in Hades and can’t help you much tonight. Now, you didn’t keep your side of the bargain, but I intend to keep mine. Here,” he said, turning to the soldiers, “give this confounded Jew the buckle-end of your two belts.”

As they unbuckled their heavy belts, the Jew let out a howl that could have summoned all the patriarchs to defend him from French brutality.

“I trust you, citoyen soldiers,” Chauvelin laughed maliciously, “to give this old liar the best and soundest beating of his life. But don’t kill him,” he added dryly.

“We will obey, citoyen,” replied the soldiers, as steady as ever.

He didn’t wait to see the orders carried out; he knew these soldiers—resentful after his earlier rebuke—would not go easy on their new target.

“When that coward has had his punishment,” he told Desgas, “the men can guide us to the cart, and one will drive us to Calais. The Jew and the woman can watch over each other,” he added roughly, “until we send for them in the morning. They won’t get far in their shape, and we can’t deal with them just now.”

Chauvelin had not given up hope. He knew the reward would drive his men. With thirty after him, the Scarlet Pimpernel could hardly escape a second time.

But he was less certain: the Englishman’s audacity had beaten him once already, while the soldiers’ stupidity and a woman’s interference had turned what should have been a sure victory into a loss. If Marguerite hadn’t distracted him, if the soldiers had an ounce of sense, if… It was a long “if,” and for a moment Chauvelin stood, silently cursing everyone and everything that had foiled him. Nature, silent and poetic, with bright moon and calm sea, spoke of beauty and rest, while Chauvelin cursed it all—nature, man, woman, and especially meddlesome British foes—with one immense curse.

The Jew’s howls, as he was punished, soothed Chauvelin’s revengeful soul. He smiled—it eased him to know someone else was as tormented as he.

He turned for a last look at the moonlit coast, at the wooden hut, scene of his greatest defeat as a leader of the Committee of Public Safety.

Against a rock on a hard bed lay the unconscious Marguerite Blakeney; a few paces away, the Jew was taking the blows of two heavy leather belts, wielded by the sturdy arms of two Republican soldiers. Benjamin Rosenbaum’s cries were enough to wake the dead, rouse the sleeping seagulls and draw their curious eyes down to man’s cruelty below.

“That will do,” commanded Chauvelin, as the Jew’s moans faded and the poor man seemed to faint. “We don’t want to kill him.”

Obediently, the soldiers buckled their belts, one of them viciously kicking the Jew aside.

“Leave him there,” said Chauvelin. “Now, quickly, lead the way to the cart. I’ll follow.”

He walked over to where Marguerite lay and looked down at her face. She had apparently regained consciousness and was making feeble efforts to sit up. Her large blue eyes stared at the moonlit scene around her with fear and terror; they lingered with a mix of horror and pity on the Jew, whose unlucky fate and wild howls had been the first thing to strike her as her senses returned. Then she caught sight of Chauvelin, tidy in his dark clothes, which seemed almost unruffled despite the night’s excitement. He was smiling sarcastically, his pale eyes fixed on her with a look of intense malice.

With mocking gallantry, he stooped and raised her cold hand to his lips, sending a shudder of indescribable disgust through Marguerite’s weary body.

“I regret deeply, fair lady,” he said in his smoothest tones, “that circumstances beyond my control force me to leave you here for now. But I go, confident that I do not leave you unprotected. Our friend Benjamin here, though a bit worse for wear at the moment, will surely prove a gallant defender of your fair person, I have no doubt. At dawn, I will send an escort for you; until then, I feel sure you will find him devoted, if perhaps a bit slow.”

Marguerite could only turn her head away. Her heart was broken with cruel anguish. One terrible thought had returned with her restored consciousness: “What had become of Percy?—What of Armand?”

She knew nothing beyond what she had heard just after the cheerful song, “God Save the King,” which she had believed was the death signal.

“I, myself,” Chauvelin finished, “must now, very reluctantly, leave you. Au revoir, fair lady. We meet, I hope, soon in London. Shall I see you at the Prince of Wales’ garden party?—No?—Ah, well, au revoir!—Remember me, I pray, to Sir Percy Blakeney.”

