

  

    

      

    

  




  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  Morganatic marriages amongst European Royalty were often very successful. A morganatic marriage is an approved, legally valid marriage between two people of unequal social rank, usually between a higher-ranking man to a woman of lesser social status, which usually prevents the passage of the husband's titles and privileges to the wife.




  Although any children born of the marriage union are considered legitimate, they traditionally have no claim on the property, titles, etc. of their Royal parent. Essentially a German institution, it was adopted by some dynasties outside Germany, but not by those of France or England.




  Historical morganatic marriages include His Highness Prince Alexander of Hesse, who eloped with Julie Countess Van Hanke, a girl who was not even of noble birth. She was made Her Serene Highness Princess of Battenburg and was the founder of the great and glorious Royal Family of Battenburg-Mountbatten.




  Another, Prince George, Duke of Cambridge and a cousin of Queen Victoria, married Louisa Fairbrother, a graceful dancer, and was very happy with her.




  Finally, His Majesty King Alexander of Greece secretly married Aspasia Manos, the daughter of his father’s aide-de-camp. She was given no rank or title, but unusually their daughter became Her Royal Highness Princess Alexandra of Greece.




  Nowadays times have changed in the United Kingdom and Royals are no longer required to marry Royals and marriages between Royals and those of lesser ranking birth are not considered morganatic. For example, Prince William and his wife Catherine Middleton, a commoner, became the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge upon their marriage on 29th April 2011.




  Camilla Parker Bowles, second wife of The Prince of Wales, legally holds the title Princess of Wales, but at the time that the engagement was announced it was declared that she would be known by the title Duchess of Cornwall, derived from one of the other titles her husband holds as Heir Apparent. It was also stated that if her husband accedes to the throne, she will be known as Princess Consort rather than Queen, although as the King’s wife she would legally be Queen.




  Chapter One




  His Majesty King Maximilian rose from the couch on which he had been lying and put down his glass.




  “I must go back,” he said.




  “Mais non, mon brave!”




  The cry came from the red lips of the woman looking at her reflection in the mirror.




  She was regarding not her face, which was very attractive, but the necklace of large rubies set in diamonds that encircled her white throat.




  “You cannot leave so quickly,” she said.




  Her fascinating accent transformed her slightly common voice into something very alluring.




  Then, as if she thought the protest was not enough, she moved towards the King, letting her negligée of chiffon and lace fall open as she did so.




  “Do you think your present becomes me, mon cher?” she demanded, standing in front of him.




  His eyes were not on the necklace but on the exquisite figure below it, which had already enraptured most of Paris.




  ‘La Belle’, for that was the name by which she was known on the stage, smiled knowingly, and very slowly, with the smallest movement of her shoulders, let her negligée fall to the floor at her bare feet.




  Her skin was very white, her waist tiny and her breasts and hips curved in the manner decreed by fashion, but rarely seen in such perfection.




  She stood dramatically still, watching the King’s eyes roam over her body.




  Then, with an inarticulate little sound, she moved towards him, folding her arms round his neck, her lips seeking his.




  *




  A long time later the King walked to the mirror to tie his cravat.




  They had now exchanged places and La Belle was lying on the couch in an attitude of satisfied exhaustion, while the ruby necklace still gleamed against her white skin.




  “You have made me late,” the King said, “but doubtless the Prime Minister will accept my explanation that I was engaged on important business.”




  “What could be more important than me?” La Belle enquired.




  “The Prime Minister could find quite a number of answers to that!” the King replied with a wry smile.




  Having finished tying his cravat, he looked at the reflection of his own face mockingly, almost as if he enjoyed the cynical lines etched from nose to mouth.




  Watching him, La Belle thought that even were he not a King she would have found him the most ardent and satisfying lover she had ever known and she could speak from long experience.




  Seduced at the age of twelve, she had climbed to stardom by a succession of beds until she appeared in Le Théâtre Impérial de Châtelet, where the King had seen her.




  Her lovers had included Dukes, Marquises and a somewhat obscure Italian Prince, but a King had a glamour that she found irresistible.




