



[image: Images]










[image: Images]


British screenwriter David Wolstencroft is best known for his work on the TV series Spooks. He is the celebrated author of two spy novels. Simon Mirren has gained global acclaim for his work on the hit TV series Criminal Minds. Together, they sweep the reader away to the realm of the Sun King and the construction of the world’s most beautiful palace. Elizabeth Massie has written several historical novels as well as the novelization of The Tudors TV series.









[image: Images]










1


SPRING, 1667


She was exquisitely beautiful, young and small in stature yet fully a woman with bountiful curves visible through her sheer white chemise. She skipped ahead across the grass, glancing back over her shoulder, giggling, winking. Louis laughed and followed, trying his best to reach her but remaining several steps behind.


Into a labyrinth of hedge-lined pathways she hurried, out of view for a moment then back in again, patches of sunlight kissing her body. He ached with desire for her, every fiber of his body on edge, needing to have this woman. To hold her, to caress her, to take her and have her.


Through a shady grove of orange trees she danced, plucking ripe fruit from a tree as she passed beneath it. She turned and smiled. It was clear she wanted him, too.


Beyond the orange grove was a rise upon which sat a colossal, sun-bright palace, ornate and brilliant beyond imagination, looking as if the Mansion of God Himself had



come down to Earth. Louis’ heart swelled. Though he had never seen this palace before, it was part of him. It was home.


The girl reached the palace and disappeared through an arched doorway. Louis followed and found himself in total, silent darkness.


He stopped.


He waited.


“Kings do not cry, no matter what they face,” came a familiar voice. “No matter what they face.”


He knew the voice. His mother. He turned slowly and she was there in a spear of light, a vision of pride and power, her body spattered with blood. Louis’ younger brother knelt beside her, weeping and clutching her hand.


“Fear is a weakness,” she said evenly. “It can crush a man, destroy him. Even you, my son.”


Louis stood, frozen in dread.


His mother continued, her voice reaching out from the past. “You were anointed by God, blessed by the Sun. But you do not yet possess what really matters. The power. Without it, you will perish, and all of France with you. Of course you are scared. Your mother is dying. The world is on fire. Enemies wait around every corner. If history teaches us one thing it is this – terrible things happen to kings. Which is why you will need the strength of a hundred men. To do whatever it takes. To drag us from the darkness and into the light.”


Louis and his mother locked gazes. He felt he could not breathe.


Then the beautiful girl appeared again, laughing, standing beside Louis’ mother. Both women held out their hands, fingers beckoning. Louis hesitated then reached for the girl.



She pulled away and fled. Again he followed.


Out of the darkness and through bright, lavishly decorated rooms they raced, past marble statues, great portraits, and gilded moldings into a dazzling hallway where countless mirrors clung to the walls. Louis saw fragments of the girl’s reflection repeated over and over – a bare breast, a porcelain-white shoulder, the small of her delicate back. She shrugged the chemise from her body and kicked it free. Naked, she ran into the room at the end of the hall.


“I can see Paradise,” warned his mother from behind. “But you must build it for yourself. And let all the world know. Louis the Great has arrived.”


Louis reached the room to find the girl lying on his four-poster bed, a teasing smile on her full lips. Slowly, she parted her shapely legs.


Louis tore his clothes off, flung himself onto the bed, and mounted the girl. With unstoppable and glorious urgency he forced himself into her. Again. Again.


Again.


He awoke as he came, his jaw tight, fists clutching the linen sheets, rising up into consciousness and the shadows of the bedchamber. His semen pooled on his bare belly, hot then cooling instantly. Sweat bathed his chest; his dark hair made a damp frame for his noble face. His eyes burned. He rubbed them, knowing he was awake yet not wanting to be.


A pre-dawn storm thundered outside the royal hunting lodge, the wind and rain battering the shuttered window. Louis’ loyal valet, Bontemps, sat quietly at the foot of the royal four-poster bed. A man in his middle years, his face was patient and kind.




The dream was fading, but Louis held on to one particular image. “Tell the architect Le Vau that I want to talk to him,” he said. “About mirrors.”


Bontemps nodded.


Thunder rolled beyond the walls. Wind caught its breath then hurled another wave of rain at the window.


More awake now, Louis drew his nightshirt down over his abdomen. “How is my Queen, Bontemps? Everyone tells me it’s going to be a boy –”


There was a sudden crashing of glass from outside. Over the noise of the storm Louis heard horses whinnying and men shouting. Then there were heavy footsteps and urgent, angry voices approaching the King’s bedchamber. A moment later, a pounding on the door. Bontemps hurried to open it; Swiss guards poured into the chamber, followed by anxious courtiers. The guards flanked the royal bed, their faces hard. Louis shrunk back, his heartbeat quickening.


“Guard!” Bontemps demanded. “What business here?”


“An attempt on the King’s life,” said one guard.


“By whom? The Spanish? The Dutch?”


“We do not yet know. Fabien is moving to quell the threat.”


“Bontemps,” managed Louis. “Explain!”


“Sire,” said the valet, his voice tight with concern. “Your bodyguards must escort you to the guard room immediately.” He moved to the window and pulled the shutters back. The King’s royal dressers reached out to remove the King’s nightshirt, but Louis shoved them off. “On whose word?” he demanded. He clambered up and went to Bontemps.


“Away from the window!” shouted a guard.




“I do not know these men, Bontemps!” said Louis.


The guards surrounded the King and moved him forcefully from the window. Louis twisted in their grasp. “I’m going nowhere! And my second son will be born here, in Versailles. While I breathe I will show no fear. I will not leave!”


But the guards would not hear him, and the dressers did their duty. Then the guards hastened the King from the bedchamber and down the dark corridor. Wide-eyed courtiers bowed in pale candlelight as the King passed by. Louis managed to get free of the guards’ hands but was unable to fight the human current that carried him along.


“Where is Philippe?” he shouted. “Where is he? Where is my brother?”
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The King’s younger brother Philippe, known also as Monsieur, drew his lips away and smiled up at the handsome, wavy-haired fellow in the velvet-upholstered chair. Chevalier, the handsome fellow, was dressed in a white shirt and nothing else. All the easier for Philippe to enjoy the delicious feast between the man’s legs. Philippe’s knack for obediently teasing and tasting had Chevalier gripping the chair’s arms and tipping his head back in pleasure.


“God,” said Chevalier through his teeth. “You are good at that.”


Philippe smiled. Of course he was.


There was a sudden hammering on the door. Philippe glanced over dismissively then looked back at the rock hard,



glistening organ before him. He leaned toward it, ready to take it again, but the pounding continued.


A footman shouted through the door, “The King summons you! Monsieur?”


Chevalier scowled. “We heard you the first time!”


Philippe brushed a strand of dark hair behind his ear and gave Chevalier an apologetic grimace. He pushed himself to his feet and shuffled to the door. Chevalier casually pulled at his shirttail and covered himself partway.


Philippe opened the door. “Is the baby born, then?”


“You are to come at once, Monsieur,” said the footman.