With one last ironic smile and bow, he kissed her hand and disappeared down the footpath after the soldiers, followed by the stoic Desgas.




CHAPTER XXXI. THE ESCAPE

Marguerite listened—half-dazed as she was—to the firm, quickly-retreating footsteps of the four men.

All of nature was so still, as she lay with her ear to the ground, that she could distinctly trace the sound of their steps as they eventually turned onto the road. Soon, the faint echo of the old cart’s wheels and the halting gait of the lean horse told her that her enemy was a quarter of a league away. How long she lay there she did not know. She had lost track of time; dreamily she looked up at the moonlit sky and listened to the steady roll of the waves.

The bracing scent of the sea was like nectar to her worn-out body; the vast, lonely cliffs were silent and dreamlike. Her mind remained conscious only of its relentless, unbearable torment of uncertainty.

She did not know!—

She did not know whether Percy, at this moment, was in the hands of the soldiers of the Republic, enduring—as she had—the taunts and jeers of his cruel enemy. She did not know, either, whether Armand’s lifeless body lay in the hut while Percy had escaped, only to learn that the woman he loved had led the bloodhounds to the murder of Armand and his friends.

Her physical exhaustion was so intense that she almost hoped her body would rest here forever, after all the turmoil, passion, and intrigue of the past few days—here, beneath that clear sky, with the sound of the sea and the soothing autumn breeze as her last lullaby. Everything was so solitary, so silent, like a dream. Even the faintest echo of the distant cart had long since faded away.

Suddenly… a sound… the strangest that these lonely cliffs of France had likely ever heard, shattered the silent solemnity of the shore.

It was so strange that the gentle breeze paused, the tiny pebbles stopped rolling down the steep slopes! So strange that Marguerite, despite her exhaustion, thought that the approach of death was tricking her half-sleeping mind.

It was the sound of a good, solid, unmistakably British “Damn!”

The sea-gulls in their nests woke in astonishment; a distant owl let out a midnight hoot, and the proud cliffs frowned down on this bizarre, unheard-of exclamation.

Marguerite could hardly believe her ears. Half-raising herself, she strained every sense to see or hear, desperate to understand the meaning of this very earthly noise.

For a few seconds, all was still again; silence fell once more over the vast, lonely landscape.

Then Marguerite, listening as if in a trance—hardly daring to trust her senses—heard it again; her heart stopped, her wide eyes searched the darkness.

“Odd’s life! But I wish those damn fellows hadn’t hit so hard!”

This time it was unmistakable. Only one very British pair of lips could have spoken those words in such a sleepy, drawling, affected tone.

“Damn!” repeated the same British lips, emphatically. “Zounds! I’m as weak as a rat!”

In an instant, Marguerite was on her feet.

Was she dreaming? Were those stony cliffs the gates of paradise? Was the soft breeze now caused by the wings of angels, bringing tidings of joy after all her pain, or—still faint and ill—was her mind playing tricks on her?

She listened again, and once again, distinctly, she heard the same very earthly sounds—not the whispers of angels’ wings, but good honest British exclamations.

She eagerly scanned the tall cliffs, the lonely hut, the long stretch of rocky beach. Somewhere there, above or below, behind a boulder or inside a crevice—but still hidden from her anxious eyes—must be the owner of that voice, which once had irritated her, but would now make her the happiest woman in Europe if only she could find him.

“Percy! Percy!” she screamed, hysterical between despair and hope, “I am here! Come to me! Where are you? Percy! Percy!…”

“It’s all very well calling me, my dear!” said the same sleepy, drawling voice, “but odd’s my life, I cannot come to you: those damn frog-eaters have trussed me like a goose on a spit, and I’m as weak as a mouse… I can’t get away.”

Still, Marguerite did not understand. For at least another ten seconds she could not imagine where that dear drawling voice, now tinged with weakness and suffering, could be coming from. No one was in sight… except by that rock… My God!… the Jew!… Was she mad or dreaming?…

His back to the moonlight, half-crouched and trying to lift himself with arms tightly bound, the figure struggled. Marguerite ran to him, held his head in both hands… and looked straight into a pair of blue eyes—good-natured, even a little amused—shining from the grotesque mask of the Jew.

