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Prologue


Midsummer Day’s sun blazed white in the centre of the sky. The sky burned blue to the horizon.


The flagship of the King crossed abruptly from the limpid green of shallow water to the dark indigo of limitless depths.


The galleon’s captain shouted orders; the sailors hurried to obey. Canvas flapped, then filled; the immense square sails snapped taut in the wind. The ship creaked and groaned and leaned into its turn. The flag of Louis XIV fluttered, writing Nec Pluribus Impar, the King’s motto, across the sky. The emblem of Louis XIV, a golden sunburst, shone from the galleon’s foretopsail.


Free of the treacherous shoals, the galleon plunged ahead. Water rushed against the ship’s sides. The gilt figurehead stretched its arms into sunlight and spray. Rainbows shimmered from its claws and from the flukes of its double tail. The carven sea monster flung coloured light before it, for the glory of the King.


Yves de la Croix searched the sea from the ship’s bow to the horizon, seeking his quarry along the Tropic of Cancer, directly beneath the sun. He squinted into Midsummer’s Day and clenched his hands around the topdeck’s rail. The galleon moved with the wind, leaving the air on deck still and hot. The sun soaked into Yves’ black cassock and drenched his dark hair with heat. The tropical sea sparkled and shifted, dazzling and enrapturing the young Jesuit.


‘Démons!’ the lookout cried.


Yves searched for what the lookout had spied, but the sun was too bright and the distance too long. The ship cut through the waves, rushing, roaring.


‘There!’


Dead ahead, the ocean roiled. Shapes leapt. Sleek figures cavorted like dolphins in the sea foam.


The flagship sailed toward the turbulent water. A siren song, no dolphin’s call, floated through the air. The sailors fell into terrified silence.


Yves stood motionless, curbing his excitement. He had known he would find his quarry at this spot and on this day; he had never doubted his hypothesis. He should meet his success with composure.


‘The net!’ Captain Desheureux’s shout overwhelmed the song. ‘The net, you bastards!’


His command sent his crew scrambling. They feared him more than they feared sea monsters, more than they feared demons. The winch shrieked and groaned, wood against rope against metal. The net clattered over the side. A sailor muttered a profane prayer.


The creatures frolicked, oblivious to the approaching galleon. They breached like dolphins, splashing wildly, churning the sea. They caressed each other, twining their tails about one another, singing their animal sensuality. Their rutting whipped the ocean into froth.


Yves’ excitement surged, possessing his mind and his body, overcoming his resolution. Shocked by the intensity of his reaction, he closed his eyes and bowed his head, praying for humble tranquility.


The rattle of the net, its heavy cables knocking against the ship’s flank, brought him back to the world. Desheureux cursed. Yves ignored the words, as he had ignored casual profanity and blasphemy throughout the voyage.


Once more his own master, Yves waited, impassive. Calmly he noted the details of his prey: their size; their colour; their number, much reduced from the horde reported a century before.


The galleon swept through the fornicating sea monsters. As Yves had planned, as he had hoped, as he had expected from his research, the sea monsters trapped themselves in their rapture. They never noticed the attack until the moment of onslaught.


The siren song disintegrated into animal cries and screams of pain. Hunted animals always shrieked at the shock of their capture. Yves doubted that beasts could feel fear, but he suspected they might feel pain.


The galleon crushed through them, drowning them in their own screams. The net swept through the thrashing waves.


Desheureux shouted abuse and orders. The sailors winched the net’s cables. Underwater, powerful creatures thrashed against the side of the galleon. Their voices beat the planks like a drum.


The net hauled the creatures from the sea. Sunlight gleamed from their dark, leathery flanks.


‘Release the pigeons.’ Yves kept his voice level.


‘It’s too far,’ whispered the apprentice to the royal pigeon keeper. ‘They’ll die.’ Birds cooed and fluttered in their wicker cages.


‘Release them!’ If none reached France from this flight of birds, the next flight would succeed, or the one after that.


‘Yes, Father.’


A dozen carrier pigeons lofted into the sky. Their wings beat the air. The soft sound faded to silence. Yves glanced over his shoulder. One of the pigeons wheeled, climbing higher. Its message capsule flashed silver, reflecting the sun, signalling Yves’ triumph.









Chapter 1


The procession wound its way along the cobbled street, stretching fifty carriages long. The people of Le Havre pressed close on either side, cheering their King and his court, marvelling at the opulence of the carriages and the harnesses, admiring the flamboyant dress, the jewels and lace, the velvet and cloth-of-gold, the wide plumed hats of the young noblemen who accompanied their sovereign on horseback.


Marie-Josèphe de la Croix had dreamed of riding in such a procession, but her dreams fell short of the reality. She travelled in the carriage of the duke and duchess d’Orléans, a carriage second in magnificence only to the King’s. She sat across from the duke, the King’s brother, known always as Monsieur, and his wife Madame. Their daughter Mademoiselle sat beside her.


On her other side, Monsieur’s friend the Chevalier de Lorraine lounged lazily, handsome and languorous, bored by the long journey from Versailles to Le Havre. Lotte – Mademoiselle, I must always remember to call her, Marie-Josèphe said to herself, now that I’m at court, now that I’m her lady-in-waiting – leaned out the carriage window, nearly as excited as Marie-Josèphe.


The Chevalier stretched his long legs diagonally so they crossed in front of Marie-Josèphe’s feet.


Despite the dust, and the smells of the waterfront, and the noise of horses and riders and carriages clattering along the cobblestones, Madame insisted on opening both windows and curtains. She had a great fondness for fresh air, which Marie-Josèphe shared. Despite her age – she was over forty! – Madame always rode on the hunt with the King. She hinted that Marie-Josèphe might be invited to ride along.