Philippe rolled his eyes and yawned. He looked back at Chevalier.


With a wave of his heavily ringed hand, Chevalier said, “I’ll send a for a snack.”


“I couldn’t eat another thing,” replied Philippe. He stepped out into the corridor and pulled the door shut. Before he could complain about the interruption, the footman informed him of the planned attempt on Louis’ life.


Erotic pleasures were instantly forgotten. “Have they caught the men?”


The footman shook his head. “They are still searching, Monsieur.”
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The town square of Versailles was dark, rain-drenched, and deserted, for the town folk had not yet awakened. Fabien, chief of the King’s police force, stood in



the center of the street, holding the reins of four skittish horses. His hazel eyes were narrowed with focus and determination. Another moment. And another. Then, yes! There they were. Four Spaniards, cloaked and furtive, came into view from an alley and turned in Fabien’s direction.


The largest man stopped and looked at Fabien. He jerked his head in the direction of the empty hitching rail at street side. “Where are my horses?” he shouted over the sound of the rain.


“These horses?” called Fabien. He dropped the reins, slapped the horses’ hindquarters, and the animals galloped off.


The man’s face twisted in rage and he stomped through the mud toward Fabien. And at that moment, twenty guards appeared from side roads and surrounded the Spaniards.


“Have you lost your way, gentlemen?” said Fabien.


The large man snarled, clearly aware there was nothing left to do. He roared, grabbed a hatchet and carbine from beneath his cloak, and rushed at Fabien. He did not even have time to stumble on the puddle-rutted road, for at that moment the guards shot him to pieces. He fell into the mud. Fabien stepped on his head to hold him down as he thrashed and died. The remaining three spun about to run but guards blocked their way.


“Drop your weapons!” said Fabien.


The Spaniards tossed their carbines to the ground and stood still, backs to one another as lesser animals gather to protect themselves from predators. Fabien approached them, caught the gaze of the youngest – little more than a boy – and gave him a smile as cold as the rain.
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Louis shrugged off the hands of the guards who tried to keep up with him as he returned to his bedchamber. So many reaching for him, pressed in around him, cloying. Get away! his mind screamed. More faces, staring, true and perhaps feigned concern mingled into one distressing image.


Get away from me!


In his room at last, he stood at the window and leaned on the sill. His breaths were heavy and rapid, clouding the quarry glass and obscuring his reflection. Bontemps, guards, and a handful of courtiers stood at a distance, shuffling nervously. Louis felt their gazes on his back staring, waiting, silently demanding.


Go away….!


Then he heard a familiar child’s voice, a boy’s voice. Faint. Rising up from the past.


“Maman,” the boy whimpered. “Where are we going?”


Louis turned his head and through a blur of distress saw a vision of his mother, Anne of Austria. She bustled anxiously about a lavish bedroom, packing boxes of jewelry into a large chest as a lady-in-waiting snatched gowns and slippers to pack a second chest.


Mother…


“We are leaving Paris,” said Anne, her aristocratic face taut with purpose. “And we are never coming back. Hurry.”


The little boy sniffed. “I’m scared!”


Anne looked at her son, sharply. “Kings do not cry.”




Kings do not cry…


Louis closed his eyes, eased his breathing, and then opened his eyes again. The vision was gone, leaving only his silent subjects watching him. He looked away from them, out the window at the relentless torrents that seemed determined to drown the world.


The door opened and someone entered. Louis recognized the clearing of the throat. “Tell me, Philippe,” he said without turning, “what is going on?”


“Another plot uncovered,” said the King’s brother. “They found four men in the village. Sent to kill you. We must all leave for Paris at once. This lodge is not safe.”


“I decide where I go. I decide what to do.” Louis hitched his head in the direction of the guards and courtiers. “Make them go away.”


“Leave us,” Philippe told the guards. Silently the crowd withdrew from the bedchamber, leaving only the King, his valet, and his brother.


Louis strode from the window to the central table. He leaned on it with his knuckles and studied the wood grain.


“You’ve had the dream again?” asked Philippe.


Louis snarled. His brother knew him too well. “You held her hand,” he said at last.


“You could have done the same.”


“They would not permit me that honor! My own mother…” Louis began to pace from the table and back to the window.


“Who permits the King but the King?” prodded Philippe.


“You will never understand! There is something bigger than you.”




Philippe shook his head and made to leave, but Bontemps held up a hand. “The King has not given you leave.”


“My dear Bontemps,” Philippe scoffed. “I know that look well. And someone is about to get hurt. I rather it was not me.”


Louis pointed a finger at his brother. “They mean to kill me. Let them come. Let them try!”


“The power lies with you,” said Philippe. “Believe it.”


Louis returned to the window. His gaze wandered out through the rain, seeking something beyond the storm, seeking the faint outline of the royal woods in the distance. Slowly the distress of his soul began to fade as he imagined the trees, the rivers, the tangled and beautiful wilderness. “The deer in our woods follow the same tracks as their ancestors,” he said. “Going back hundreds of years. It’s instinct. They simply follow. Once in a while one will turn. But those that challenge never win. For one reason. If you blindfolded me in that wood, turned me around a hundred times, I would find my way back. There’s not a path I do not know, a tree I have not climbed. This is where I hunt.” Louis looked around at Philippe. “You can leave now,” he said brightly.


Philippe and Bontemps exchanged concerned glances as Louis looked back through the rain-drenched window glass.


[image: Images]


At last, as if weary of itself, the rain eased, leaving the town of Versailles chilly and sodden. Flaming torches held aloft by Fabien’s guards flickered and danced, reflecting on the road and the faces of the men.




The remaining prisoners had been beaten without mercy, and could barely stand as guards searched their clothing. There was not much to find, save some coins and a serrated hunting knife. But then a guard discovered a rolled paper in one prisoner’s coat and handed it to Fabien.


Fabien held the paper up to the light of a torch and watched as a complex code became visible along the edge. It was a cipher, a collection of symbols and letters. It was what he’d been looking for.


Glancing up with smug satisfaction, he nodded at the guard with the hunting knife. “Hobble them.” The guard leaned down and slashed the older prisoners’ Achilles tendons with such force that their feet were nearly cut from their legs. The prisoners crashed to the earth, screaming in agony. The remaining boy closed his eyes and prayed.
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Jean-Baptiste Colbert, the royal accountant, was a dutiful man. He sat in his office in the village of Versailles, collecting taxes and recording them in his ledger. Nearing old age, the man had no fondness for others, especially not those from whom he took money, yet his work was paramount. As he waved one smelly exciseman away from his desk and prepared to take the coffer from the next in line, Louvois, the King’s War Minister, burst into the office, followed by Fabien and several guards. Louvois ordered the crowd of taxpayers out and shut the office door.


“You know,” said Louvois, letting out a grunt, “I woke



yesterday in a goose-down bed with a view of my lands five miles to the river. Here, I sleep in a cupboard. We will finish the reckoning in Paris. Safe and sound.” Then to the guards, “Secure the coffers and load the carriages. Four men to each.”