“Percy!… Percy!… my husband!” she gasped, faint with joy. “Thank God! Thank God!”

“La! my dear,” he replied good-naturedly, “we’ll both do that soon enough, if you think you can loosen these damn ropes and get me out of this awkward position.”

She had no knife; her fingers were numb and weak, but she worked at the knots with her teeth, tears of joy streaming down onto those poor, bound hands.

“Odd’s life!” he said, as at last the ropes started to give beneath her frantic efforts, “I wonder if it has ever happened before that an English gentleman let himself be bested by a damned foreigner without even attempting to fight back.”

He was clearly exhausted from pain, and as soon as the rope broke, he collapsed in a heap against the rock.

Marguerite looked helplessly around.

“Oh, for a drop of water on this awful beach!” she cried, seeing he was about to faint again.

“No, my dear,” he murmured with his usual good humor, “personally, I’d prefer a drop of good French brandy! If you’ll look in the pocket of this filthy old jacket, you’ll find my flask… I’m damned if I can move.”

After he had drunk some brandy, he made Marguerite do likewise.

“La! That’s better now! Eh! little woman?” he said, sighing in satisfaction. “Well, this is quite an outfit for Sir Percy Blakeney, Bart., to be found in by his lady, no mistake. Begad!” he added, rubbing his chin, “I haven’t been shaved in nearly twenty hours—I must look revolting. And as for these curls…”

Laughing, he pulled off the ugly wig and curls, and stretched out his long limbs, cramped from hours of stooping. Then he leaned in close, peering into his wife’s blue eyes.

“Percy,” she whispered, blushing deeply, “if you only knew…”

“I do know, dear… everything,” he said with infinite gentleness.

“And can you ever forgive me?”

“I have nothing to forgive, sweetheart; your courage and devotion, which I, unfortunately, hardly deserved, have more than made up for that unlucky incident at the ball.”

“Then you knew?…” she asked softly, “all the time…”

“Yes!” he replied tenderly, “I knew… all along…. But, begad, if I had only known what a noble heart you had, my Margot, I would have trusted you as you deserved, and you wouldn’t have had to suffer through all of this, chasing a husband who needs your forgiveness more than you need his.”

They sat side by side, leaning against a rock, his aching head resting on her shoulder. Surely, she deserved now the title of “the happiest woman in Europe.”

“It’s a case of the blind leading the lame, sweetheart, isn’t it?” he said with his old good-natured smile. “Odd’s life, I don’t know which are more sore—my shoulders or your little feet.”

He bent to kiss her feet, peeking out from her torn stockings—moving proof of her endurance and love.

“But Armand…” she said suddenly, fearfully, as the image of her beloved brother—whom she had sinned for—rose before her.

“Oh, don’t worry about Armand, sweetheart,” he said gently. “Did I not promise he would be safe? He, de Tournay and the others are already aboard the Day Dream.”

“But how?” she gasped. “I don’t understand.”

“It’s simple enough, my dear,” he said, with that funny half-shy, half-foolish laugh. “You see, when I realized that brute Chauvelin was going to stick to me no matter what, I thought the best move, since I couldn’t shake him, was to let him come along. I still needed to get to Armand and the others, even though all the roads were patrolled and everyone was watching for me. I knew Chauvelin would be waiting for me here, whichever way I took, after I gave him the slip at the ‘Chat Gris.’ I had to keep track of him as much as he did me, and, honestly, a British head is as good as a French one any day.”

Indeed, it had proven far better, and Marguerite listened in joyous amazement as he described how he managed to free the fugitives right from under Chauvelin’s nose.

“Dressed as the filthy old Jew,” he said cheerfully, “I was sure no one would recognize me. I met Reuben Goldstein in Calais earlier this evening. For a little gold, he gave me this disguise and hid himself out of the way, leaving me his cart and horse.”

“But if Chauvelin had discovered you,” she gasped, “your disguise was good… but he’s so cunning.”