  The fact that he was also wealthy and was prepared to make life very comfortable for her was enough to persuade her to leave Paris and come with him to Valdastien, the country over which he reigned.




  There was a private theatre at the Palace where she could dance whenever she pleased to a distinguished audience.




  But she found it more exciting to dance alone for the King in the ‘Château’ where he had installed her, which had been built a century earlier in the gardens of the Palace.




  It was the King’s grandfather who had first housed a mistress there when he was too old to travel to the Capital to enjoy the pleasures that only a beautiful woman could give him.




  To facilitate the arrangement even further, the Château was connected to the Palace by means of an underground passage, which could be entered from the Royal Study through a secret door to which only the Monarch held the key.




  “When will you come again?” La Belle asked, seemingly innocently.




  She listened intently for his answer, never being quite certain what he would reply.




  Even as she waited, she knew that it was foolish to try to tie the King down to a time or even a particular day when he would visit her again.




  Omnipotent, a law unto himself, he valued his independence above everything else and she knew that, if she had been wise, she would have said nothing, but merely waited impatiently as she had done before until he condescended to visit her.




  In all her previous love affairs she had so dominated the men who desired her that she kept them on their knees and could either lift them to ecstasy or spurn them into a despond of despair.




  The King, however, was different.




  Although she knew she excited him and he certainly rewarded her for the enjoyment she gave him, she was never quite sure if tomorrow she would not find herself travelling back to Paris without being given any explanation of her dismissal.




  As he turned from the mirror, she rose from the couch, pulling the soft folds of her negligée round her again, knowing with the wisdom of her trade that it was only foolish women who were abandoned when a man no longer desired them.




  She stood appraising him with her dark eyes slanting a little as he shrugged himself into his tight-fitting coat, which revealed his broad shoulders and the athletic strength of his figure.




  Then she said softly,




  “You are very handsome and when you leave me I shall be counting the hours until I can tell you once again how violently my heart throbs for you.”




  She spoke dramatically, but the King’s lips twisted a little as he recognised the lines from the show in which she had little to say, but which was a success due almost entirely to her dancing.




  It was her dancing as well as her superb figure that had attracted him in the first place, and when he was with La Belle he had often thought that, as with many other women, the less she said the more alluring he found her.




  His eyes flickered over her before he spoke.




  Then he said, as he moved towards the door,




  “I might arrange a performance at the theatre next Saturday evening. I will think about it and if it is possible I will let you know in time for you to arrange a new dance I have not seen before.”




  Before La Belle could reply, he went from the room, closing the door and walking without hurry down the staircase towards the entrance to the secret passage, which was situated at the back of the hall.




  Once she was alone, La Belle flung herself petulantly down on the couch, drumming with her long thin fingers on the curved frame.




  She knew quite well why the King had suggested a dance that he had not previously seen.




  It was because she would have to rehearse it and plan a new costume and thus would be kept fully occupied during the time he had no need of her.




  It infuriated her that he should plan her hours, while she had not the power to draw him magnetically to her so that he could think of nothing else.




  She was well aware, for there had been plenty of people to tell her, that she was not the first woman who had tried to capture him completely and had failed.




  She was the latest in a long line of beautiful mistresses who had come to Valdastien and left, if not in tears, certainly with their egos deflated and forced to realise that they were not as irresistibly attractive as they had believed themselves to be.




  “You will find the King generous, considerate and delightfully passionate,” one of her friends had told La Belle before she left Paris, “but he is also elusive, indifferent to female suffering and invariably and infuriatingly out of reach.”




  La Belle had not believed her, being quite certain that even if the whole world of women had failed to capture the heart of Maximilian, she would succeed.




  Now she knew that while he loaded her with jewels, while he aroused her desire as she was able to arouse his, he was still completely and absolutely his own master.




  She had the uncomfortable feeling that if she died tomorrow, he would order flowers for her grave and then never think of her again.




  She walked to the window, swearing beneath her breath in the argot of the gutter.




  She looked out, but she did not see the beauty of the towering pine-covered mountains or beneath them the green valley with a silver river running like a ribbon through the meadowlands bright with flowers.