Colbert rose behind his desk. “What is the meaning of this? I have work to do!”


Fabien rubbed at a bloody spot on his jacket. “Four Spanish mercenaries were found plotting an ambush in His Majesty’s hunting grounds. They were prevented from doing so.”


“Good,” said Colbert. “They mean to end our new campaign with a single strike?”


“Madrid is not happy about our desires for the Spanish Netherlands. Neither are the Netherlands, for that matter.”


Colbert swept a hand toward the coffers as the guards began to collect them from the desk. “They may be in luck. We cannot finance a war with this income. We could hardly finance a swordfight.”


“The Queen must have her dowry,” said Fabien. “They did not pay. This is their reward.”


Louvois crossed his arms. “We really are out in the wilds here. Defenses are porous, nonexistent. The sooner we return to Paris, the better.”


Fabien began, “The King is hunting this afternoon, I doubt very much we would leave –”


“I postponed the hunt,” interrupted Louvois. “We can reconvene at Fontainebleau.”


“Surely Monsieur Bontemps must –”


“I do not believe the King or his valet appreciate the full picture of this threat. In any case it’s not up to him. The



ministers, the council, we all must guide the ship. You think the country is governed by one man?”


With that, Louvois ushered the guards and coffers out to the street as Bontemps made his way in. His face was twisted with concern.


“Bontemps,” said Colbert, “is the King informed of this? What does he say?”


“I…do not know.”


Fabien angled his head. “Then where is he?”


Bontemps shook his head. “He told me he would be here.”


Fabien clenched his fists and took a loud breath of air. “Then we must find him.”


As Bontemps spun toward the door, Fabien grabbed his arm. “But,” he warned, “calmly.”
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The pounding of the mare’s hooves were like a heartbeat, rapid, powerful, driving down into the earth and up through Louis’ body so that he felt he was one with the animal, one with the misty morning air, one with freedom. He leaned forward in the saddle, clutching the reins as they galloped along a woodland path of the royal hunting grounds. Yes, Philippe would be looking for him. Yes, Bontemps would be anxious. A search party would have already formed. But they were far behind him, and in this moment he felt the same joy and abandon as he had when a boy.


“Ah!” he shouted to the sky.


Around a bend in the path they went, Louis’ cape lifting



and falling like a great wing. Warblers pecking the ground flew up in a mad spray to get out of the way.


Up ahead the trunks of ancient oaks bowed toward each other, their branches linking overhead, creating a dense, green canopy. Louis dug his heels into the mare’s sides, spurring the animal onward into the lush tunnel. He glanced up at the spots of blue beyond the green then back down again in time to avoid being knocked from his saddle by a low branch. He ducked and laughed at the near calamity.


Onward they raced.


At last the path reached a narrow river and small grove. Louis urged his horse through the underbrush into the clearing and dismounted. He stood in silent awe, breathing in the simple beauty of pink wildflowers, waving grasses, and rippling water. He walked to the riverbank and knelt on the damp ground. For a moment he considered his reflection then cupped up some of the cold water and splashed it on his face.


Freedom. Clarity.


Suddenly his horse snorted, started, and galloped off.


Louis leapt to his feet and spun around.


A wolf was emerging from the undergrowth, lean, mangy, clearly hungry. The animal’s lip lifted in a snarl. Louis tensed and moved his hand slowly to his short sword.


Ah, king of the trees, he thought. You dare challenge the King of France?


From the corner of his eyes he saw two other wolves, equally gaunt and hungry, moving out from the brush, heads low and eyes narrowed. Louis’ fingers wrapped around the hilt of the sword. His own eyes narrowed. He was ready. Let them come.




“What are you doing?” came a furious cry. A horse was there then, skidding to a halt beside Louis, its rider’s face red and angry.


The wolves shivered and ran off.


Philippe slid from his saddle. “You could have been killed, brother!”


Louis released his sword and shrugged. “Perhaps.”


“Perhaps?” Philippe shook his head then chuckled in spite of himself. “Sometimes you surpass even yourself.”


Louis glanced about to make sure the wolves were indeed gone, and then looked back at his brother. What a moment this was, just the two of them. Now he could speak freely.


“You and I have never been more alone than we are right now,” he said. “We will never get this chance again. So I want you to listen. I am about to drag this country out of the darkness and into the light. A new France will be born and this palace will be her mother.”


Philippe’s brows drew together. “What palace?”


Louis pointed north through the trees. “That one.”


“Our father’s hunting lodge?”


“Versailles.”


Horns and barking dogs could be heard back up the path. The search party was closing in.


“Neither one of us chose this,” said Louis. “Fortune may have placed us here. We must build our own destiny. Right here.”


The horns and barking grew louder.


“With great change,” Louis continued, “enemies are quick to follow. We will soon know this for ourselves. I only need to know one thing. In this moment. No matter what. Are you with me, brother?”




Philippe let out a breath.


“Do you have my back?”


Philippe held Louis’ gaze. “Where am I now?”


Louis considered his brother for a moment then nodded, satisfied. Taking the reins he swung up into the saddle then pulled Philippe up behind him. Louis spurred the horse back onto the path as the search party reached them.


“The King!” a guard shouted, but the royal brothers calmly rode past without a word. Fabien, Bontemps, and War Minister Louvois watched silently. Then the search party turned their heavily breathing mounts around to follow.


Back at Versailles, Louis sat down upon a bench in an anteroom to take off his boots as guards and nobles watched, clearly relieved that the King was safe.


“I’m hungry,” Louis said simply as he dropped a boot onto the floor.


Louvois stepped closer, his hands clasped together. “Sire, thank God. The woods and the town are thick with conspiracy. We must get you to Paris at once.”


The other boot dropped. “We are not going anywhere.”


Louvois hesitated. “But – the councils of war – the generals are all waiting for you in the Louvre.”


Louis stood with regal defiance, noticing among the myriad faces the sharp, aquiline countenance of the somber noble Montcourt, whom Louis could not tell was frowning or smiling. “Invite the generals to dinner,” the King said, his attention back on Louvois. “Bring the war here.”
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Fabien found little pleasure in the daintier things of life, but he did savor power. Men who gained power were those who deserved it. Power had its responsibilities. And its privileges.


The youngest of the would-be assassins stood in the center of the poorly lit prison cell. And while youth had its bravado, it also had its emotional weaknesses.


The boy’s bare feet were shackled. His body was streaked with mud, blood, and piss. His face was contorted in an attempt to hide the dread that his trembling arms belied.


On a wooden table lay one of the boy’s co-conspirators, an older man, naked, breathing rapidly and shallowly. He was held in place with leather straps, drenched in sweat and filth, the end of one leg a raw, bloodied stump. On a second table lay the instruments that Fabien found most useful in torture – a hammer, blades, a pair of farrier pliers and other smaller instruments, one a kindly dentist might use in another setting, another circumstance.


Fabien eyed the boy indifferently.


“You will have been given a name,” he said. “A friendly face. What was the name?”


The boy, unable to take his eyes from the mangled fellow on the table, shook his head. His eyes hitched in terror.