“Odd’s fish!” he replied, “then it would have been over, that’s true. But I had to take the risk. I know human nature pretty well,” he added, a touch of sadness in his lively young voice, “and I know these Frenchmen backward and forward. They hate Jews so much, they won’t even come within a couple of yards. And begad, I think I managed to make myself as disgusting as possible.”

“Yes!—and then?” she asked eagerly.

“Zooks!—then I executed my plan. At first, I left everything up to chance, but when I heard Chauvelin giving orders to the soldiers, I realized Fate was working with me. I counted on the soldiers’ blind obedience. Chauvelin had ordered them, on pain of death, to stay put until the tall Englishman arrived. Desgas had thrown me down by the hut; no one paid attention to the Jew who had driven Chauvelin here. I freed my hands from the ropes they’d tied me with—always handy to have pencil and paper with me—and quickly scribbled some instructions on a scrap of paper. I glanced around, crawled up to the hut under the soldiers’ noses, and dropped my little note through a crack in the wall, then waited. In the note, I told the fugitives to sneak out without noise, make their way down the cliffs to the left until they reached the first creek, and signal for the Day Dream’s boat, which was out at sea not far off. Fortunately, they followed my instructions exactly. The soldiers, just as blindly obeying Chauvelin, did not move! I waited for nearly half an hour; when I was sure the fugitives were safe, I gave the signal that caused all the excitement.”

That was the whole story. It seemed so simple! Marguerite could only marvel at the ingenuity, courage, and boldness that carried out such a daring plan.

“But they beat you!” she recalled, horrified at the memory of that indignity.

“Well, nothing for it,” he said kindly. “While your fate was uncertain, I had to stay near you. Odd’s life!” he added cheerfully, “never worry! Chauvelin won’t gain by waiting, I assure you. Just wait until I get him back in England!—La! He’ll repay me for these bruises—with interest.”

Marguerite laughed. It felt so good to be next to him—to hear his cheerful voice, to watch the mischievous twinkle in his eyes and see his strong arms longing for vengeance.

Suddenly, she started; the happy blush faded, the light of joy vanished from her eyes. She heard a stealthy step above and a stone rolling down the cliff.

“What’s that?” she whispered in fear.

“Oh, nothing, my dear,” he replied with a friendly laugh, “just something you forgot… my friend, Ffoulkes…”

“Sir Andrew!” she gasped.

Indeed, she had completely forgotten the loyal friend who had stood by her through all her trouble. Now she remembered him, guilty and full of remorse.

“Yes, you forgot him, didn’t you, my dear?” said Sir Percy lightly. “Luckily, I ran into him near the ‘Chat Gris,’ before my interesting supper with Chauvelin. Odd’s life! I have a score to settle with that young rascal! In the meantime, though, I sent him on a very long, very roundabout path—one the soldiers would never suspect—that would bring him here about now, just when we need him, eh, little woman?”

“And he obeyed?” Marguerite asked in amazement.

“Without a word of question. Look, there he comes. He stayed out of the way until I needed him, and now he turns up at the perfect moment. Ah! He’ll make pretty little Suzanne an excellent and reliable husband.”

Meanwhile, Sir Andrew Ffoulkes had carefully made his way down the cliffs, pausing to listen for the whispered words guiding him to Blakeney’s hiding spot.

“Blakeney!” he called softly, “Blakeney! are you there?”

Next moment, he rounded the rock where Sir Percy and Marguerite were leaning, and seeing the strange figure still in the Jew’s garb, paused in confusion.

But Blakeney was already on his feet.

“Here I am, friend,” he said, with his silly laugh, “all alive! even if I look a perfect scarecrow in these damn rags.”

“Zooks!” exclaimed Sir Andrew in astonishment as he recognized his leader, “of all the…”

Spotting Marguerite, Sir Andrew managed to swallow whatever swearing he was about to do at the sight of the once-elegant Sir Percy in such shabby disguise.

“Yes,” said Blakeney calmly, “of all the… hem!… My friend!—I haven’t yet asked why you were in France when I told you to stay in London? Insubordination, eh? Wait until my shoulders hurt less, and by Gad, see the punishment you’ll get.”