  Instead she saw the boulevards filled with people, the gas lamps gleaming above the cafés and the audience piling into the theatre ready to applaud noisily and wildly as she finished her dance.




  ‘I am a fool!’ she said to herself. ‘Why do I not go back and leave him?’




  Because the answer frightened her, she turned petulantly away from the window to gaze again in the mirror at the rubies round her neck.




  She was afraid – like so many other foolish women before her – of losing her heart to a man to whom she was only a beautiful body and a sublime dancer.




  *




  The King, having walked along the thickly carpeted passage decorated with fine walnut panelling from the forests of Valdastien, opened with a gold key the door at the end that led into his study.




  As he locked it behind him, his thoughts were not on La Belle, as she would have wished, but on his Prime Minister, who he was aware would be waiting for him impatiently.




  He was over an hour late for the appointment made earlier in the day.




  However, he had no intention of apologising, for the simple reason that he believed that he ruled by the divine right of Kings and in accordance his subjects from the Prime Minister downwards must accept him as he was without complaint.




  He passed from his study into the enormous Baroque hall, which was one of the finest in the country and famed throughout Europe.




  The Palace had been rebuilt and added to through the centuries and there was little left of the original building erected in the sixteenth century.




  Each Monarch had striven to make it more impressive than the last and other rulers when they came for the first time to Valdastien were filled with envy at the beauty of the Palace and the treasures it contained.




  The King climbed a magnificent gilt and ivory staircase to the anteroom where he knew the Prime Minister would be waiting.




  It had always been traditional that the King received his Ministers there.




  As if to make them realise that they were only a small part of history, the walls were covered with tapestries depicting victories won by previous rulers and the painted ceiling was the finest work of a local craftsman inspired by Italian Masters.




  As the King entered the anteroom expecting to find not only the Prime Minister but also at least a dozen of the Cabinet waiting for him, he was surprised to see that there were only two men standing at the window in the sunlight, but not in fact looking at the view.




  They were talking in such an earnest manner to each other that for the moment they were not aware of the King’s presence.




  Two flunkeys in powdered wigs had opened the door for him and he had the impression, although he could not hear what they said, that they were speaking gravely and almost apprehensively.




  The King had, when he wished to use it, an astute perception about other people and he knew, almost as if a bell rang a warning in his ears, that the Prime Minister’s urgent request to see him was not a courtesy visit but entailed something really important.




  He advanced towards the two men and instantly they stiffened to attention until as he grew nearer they bowed their heads from the neck in the prescribed manner, which was now customary in all the Royal Courts of Europe.




  “Good afternoon,” the King said to the Prime Minister.




  “Good afternoon, Your Majesty. It is very gracious of you to receive the Chancellor and myself at such short notice.”




  The King nodded to the Chancellor, Count Hole, who was a man he did not particularly like and the Prime Minister continued,




  “We have something to discuss with Your Majesty and can only hope, Sire, that you will most graciously listen to us without prejudice.”




  The King raised his eyebrows.




  Then he said,




  “I think this room is somewhat large for an intimate conversation, so I suggest we repair next door, where we shall certainly be more comfortable.”




  “I welcome that suggestion, Your Majesty,” the Prime Minister replied.




  The King led the way back through the door and entered into a small room exquisitely decorated with French furniture.




  Very much at his ease as he seated himself in a high-backed armchair on which the Royal Coat of Arms was embroidered in silk and gold thread, he indicated with a gesture of his hand that the Prime Minister and the Chancellor were to sit down.




  They selected two chairs near to his, with the obvious intention that they would not have to raise their voices when they spoke.




  The King looked from one to the other of his Statesmen before he began,




  “Well, gentlemen? You are making me curious as to what is the momentous problem you have brought me and which for some reason I cannot yet ascertain does not require the presence of the whole Cabinet.”




  The Prime Minister appeared to draw in his breath.




  “The Chancellor and I were anxious, Your Majesty, to speak to you before the problem, as Your Majesty rightly calls it, is brought to the attention of other members of the Cabinet and eventually of Parliament.”




  He paused, looked at the Chancellor as if for confirmation and then continued,




  “Shall I be frank, Your Majesty, and tell you at once, Sire, what we have come to say?”