Fabien walked to the table with the instruments.


“Only…only Calderon knew!” the boy blurted out. “He said we’d receive word.”


Fabien reached into his shirt and pulled out the map he’d retrieved at the arrest of the assassins. He pointed to the code at the top.




“This?” he asked.


The boy whispered, “I’ve never seen that before.”


Fabien had guessed as much. The boy would talk but it would take a bit more encouragement.


Turning on his heel, Fabien selected the pliers and hammer, weighing them in his hands and then moving to the bound prisoner. He looked at the body to choose the best place to start. Then he slammed the hammer into the prisoner’s lower leg, crushing the bone and flattening it against the wood of the table. The prisoner, who had been nearly unconscious, woke with a hellish shriek. The boy wailed.


The pliers were next. Fabien applied them skillfully to the bones of the man’s forearms, squeezing until they cracked like tinder, and then snapping each finger slowly, methodically. The prisoner screamed the screams of the damned, thrashing against the restraints, pleading to God for mercy. Fabien grinned, feeling much like God, and in no way willing to give mercy to this scoundrel. The boy sobbed mightily, snot and tears flooding his cheeks and chin.


The prisoner died ten minutes later. There was nothing left to recognize him but a thatch of hair at the crown of his head.


Fabien tossed the pliers onto the table and walked up to the weeping boy. He wiped his blood-drenched hands on the young man’s tunic.


“When I return?” Fabien asked in an almost fatherly tone. “The name.”
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Henriette stepped up from the pool, the water sliding in rivulets down the ivory skin of her voluptuous breasts to her flat belly and womanly hips. She ran her fingers through her drenched, sun-colored tresses; shook them out. Two of her ladies moved in then, enfolding her in a robe and following her to the door of the grand pool house.


The pool and pool house were situated on a well-manicured stretch below the royal hunting lodge. Flanked by pruned trees and hedges, they offered refreshment, beauty, and a bit of privacy when privacy was desired. Yet as Henriette glanced up toward the palace she noticed the ugly, one-armed gardener, Jacques, looking in her direction. He paused among the hedges with his trowel, staring long enough for her to know he was watching, and she quickly looked away.


Entering the pool house, she made her way down the hallway to the changing room, her ladies tapping along obediently behind her. As she stepped across the changing room’s threshold, the door suddenly slammed behind her, leaving her baffled ladies in the corridor.


Henriette immediately noticed the white flower petals scattered across the floor. She picked one up and pressed it to her lips. She shivered, not from the damp but from anticipation. Her heart beat faster, and there was a delicious, undeniable current swelling between her legs.


“You look frozen,” said he who had closed the door behind her.


“Quite warm, thank you,” Henriette replied. Then she looked around to face her King, surprised once again how quickly his piercing gaze, dark hair, and raw manliness



could make her feel at once weak, utterly alive, and in love.


She smelled the petal. “Narcissi.”


“Spring has sprung,” said Louis. He reached out and drew her tight against his body.


“Apparently so,” she whispered. She shrugged from her robe and it joined the petals on the floor.


Louis gazed at her body as a painter would gaze at a masterpiece. “How is your husband?”


“Please, do not talk about him now.”


“I like to hear your voice.”


“You made me marry him.”


“How else could I keep you here?” Louis pulled her even closer. Her nipples rose, sensitive, desirous, against the fabric of his shirt.


“What would you have me say?”


Louis nuzzled her neck. “I would have you tell me…” He kissed her mouth then cupped her breasts and licked each, slowly, in turn. “…everything he says and everything he does.” Then Louis dropped to the floor, pulling Henriette with him. She rolled onto her back as he removed his breeches, flung them aside, and straddled her. She watched him, breathed him in – the sensuality, the power. There was nothing more she wanted in that moment than him above her, on her, in her. Louis forced her legs apart with his knees. Ah, she thought, his royal member is more than ready to part my petals.


And so it was.
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Chevalier’s private chambers were a flurry of activity. A young servant boy scurried back and forth under Chevalier’s gruff direction, packing clothes in various trunks as his master sat at the table in a streak of dusty sunlight and dined on platters of oysters, wild duck, and smoked eel.


Philippe stood by the table, watching the boy packing, watching Chevalier eating.


Chevalier tossed an oyster shell onto the table and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “I thought I might have lost you forever. I was worried about you.”


Philippe scoffed. “No, you weren’t.” He nodded at one of the trunks. “And what are you doing there?”


“Tell me you’re not seriously considering staying here another second? They just tried to kill the King. And if they get to him, who’s next?” Before Philippe could answer, Chevalier raised a brow and pointed at him. “Now there’s an idea.”


Philippe drew back. “You would have me die?”


“You are so slow sometimes.” Chevalier shook his head in mock dismay. “The prince, little Louis, he’s always looked a bit…sickly, don’t you think?”


“Stop it.”


“My point exactly. How many children die around here? What chance does this latest one have of making it out of the royal merkin let alone walking to his own coronation? There’s a reason your brother’s desperate for another boy. That’s why everyone around here appears to be willing another male child into existence.”


Philippe glared. He did not want to hear this.




“But don’t you see?” continued Chevalier. “When it all falls down it all comes to you. And what would you do? On that day? With all that power?” He grinned. “What would you be doing right now? Would you consign us to linger in the swamp? No. You would make Paris the capital of the world and we would dine and dance there every night.”


Philippe shouted at the boy. “Put it back. All of it!” The boy flinched and dropped the bundle he was holding.


“No, keep packing!” ordered Chevalier. He draped an arm over the back of his chair and stared at Philippe. “What kind of king goes off hunting alone then gets lost? Your brother has lost all sense of himself. He also lost himself. What a prize idiot.”


Aghast, Philippe slapped Chevalier soundly on the face. Chevalier jumped from his chair, knocking it backward, and drove his fist into Philippe’s chest. As Philippe doubled over with pain, Chevalier grabbed his arm and shoved him onto the bed. The boy turned away and continued packing.


Towering over Philippe, Chevalier spoke through clenched teeth. “What’s this now? You would try to rule me?”


Philippe stared up at his lover, cowed, furious, and greatly aroused by Chevalier’s forcefulness. “You will not talk about my brother like that,” he huffed.


Chevalier snorted and leaned in so his nose almost touched Philippe’s. “You know me by now, mignonette. I talk in any way I choose.” He grasped Philippe’s trousers and yanked them down and off. Philippe was instantly hard. Chevalier unfastened his own belt and smiled darkly. “Judge not a man by his word but by his actions,” he said. “Do not worry. I will be a merciful king.”
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Without announcement, Louis entered the private apartment of his Queen, Marie-Therese. Dark-haired and bright-eyed, the young Queen drew a breath and smiled when she saw him. Her lady-in-waiting curtseyed then stepped back.


The Queen’s chamber was well furnished, yet there hung in the room a sense of joylessness, or loneliness. Louis realized he had not visited his queen a while, but such was the life of a King.