“Odd’s fish! I’ll take it,” said Sir Andrew with a laugh, “seeing as you’re alive to give it…. Would you have me let Lady Blakeney make the journey alone? But, man, where did you get those clothes?”

“Lud! They are a bit odd, aren’t they?” laughed Sir Percy. “Odd’s fish!” he added, suddenly all business, “but now you’re here, Ffoulkes, we must not waste time: Chauvelin may send someone to check on us.”

Marguerite was so happy, she could have stayed forever, hearing his voice and asking questions. But when Chauvelin’s name was mentioned, she started in alarm, afraid for the man she’d have given her life to save.

“But how can we get back?” she cried. “The roads are full of soldiers between here and Calais, and…”

“We’re not going back to Calais, love,” he said, “just to the other side of Gris Nez, less than half a league away. The boat of the Day Dream will meet us there.”

“The boat of the Day Dream?”

“Yes,” he answered, laughing, “another little trick of mine. When I dropped that note into the hut, I also left another for Armand, asking him to leave it behind. That note will send Chauvelin and his men racing back to the ‘Chat Gris’ after me, but the real instructions were only in the first note, including those for old Briggs. Briggs had orders to go farther to sea, then toward the west. When clear of Calais, he was to send the longboat to a secret creek near Gris Nez. The men will watch for my signal, and we’ll be safely aboard, while Chauvelin and his men sit and watch the creek opposite the ‘Chat Gris.’”

“The other side of Gris Nez? But I… I can’t walk, Percy,” she moaned helplessly, struggling hopelessly to her feet.

“I’ll carry you, dear,” he said simply. “The blind leading the lame, you know.”

Sir Andrew wanted to help carry the precious burden, but Sir Percy wouldn’t trust his beloved to any arms but his own.

“When you and she are safely on board the Day Dream,” he said to his young comrade, “and I know Mlle. Suzanne won’t reproach me in England, then it’ll be my turn to rest.”

His arms, strong despite all he’d endured, wrapped around Marguerite’s frail, tired body and lifted her as gently as if she were weightless.

With Sir Andrew stepping discreetly ahead, many things were said—or rather, whispered—which even the autumn breeze didn’t overhear, for now, it too had gone to rest.

All his fatigue was forgotten; his shoulders must have been terribly sore after the beating, but the strength of his arms and his determination never failed. On and on he walked, his beloved in his arms, and—no doubt, as she lay, at times drowsy, at times gazing up at the familiar, gentle face with the lazy blue eyes and cheerful, warm smile—she whispered many things that soothed his tired muscles and shortened the journey.

The colorful light of dawn was breaking in the east when they finally reached the creek beyond Gris Nez. The boat was waiting; at Sir Percy’s signal, she came close, and two strong British sailors had the honor of carrying my lady to the boat.

Half an hour later, all were aboard the Day Dream. The crew, familiar with their master’s secrets and utterly devoted to him, were hardly surprised to see him arrive in such an outlandish disguise.

Armand St. Just and the other fugitives eagerly greeted their brave rescuer. He did not pause to listen to their thanks but hurried to his cabin, leaving Marguerite happy in her brother’s arms.

Everything on the Day Dream was outfitted with the luxury Sir Percy prized, and by the time they reached Dover, he had changed into some of the fine clothes he always kept aboard.

The only problem was finding Marguerite a pair of shoes, and the little midshipman was delighted when my lady fit into his best pair so she could set foot on English soil.

The rest is silence—silence and joy for those who suffered so much and finally found lasting happiness.

It is recorded that at the brilliant wedding of Sir Andrew Ffoulkes, Bart., to Mlle. Suzanne de Tournay de Basserive, attended by H.R.H. the Prince of Wales and all the élite of fashionable society, the most beautiful woman present was Lady Blakeney, and Sir Percy’s clothes were the talk of the jeunesse dorée of London for days.

It is also true that M. Chauvelin, the official agent of the French Republican Government, was not seen at that or any other social event in London after that memorable evening at Lord Grenville’s ball.