  “I should certainly prefer to hear immediately what you have to communicate,” the King replied. “As you are well aware, Prime Minister, I dislike long-winded dissertations, which are usually quite unnecessary.”




  “Very well, Your Majesty,” the Prime Minister acquiesced. “It is the opinion of a number of my colleagues, which is shared in the country itself, that the continuity of the Royal Line should be assured, for it would be a mistake to encourage certain nations on our borders to think that, if anything should happen to Your Majesty, they might have a say in the affairs of Valdastien.”




  As the Prime Minister had begun to speak, the King had stiffened and now his voice was quite expressionless, although his eyes were hard, as he said,




  “What you are implying Prime Minister, is that you wish me to marry.”




  “As Your Majesty asked me to be frank, Sire, the answer is ‘yes’!”




  “I am still a comparatively young man.”




  “Of course, Your Majesty. At the same time you have no brothers and without a son the line to which you belong comes to an end.”




  The King was silent, knowing that this was true and, as if he was afraid he had incurred the Monarch’s anger, the Prime Minister went on,




  “The people in the South of our country have been very perturbed at the attempt on the life of King Gustav, which took place three weeks ago. As Your Majesty is aware, the King escaped death by a chance in a million, but there is nothing to ensure that an assassin will not strike again.”




  “What you are saying,” the King said contemptuously, “is that there are anarchists everywhere. They were talking about it in Paris when I was last there and I heard there had even been an attempt on Queen Victoria’s life in England.”




  “That is true, Your Majesty, and here in Valdastien they are not only afraid of an anarchist with some aberration of the brain striking at you, but they know also that Your Majesty is often in danger in other ways.”




  The King knew that the Prime Minister was speaking about his hobbies.




  He enjoyed mountain climbing and prided himself that at thirty-five he could still climb the mountains with the strength and fortitude he had shown ten or fifteen years ago.




  He also enjoyed breaking in the wild horses that were a specialty of Valdastien.




  They were captured in isolated districts of forests and mountains and, when the best of them were brought to the King’s stables, he prided himself in riding those his grooms were afraid of.




  These were just two of his activities that perturbed the Prime Minister.




  But the King, with a cynical smile, knew there was another subject on which the Prime Minister would remain silent, although it was in his mind.




  When he was last in Paris, an irate French aristocrat who swore he had seduced his wife had challenged him to a duel.




  The fact that she had required no enticement, and it was far from being a case of seduction, did not prevent the King from accepting the challenge.




  Although the aristocrat was a noted duellist, who had actually killed two men, he had fallen wounded from the King’s bullet, while the King himself received the merest graze on his arm.




  All Valdastien had been agog with rumour and speculation when the news broke.




  The King was well aware that to the Prime Minister and his colleagues this was another urgent reason for them to persuade him to beget an heir.




  “I do not need to tell Your Majesty,” the Chancellor was saying, “how happy the country has been under your wise rule and how they look forward to many contented years of continuing prosperity, but at the same time – ”




  His eyes met the King’s and he stopped speaking.




  It was almost as if he was afraid to say any more, but waited to receive a response that in its violence might almost be physical.




  Then, as the King tightened his lips as if he proposed to tell the Prime Minister, the Chancellor and everyone else that they could go to the Devil before he would marry, he remembered that there was a far greater menace to Valdastien.




  In Paris last year the Emperor had told him bluntly that he feared the ambitions of Prussia and said that he was certain Bismarck was determined to unite all the smaller German states into an overwhelming Imperial Germany, which would swallow them up one by one.




  The King, who had never thought a great deal of the intelligence of Napoleon III, had not listened.




  Now the warnings, some voiced by other Frenchmen, others conveyed to him in letters from Monarchs reigning over other small countries like his own, seemed to swell up like a tidal wave.




  He could see in his mind’s eye Germany rolling over the map of Europe, swallowing the small Principalities one by one until they formed a Federation that could face Britain and France on equal terms.




  To the Prime Minister’s surprise, the King now said in a very different tone from what he had expected,




  “I will certainly consider your proposition, Prime Minister. I realise that what you are suggesting is common sense and, although I have no wish to be married or to share my throne, I can understand my country’s desire for an heir.”