Yet seeing her husband seemed to bring great relief to Marie-Therese. She stepped forward and smoothed her green silk gown over the rise of her belly. She began to speak but then she spied another man, someone she did not know, standing with Bontemps near the door. Her smile fell away.


“This is Masson, your new doctor,” Louis said, indicating the stranger, a balding older man with crooked teeth. “He will attend and deliver the boy when it is time.”


Masson bowed to the Queen.


“Majesty,” Masson said, “I consider this appointment the very apotheosis of honor, both to myself and to my family.”


Marie-Therese looked helplessly at Louis. “Que?”


“She’s from Barcelona,” Louis explained to the doctor. Then, to his Queen, “Do not hide behind your language. It is most unbecoming.”


Marie-Therese frowned, then nodded in apology. She



touched her belly again. “I think he waits for you. When do we go home to Paris?”


“The birthing bed is prepared,” said Louis. “We’re not going anywhere. Wouldn’t you agree, doctor?”


Masson nodded. “Most certainly, Sire.”


Louis dismissed the doctor, and Bontemps ushered him out.


Marie-Therese lowered her voice. Her brows furrowed. “I do not like being cooped up! I am jealous that you’re going to Mass without me.”


“It is for the welfare of the child. As well as your own.”


“Then let us go back to Paris. Confine me there.”


Louis led her to her bed and they sat. He stroked her hair as he would a child needing consolation. He would not, though, consent to her request and she knew it.


“At least, “Marie-Therese said, “make them change the tapestries. You promised.”


“I will.”


“I wish you would keep more promises. My bed is very big without you in it.”


Louis put his hand on her belly and felt a powerful kick.


“Strong!” he said, eyes widening.


“Like his father.”


“Sire,” said Bontemps from the door. “Father Bossuet is calling us to chapel.”


Marie-Therese looked at the floor. She suddenly seemed more anxious than bored. “When the time comes,” she said slowly, cautiously. “I do not want many people here.”


“Why not?”


“I do not feel the same as I did the last time.”




Louis kissed her cheek and the dry tears there. “All will be well. Fear not.” He rose and left his Queen yet again.


Abandoned once more, Marie-Therese thought as the door closed and the King was gone. Any joy she’d felt bled away. She turned to her lady-in-waiting. “Tea,” she commanded. “Bring it now.”


Surrounding her were the silent walls again, the lonely bed, the charmless tapestries. Nothing to make her happy. Nothing, nothing…


Suddenly there was a tickling on the backs of her thighs, and she broke into giggles. She knew it to be…


“Nabo!”


A black African dwarf, dressed in bright and frilly clothing, poked his head out from the pleats of her skirt. “A baby is coming!” he said in his high-pitched voice.


“Nabo, you naughty thing!” the Queen said to her pet, happy for the diversion.


Nabo pushed himself all the way out, hopped to his feet, and bowed dramatically. Then he turned a summersault. The bells on his clothes jingled.


“Bed,” ordered Marie-Therese with a snap of her fingers, and Nabo scrambled to a little bed on the floor and curled up like a puppy.
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Worshippers left the chapel following the Mass, moving out through the ornate wooden doors and into the clouded sunlight. The King stood in the royal box above



the lower pews, watching as the nobles passed by, bowing, curtseying, hoping to be seen by His Majesty, and hoping, in some cases, not to be heard.


Louvois moved along with Philippe and Colbert, speaking quietly. “So sad to be missing the lovely Seine at the time of year.”


Philippe conceded. “We stay for a birth, it would seem.”


“An expectant father,” said Louvois, “and only a year since you lost your dear mother. That can be very hard on a young man. For the good of France we must return to Paris as soon as we can. Surely you agree, Monsieur?”


Philippe waved a fly from his face. “How do you imagine one would persuade my brother of this?”


Louvois shook his head. “I’m sure I do not know.”


Farther back among the worshippers, Chevalier strolled with two stunning beauties, almost twins of one another – the Lady Beatrice, distant cousin to Chevalier, and her breath-takingly lovely daughter, sixteen-year-old Sophie. Beatrice chastised her daughter for her inability to move gracefully.


“Slow down,” said Beatrice. “Eyes up, chin down. You’re either looking or being looked at. Walking is a skill, like dancing.”


Chevalier pursed his lips. “She needs help with that, too.”


“Why does the King ignore her?” asked Beatrice. “She’s the beauty of the court.”


“The King cares more for character than beauty. No wonder he does not look on you.”


Sophie, humiliated, and Beatrice, determined, moved on with the crowd as Chevalier shook his head.


The King watched them all, the gossiping of his subjects sounding much like the chatterings of well-dressed geese. With him were Fabien, Bontemps, and the chestnut-haired



Louise de la Vallière, who, though proper in a gown of pale blue and gold, was clearly nervous about being in God’s House in her condition, and standing so boldly with the one who had put her in that condition.


“Bossuet spoke a beautiful Mass,” Louise said, hoping to get the King’s attention.


“Your piety becomes you, Madame Louise,” said Louis. Without looking at her, he whispered, “I want you.”


Louise nodded. “I serve Your Majesty as I serve God. With all my heart. Yet…yet, Sire, I feel a change in you. I know you. And I see it.”


“You are very dear to me.”


Louise touched her belly. “I…I hope with all my heart it will be a healthy child.”


At last the King looked at Louise. His smile was what she’d hoped for. “No matter what, it will be a child of France. Of that you can be sure.”


Louise stepped closer to the King. He did not put his arm around her but did not move away.


“Fabien,” said Louis with a flick of his finger. “Was that the noble Montcourt I saw with Louvois a moment ago?”


Fabien nodded. “In blue, Sire. Yes. A word about this Spanish plot, if I may –”


But Louis shook his head. “Not now.” He took Louise’s arm and led her from the box.


Bontemps watched them go. “Answer his questions, Monsieur Fabien,” he warned. “But where the King is concerned it is not your place to offer information.”


Fabien scowled. “You would have me remain silent?”


“Yes. Deeply.”
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“So we are being robbed?” asked Louis. He slammed his pen down beside the paper on which he’d been drawing a design for a large, ornate building. He fixed an accusatory gaze on Colbert.


Colbert, seated at the large table with the other black-robed ministers of state, shifted uneasily. At the door, Fabien stood beside a tall, silent Swiss guard, watching, listening.


“Sire?” Colbert asked.


Louis spit air. “The tax revenues you outlined! You heard me. Nantes down seven per cent, Limousin down fourteen per cent, Anjou down twenty-one per cent, Bourbonnais twentyeight per cent, Savoy and Auvergne both down thirty-one per cent, Epernon down thirty-five per cent. Robbery!”


The minsters glanced at one another. Louis shoved his drawing across the table to Bontemps and continued, “They do this because they don’t fear the consequences. What’s worse, they steal from the people of France. In my name. A common thief in a brocade shirt.”


“Sire,” said Colbert, “the expenses you asked for, the royal pension?” He handed the King a large ledger. Louis flipped through it, unimpressed and unmoved.


Louvois folded his hands on top of the table. “Sire, the taxation issue is a tedious mess. I would wish your royal attention be fixed on weightier matters. This is an administration issue and we intend to solve it once we return to Paris. The archives are there, after all. By the time our –”




The King slammed the ledger shut. “Who is our exciseman of Epernon?”


Louvois blinked, but before he could reply, the guard by the door pounded his halberd on the floor. A young, fair-haired messenger entered, bowed, and handed the note to Bontemps.


“Who disrupts our council?” demanded Louis.


“My lady of Ile Saint-Louis,” said the messenger, his eyes trained on his shoes.


Louis turned to Bontemps, for Ile Saint-Louis was Bontemp’s house. The valet cringed and moved to pocket the note.


“Read it,” Louis ordered.


“I…I will, Sire,” said Bontemps. “Once our business is –”


“Then I shall read it!” said the King.


Louis snatched the paper, studied it, and then slowly handed it back. Bontemps read the paper and his face went pale.


“Go at once,” said Louis, his voice softer now. “Take a Swiss guard with you. There are bandits on the road.”


Without a word, Bontemps bowed and left the room.


Louis sat for a moment, looking at the chair where his friend had sat. The council members waited to see if he might shed light on the urgent message that had called Bontemps away. But he did not. Instead, he stood, and pointed across the room at Fabien.


“Find the exciseman of Epernon! Educate him. And let me be clear. The state of these finances will not pass these doors. As far as the world is concerned, our cash flow is strong and the royal purse secure. Perception is all. Is this understood?”


Everyone bowed in affirmation.




“Louvois,” said the King. “Do we know if this exciseman has transgressed before?”


“For that, Sire,” replied Louvois, “we would need the archives. In Paris.”


“Then bring the archives here!”
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The doctor Masson maintained a practice and medical school in his house in the village of Versailles, in a large clinic filled with instruments and smelling of blood and iron, a place where those ailing came for aid and bright young men interested in medicine came to learn. This cloudy afternoon it was Masson’s daughter, Claudine, in the clinic, examining the body of a woman who had recently died. The woman had not been old, but her corpse showed ravages of some undetermined malady. Claudine looked up when her father entered.


“Did you meet the Queen?” Claudine asked breathlessly. “Is she like you thought she would be?”


Masson nodded with a smile.


“And the King?”


“Yes, though taller than he looks in the paintings.”


Masson moved to the table and pinched the corpse’s sallow skin. “The cause of this should show itself under my knife.” He noticed Claudine gazing at the lacerations on the dead woman’s ankles. “And the letting of blood through vivisection purges the body of illness, of course.” Claudine frowned. “Speak, if you must, Claudine. God knows I can’t stop you.”




Claudine was a small thing, but her fortitude and intelligence were sizeable. She leaned on the table and spoke directly. “It seems to me that doctors stand before corpses pronouncing reasons of death. Yet I wonder if they omit the most obvious cause of all. Their own incompetence.”


Masson shook his head. “Strong as a mule, like your mother, and twice as obstinate.”


“And like her I will keep asking. Why it is a peasant woman can birth six children and four of them grow on nothing but roots and straw, yet in that house on the hill children of noble birth suckle wet nurses and fatten on pheasants yet die and die again?”


“Peasants are hardy stock.”


“Do you not think perhaps our medicine could be to blame? If the Lord himself ministered to these children would he drain them of blood?” She pulled dried sprigs from her pocket. “These herbs I carry, they relieve as much pain as letting –”


“Potions and poisons. A midwife’s physic garden.”


“Yes, I’m a midwife. And these are as strong a remedy as any.”


Masson shook his head. “My dear girl. You are smart and kind. But few would see you that way. They see a woman of knowledge who speaks her mind, and the word they use is…”


“Witch. Say it.”


“I will not see you burned!”


Claudine sighed, touched his hand gently, and left the room.


Alone in the hallway, Claudine studied the shelves on which her father had collected body parts in jars and buckets, the



ripe and sometimes festering fruits of his surgeries. Tumors. Gout-swollen hands. Boil-infested feet. Hearts. Bowels. Eyes and tongues. She looked back to make sure her father had not followed then reached into a bucket and scooped out a bloody mass. She wrapped it in a cloth and stole away to her bedchamber. Closing the door, she sat at her table, and opened a journal in which she had made countless sketches of organs and limbs. She unwrapped the cloth, studied the bloody organs, then began sketching on a blank page with the heading, “Female Reproduction: Womb and Uterus.”
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A large board had been set up in the center of the royal lodge’s War Cabinet room. The board was covered with models of castles, fortresses, and tiny soldiers and horses. As a child, Louis would have found these items just right for fun, fantasy play. But to a king war is never a game. War is real. War means the difference between a kingdom and a country of slaves.


Louis stood at the window as his generals worked out a plan, a plan that would carry France into its first war under this King, a war against the Spanish for their arrogant and daring refusal to pay the dowry for the Queen, the Infanta Marie-Therese.


“If we are to emerge victorious in the Spanish Netherlands,” said Louvois, “we must claim our prize with both hands. The north and the east. Two fronts working together.”


Louis frowned. “Two fronts? We discussed the single column.”




“Your Majesty being so preoccupied with other affairs of state, we thought it best to –”


The door opened and Philippe sauntered in, dressed grandly in a red jacket with yellow bows. The generals bowed while Louis crossed his arms.


“Leave me, all of you,” Louis said.


The generals bowed and exited.


Louis walked to the war board, keeping his eye on Philippe. He cocked his head accusingly. “You spent fifty thousand on shoes. I saw the report.”


“Ah, but you haven’t seen the shoes.” He extended his foot, revealing exquisite mules with white heels.


Damn him! Such frivolousness! Yet Louis held his control. He reached out and moved several tiny soldiers closer to Bruges. Perhaps Louvois’s plan had merit. He’d have to think it over. “When I asked you if you had my back, brother, I meant you would guard it, not remove it.”


“You build your palace. I wear my clothes. As you’ve said, perception is everything. But I tell you this. If you let me go to war I would not only have your back, I would bring you glory.”


“What do you know of war?”


Philippe pointed at the board. “Exposing your flanks. Dangerous. Given the terrain I’d think carefully about thinning out along the supply line. A well-timed thrust might just split you in two.” He reached and picked up a piece to move it. Louis slapped his hand away.


“I just want to show you,” said Philippe.


“Put the piece back.”


“It’s glaringly obvious –”




“Give it to me!”


Louis grabbed his brother’s hand. The two fell into a tangle, wrestling for the piece.


“I have your back and what do I get?” shouted Philippe as he twisted in his brother’s grasp. “Respect? Power? No!”


“You get money to throw away!” said Louis.


“The minute you have a chance, you belittle me!”


“Do not forget who addresses you! Give that back! We will not ask again.”


Louis felt Philippe give in. The royal “we” let him know it was time to stop. He handed the piece to Louis. “You never were good at sharing.”


“Go, play,” said Louis. “Some of us men have work to do.”


As Philippe turned away to leave, Louis put the piece back where it had been.
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Angry. God, so angry! Philippe slammed into the private chamber of his wife, Henriette. She looked up from arranging a vase of flowers and it was clear she saw his mood.