  The Prime Minister drew a deep breath of relief, which seemed to come from the very depths of his body.




  “I can only thank Your Majesty for your most gracious understanding,” he said in a low voice.




  “I will give it my consideration,” the King said, “and I think I would be wise to call first on the neighbouring countries on our borders with whom we could join to form a firm defensive alliance, should the necessity arise.”




  The Prime Minister, who was a shrewd man, realised exactly what the King was saying.




  He too was afraid of Germany and the ambitions of Bismarck, who, as all Europe knew, was manipulating the weak King William, who was more concerned with his own personal health than his country’s greatness.




  The King rose to his feet.




  “Thank you, gentlemen, for calling on me,” he said. “I will notify you of my plans as soon as I have had time to make them.”




  Elated with the success of their visit, the Prime Minister and the Chancellor withdrew.




  When he was alone, the King sat down in the armchair to stare with unseeing eyes at an exquisite painting by Fragonard on the opposite wall.




  He did not see the graceful figure in a romantic garden or the cupids hovering in the sky above her.




  He saw only the incredible boredom of having to endure the companionship of a Queen, whose only asset as far as he was concerned would be her Royal blood.




  He thought of the dreary, pompous little Courts he had encountered in the past on his journeys round Europe and the Monarchs he had met when either a Coronation or a funeral of one of them obliged him to be present.




  They were all very much the same, very conscious of their own importance, terrified of being deposed and having nothing to talk about but family affairs and the gossip which emanated from other Courts exactly like their own.




  Remembering the indifferent food they invariably served, which the King detested, the uncomfortable beds and long-drawn-out State Ceremonies, he knew that a Queen would bring into his own Palace all such causes of irritation that he had avoided as much as possible.




  At the moment, because he was a bachelor, he was able to keep Court Ceremony down to a minimum and could enjoy himself almost as freely as if he was an English gentleman living on his estate in the country.




  He went hunting and shooting when he wished, entertained only those whose company he enjoyed and left all the pomposity, except for one or two State occasions a year, to his Prime Minister and other members of the Government.




  Thinking it over, he supposed that the people of Valdastien saw less of their Monarch than the people of any other country in Europe and because of it, the King thought mockingly, they were much more contented.




  A Queen would change all that!




  She would expect to appear on innumerable public occasions, she would want to inspect hospitals, receive bouquets and drive in State whenever possible with crowds cheering her.




  She would also interfere with the running of the Palace, which the King considered was quite perfect as it was, because he had a gift for organisation.




  Instead of dining either with his particular cronies or enjoying an evening by himself, reading in his study or going down the secret passage to visit La Belle or whoever else was occupying the Château at that moment, he would have to make desultory conversation with some plain Frau.




  Her ladies-in-waiting would doubtless be plainer and duller than she was and the boredom of it all was unthinkable.




  But the King was well aware that he had little or no alternative.




  He knew the Prime Minister would not have spoken to him unless he had been seriously pressed by other Statesmen, and certainly by the citizens, to preserve them from the German menace.




  Worse still was the prospect of finding a foreign Ruler to occupy the throne should he die without an heir.




  He was aware how the Greeks had searched desperately to find a Monarch to rule over them and had recently elected the second son of the King of Denmark to be King George I.




  However, he knew that if that happened here, Valdastien was too small a country to survive, and he told himself somewhat wryly that it was only fair that he should make some sacrifice.




  He had been reigning for eight years and had enjoyed every moment of it.




  He had been unconventional, but no one had protested – he had been completely selfish in his interests and the people had admired him for it.




  Now, just as every bill had to be paid sooner or later, he had to pay the price for the freedom he had enjoyed, but he considered it a very high one.




  “God knows where I can find a woman I could even tolerate as my wife!” he muttered beneath his breath.




  Almost as if the Devil was taunting him, he saw a procession of Princesses pass before his eyes – tall, short, fat, thin, dark, fair, red-headed – in the King’s eyes they all looked exceedingly unattractive and the idea of touching one of them made him shudder.
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