“Do you think your brother will like these flowers?” she began. But Philippe did not answer. He grabbed her, tore off her skirt, and flung it aside. Then he reached up beneath her petticoat and ripped down her undergarment.


“I think I want a son,” Philippe said through his teeth as he fingered the damp crevice between her legs.


“Then,” Henriette said, her voice quavering, “then we should say a prayer.”




Philippe pushed his wife back onto the bed and unbuttoned his trousers. “Say what you like,” he snarled. “It’s not going to help you.”
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Louis invited the skilled architect, Le Vau, and the well-respected landscaper, Le Notre, into his private apartment to see the plans he had sketched. The two men stood, considering the huge sheet of paper covered with the King’s drawings.


“As I mentioned to you,” Louis said, feeling ebullient at taking a final step toward his dream, “the envelope should be completed around the entirety of the lodge. Along the full length of the terrace, inside, a great hall of mirrors which should be reflected in the symmetry. We will need to buy in Venice for the glass. The gardens on this side will extend here to here.”


“Very good, Sire,” said Le Notre. “What is this large rectangle here?”


“A very big lake.”


Le Notre touched his chin. His doubtful expression turned Louis’ mood immediately. “Sire, to feed a lake of that size –”


Louis clenched his fists, anger blossoming in his throat. Deep in his ear, he heard his mother’s voice. “You see the problem, of course,” she whispered. “The moment you declare your hand, your enemies may move against you.”


“Sire,” Le Vau said, “there are not enough rivers in Versailles.”




Louis stared at the landscaper. They will obey me! “Then bring the rivers here,” he said sternly.


When Le Vau and Le Notre had been dismissed, Louis walked down to the gardens where dirt-coated men were digging and planting. He stopped before the gardener, Jacques. Jacques saw the King, dropped his trowel, and folded in a bow.


“How long have you worked for me?” Louis asked.


“Six months, Sire,” Jacques said.


“And before this?”


Jacques looked up. “War, Sire.”


“What happened to your arm?”


“Left it on a field in Malines.”


“How forgetful of you.” Louis chuckled. He looked up at the bright sun, savoring the warmth for a moment, and then turned his attention back to the gardener. “What qualifies a soldier for gardening?”


“Skills at digging. Trenches and graves. Those terraces are fortified. Your trees will march in formation. The planning of a garden such as this is not unlike that for a war. Centuries from now, people will walk these gardens and see enduring beauty. A war fought for beauty, against chaos.”


“How much work would it be to dig a lake here? Half a league in length, to the trees?”


“Quite a while. I would need an army, Sire.”


Louis glanced up at the horizon, considered this, then said, “Good day to you.”


“Good day, Sire. May the Queen enjoy a healthy birth. May your dreams be full of wonder.”


Louis looked back at the gardener. “Dreams?”




“My mother once told me, before a man becomes a father he will relive his own childhood.”
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Ile Saint-Louis was a grand mansion in Paris, a vast house filled with dutiful servants and, very often, joy and sunlight. Yet the rooms, as finely furnished as they were, were somber on this bright afternoon. Bontemps’ young son was deathly ill.


The boy, pale and fragile, lay sweating on a cot. Bontemps, who had just arrived from Versailles, embraced his wife – held her for a long moment in a feeble attempt to reclaim a fraction of the time he’d been away – and then knelt beside his son to soothe the boy’s brow with a damp cloth. His heart twisted and tears burned behind his eyes. Smallpox. Oh, dear God.


Two doctors from the King’s court had traveled with Bontemps. They spoke quietly with each other before sitting at the foot of the cot, easing the boy’s feet off the end, and placing a bowl on the floor. Bontemps’ son shuddered when he saw the razor blade in one of the doctor’s hands.


“I…I am feeling much better,” the boy said hoarsely.


Bontemps continued to wipe the boy’s brow. “They must continue their work. They are the King’s men. The best doctors in the land.”


“Father, please.” The boy grabbed his father’s hand and squeezed it as the blade moved to his ankle. “Please. Tell me a story.” The blade sliced into the boy’s ankle and the boy whimpered. Blood flowed into the bowl.




“Once upon a time,” said Bontemps, keeping his voice as steady as he could, “there was a great and glorious King who lived in a beautiful palace in the middle of a forest. His first valet was an honest man who served the King with all his heart. The position came to him by his father, just as one day, he will pass it on…to you.”


“I will work for the King? What will I do?”


Bontemps touched his son’s fevered cheek. “You will be the first man the King sees in the morning and the last he sees at night. You will anticipate his every need so he might continue on his course of greatness with singular courage and purpose. You will meet no other man so wise, kind, and generous. You will be the luckiest man in the world, my son. You will be one of the few to truly know the King’s most private mind. Then one day, you will tell your own son of your journey and pass these blessings on to him.”


The boy licked his dry lips and in a voice only a father could hear, said, “But if I live with the King, when will I ever come home?”
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The whorehouse in Epernon was no different from any whorehouse in any city. While they provided herbs, drugs, and other minor medical treatments, the main treatment was providing men with stinking, hairy cunts and wet, painted lips, both equally adept at sucking hot, angry desire from men with a few coins to spare.


With a bit of questioning, Fabien had learned that the



cheating exciseman was taking “treatment” at this whorehouse.


Fabien had traveled the forty-seven kilometers to Epernon with guards, a leather satchel, and a hatchet. Along the way he’d thought about the King and the threats on his life. Fabien was certain the Spanish had someone inside the court favorable to their cause. He thought about the cipher he’d confiscated from the would-be assassins and the fact that it had still not been translated. He thought about the bald, cheating exciseman and how he wanted the task of dealing with him over and done with.


With a flickering five-branched candelabra in hand, Fabien had searched the foul, narrow corridors and the sweltering whorehouse cells until he found his mark. The exciseman was on a sagging bed with two whores. One whore had her legs spread for another whore whose face was buried in her bush. The exciseman was taking the second whore from behind, slamming into her, sweating hard and grunting even harder.


Fabien cleared his throat. The exciseman looked around, lip twisted in confusion. The whore he was fucking rolled over and jumped to her feet with a screech.


“Hold this,” Fabien said, passing the candelabra to the whore. She took it, her eyes wide.


The naked exciseman fumbled to regain his dignity. He stood and shook his fat fist, his emerald ring on his pinky catching the candlelight. “What is the meaning of this!”


“Arithmetic,” said Fabien. “After what happened to Fouquet, I’d have thought you people would have learned something.” He leapt forward, grabbed the bald man’s hand, and shoved it back against the wall. He whipped the hatchet from his satchel and slammed it against the man’s



hand, cleaving off all five fingers. The exciseman squealed in pain and slid to the floor. Fabien put his knee on the man’s chest and, with the candles from the candelabra, cauterized the finger stumps. As the man howled and clutched his butchered, charred hand, Fabien said, “Remind me now. As a tax collector, you can count, can’t you?”


The exciseman nodded, barely.


“For future reference,” said Fabien, “so can we.”
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The time of the Queen’s delivery was near at hand. She tossed and turned on her bed as evening shadows cut intricate patterns across the floor, breathing hard as the contractions came, irregularly and increasingly painful. Masson and Claudine tended the Queen with steady yet anxious hands. Masson whispered to Claudine that should the baby be a girl, the two of them would need to be prepared to leave. To flee. For their lives might well be at stake.


As Marie-Therese clutched the counterpane and longed for her husband, Louis was in his apartment, preparing for a party and the reveal of something he’d been designing for months. How the court would thrill to his plan! A royal dresser played with the folds of the King’s velvet cape and adjusted the frills of the sleeves. Then Louis considered himself in the mirror a second dresser held before him, turning this way and that.


Fabien stepped as close as was acceptable, determined to give the King his report, his warning.




“Sire,” he said, his voice low. “There are members of court who are willing to sell details of our life to the highest bidder. Giving no thought to the implications for your safety. The Spaniards in your dungeon were confident that the money they spent would give them access to your court.”


Louis looked away from the mirror. “These people you mention would report our business here to others?”


“Undoubtedly, Sire. Do you wish me to act?”


“No.”


“But they came with a cipher that is currently unbreakable. They came knowing there would be a friendly face here. They came confident that –”


Louis held up his hand. “There will come a moment tonight when our Monsieur Montcourt will wish to leave. Let him. Have his horses ready.”


Fabien stepped back and nodded.


“People think us weak,” said the King. “Let them hear that we are strong. Say it once, and all shall hear.” With that, he swept his arm, indicating that Fabien was to take his leave.


The party was underway in the Great Hall, and a lavish affair it was. Hundreds of candles glowed from tabletops and chandeliers. Flowers and feathers adorned the tables. Acrobats flipped and jumped, fire-eaters amazed onlookers by downing flaming torches, and a stringed quartet played in the mezzanine. When the music flowed into a cheerful allemande, partiers stepped to the center of the room to dance.


Fabien stood apart, watching the festivities, arms crossed. A pocket of commotion on the dance floor caught his attention. Chevalier was trying to teach the young Sophie how to dance. She was exquisitely lovely yet without grace,



and the more Chevalier tried to set her feet and arms in the right positions, the clumsier she became. Fabien watched the awkward dance lesson then glanced over at Beatrice, who appeared quite mortified at Sophie’s ineptness. At last Chevalier gave up and brushed Sophie aside in frustration. Philippe stepped in to take Chevalier’s hand, and they danced together quite beautifully. At that moment, Beatrice looked over at Fabien. Their gazes met, held. Fabien felt a rush inside himself, a connection that was both stirring and frightening. She was so beautiful!


Heart pounding, he immediately left the party for the hallway. He was dazed by the look he’d shared with Beatrice. He stood silently, trying to gather his wits. He had work to do, things to get his mind off this. That would be good, that would—


The King appeared in the corridor, escorted by footmen and guards, and he entered the Great Hall with Fabien following.


To the north side of the room was an alcove closed off by a heavy curtain. At Louis’ nod, the footmen drew back the curtain, revealing a large table covered by a richly embroidered cloth. Something large lay beneath the cloth. Chevalier ushered Sophie away from Beatrice to the front of the crowd.


Louis scanned the room then addressed his subjects. “Many of you have been asking why we are still here. The reason is I have a gift for you. A gift we will share. A wonder for the world.” He nodded and the footmen removed the cloth.


Upon the table was the most amazing, enormous model of a palace Fabien had ever seen. It stretched as long and wide as the table itself, and was complete with countless arched windows and doorways, columns, tiny white statuary, and



miniature gardens in stunning detail. The crowd, awed, went instantly quiet.


“Behold the mother of France’s new destiny,” said Louis with a sweep of his arm. “As a mother she will cherish us. As her children we will cherish her. A palace that once your eyes rest upon its beauty, your heart is hers forever.”


Ladies touched their cheeks in amazement. Gentlemen nodded at one another. Fabien glanced at Beatrice saw, again, that she was watching him. His breath locked. And again he looked away.


“From the farthest reaches of the Earth,” the King continued, “men will venture here just to look upon her. And those who do will never forget her. I give you… Versailles.”


Chevalier was the first to make a sound. He laughed then applauded vigorously. The others joined in. The King smiled, buoyed by the admiration.


The crowd moved in even closer to study the model. Fabien turned his attention to Montcourt, who appeared to be fascinated with the model but then backed away and slipped quietly out of the room. Fabien looked at the King. Yes. Louis had seen Montcourt’s exit, too.


Through a darkened delivery tunnel Montcourt strode alone, glancing over his shoulders, moving stealthily between the cold gray walls. His face was set, his thoughts focused and hard. He paused by the wall and removed one loose stone. He placed a small scrolled message into the void, replaced the stone, and stalked away.
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The morning sun had not yet risen when Louis was awakened by Bontemps and told that the birth of the royal child was imminent. Dressed quickly in his burgundy robe, the King hurried along the corridors to the Queen’s apartment, followed by Bontemps, Colbert, and his guards. Louvois, awakened by the tumult, appeared at his doorway as the entourage passed by.


“The Queen?” he asked. Bontemps nodded.


Louvois joined the procession, but as they reached the Queen’s door, the King addressed him. “Your war plans have no merit, Louvois. We cannot expose our flank. Encircle them all, one city at a time. Make for the Rhine, and then north to the sea. Bring me all of it.”


Louvois, taken aback, said, “I…I cannot plan a war this way. We cannot afford –”


“The money is there,” said the King. “And more important, so is the glory.”


Bontemps opened the door. All entered, but before Louvois could join them, the King slammed the door in his face.
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Marie-Therese screamed, the sound piercing, agonized.


The King, Bontemps, Colbert, Masson, and Claudine flanked the birthing bed. The Queen’s ladies-in-waiting, courtiers, several guards, and the Queen’s pet Nabo, stood behind them, filling the room with tangible expectation.



Marie-Therese’s eyes were red-rimmed and exhausted. “Too many people,” she managed. “Too many.”


Then she bore down again, wailed, and pushed. Louis smiled encouragingly. My son. My son is here.


“Here,” said Masson. “The child comes.” He peered into the folds of the blanket where, at last, a baby’s wet head was visible between her legs. The Queen cried out and pushed again. The child was expelled, squawking with life.


Masson stood straight. He blinked.


Claudine, who had been watching closely, stared with terrified eyes.


Masson turned from the bed. “Everyone must leave,” he said.


Louis frowned.


“At once!” said Masson.


Louis jerked his head and everyone cleared the room, leaving only the King, Bontemps, Masson, and Claudine.


“What is the meaning of this?” Louis demanded.


Masson looked at the Queen and baby still hidden by blanket. He swallowed hard. “I…Sire, I –”


“Speak! Where is your tongue?”


Claudine lifted the blanket to shield the sight of the child from the Queen, who lay panting on her pillows. Masson gently picked up the baby. It was a little girl, wailing with healthy lungs.


And the child was black.
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