Monsieur preferred to be protected from the evil humours of the outside air. He carried a silk handkerchief and a pomander. With the silk he brushed the dust from the velvet sleeves and gold lace of his coat; he held the clove-studded orange to his nose, perfuming away the odours of the street. As the coach neared the waterfront, the smell of rotting fish and drying seaweed rose, till Marie-Josèphe wished she too had brought a pomander.


The carriage shuddered and slowed. The driver shouted to the horses. Their iron shoes rang on the cobblestones. Townspeople poured into the street, thumping against the sides of the carriage, shouting, begging.


‘Look, Mademoiselle de la Croix!’ Lotte drew Marie-Josèphe forward so they could both see out the carriage window. Marie-Josèphe wanted to see everything; she wanted to remember forever every detail of the procession. On either side of the street, ragged people waved and cheered, cried ‘Long live the King!’ and shouted ‘Give us bread!’


One rider moved undaunted through the crowd. Marie-Josèphe took him for a boy, a page on a pony, then noticed that he wore the justaucorps à brevet, the gold-embroidered blue coat reserved for the King’s most intimate associates. Realising her mistake, she blushed with embarrassment.


The desperate townspeople clutched at the courtier, plucked at his gold lace, pulled at his horse’s saddle. Instead of whipping them away, he gave them the King’s alms. He handed coins to the nearer people, and flung coins to the people at the edges of the throng, the old women, the crippled men, the ragged children. The crowd formed a whirlpool around him, as powerful as the ocean, as filthy as the water in the harbour of le Havre.


‘Who is that?’ Marie-Josèphe asked.


‘Lucien de Barenton,’ Lotte said. ‘M. le comte de Chrétien. Don’t you know him?’


‘I didn’t know—’ She hesitated. It was not her place to comment on M. de Chrétien’s stature at court.


‘He represented His Majesty in organising my brother’s expedition, but I had no occasion to meet him.’


‘He’s been away all summer,’ Monsieur said. ‘But I see he’s kept his standing in my brother the King’s estimation.’


The carriage halted, hemmed in, jostled. Monsieur waved his handkerchief against the odours of sweating horses, sweating people, and dead fish. The guards shouted, trying to drive the people back.


‘I shall have to have the carriage repainted after this,’ Monsieur grumbled wearily. ‘And no doubt I’ll miss some of the gilt as well.’


‘Louis le Grand puts himself too close to his subjects,’ Lorraine said. ‘To comfort them with his glory.’ He laughed. ‘Never mind, Chrétien will trample them with his war horse.’


M. de Chrétien could no more dominate a war horse than could I, Marie-Josèphe thought. Lorraine’s cheerful sarcasm amused and then embarrassed her.


She feared for the count de Chrétien, but no one else showed any worry. The other courtiers’ mounts descended from the chargers of the Crusades, but Count Lucien, as befitted him, rode a small, light dapple-grey.


‘His horse is no bigger than a palfrey!’ Marie-Josèphe exclaimed. ‘The people might pull him down!’


‘Don’t worry.’ Lotte patted Marie-Josèphe’s arm, leaned close and whispered, ‘Wait. Watch. M. de Chrétien will never let himself be unhorsed.’


Count Lucien tipped his plumed hat to the crowd. The people returned his courtesy with cheers and bows. His horse never halted, never allowed itself to be hemmed in. It pranced, arching its neck, snorting, waving its tail like a flag, moving between the people like a fish through water. In a moment Count Lucien was free. Followed by cheers, he rode down the street after the King. A line of musketeers parted the crowd again; Monsieur’s carriage and guards followed in Count Lucien’s wake.


A bright flock of young noblemen galloped past. Outside the window, Lotte’s brother Philippe, duke de Chartres, dragged his big bay horse to a stop and spurred it to rear, showing off its gilded harness. Chartres wore plumes and velvet and carried a jewelled sword. Just returned from the summer campaigns, he affected a thin moustache like the one His Majesty had worn as a youth.


Madame smiled at her son. Lotte waved to her brother. Chartres swept off his hat and bowed to them all from horseback, laughing. A scarf fluttered at his throat, tied loosely, the end tucked in a buttonhole.


‘It’s so good to have Philippe home!’ Lotte said. ‘Home and safe.’


‘Dressed like a rake.’ Madame spoke bluntly, and with a German accent, despite having come to France from the Palatinate more than twenty years before. She shook her head, sighing fondly. ‘No doubt with manners the same. He must accommodate himself to being back at court.’


‘Allow him a few moments to enjoy his triumph on the field of battle, Madame,’ Monsieur said. ‘I doubt my brother the King will permit our son another command.’


‘Then he’ll be safe,’ Madame said.


‘At the cost of his glory.’


‘There’s not enough glory to go around, my friend.’ Lorraine leaned toward Monsieur and laid his hand across the duke’s jewelled fingers. ‘Not enough for the King’s nephew. Not enough for the King’s brother. Only enough for the King.’


‘That will be sufficient, sir!’ Madame said. ‘You’re speaking of your sovereign!’


Lorraine leaned back. His arm, muscular beneath the sensual softness of his velvet coat, pressed against the point of Marie-Josèphe’s shoulder.


‘You’ve said the same thing, Madame,’ he said. ‘I believed it the only subject on which we concur.’


His Majesty’s natural son, the duke du Maine, glittering in rubies and gold lace, cavorted his black horse outside Monsieur’s carriage until Madame glared at him, snorted, and turned her back. The duke laughed at her and galloped toward the front of the procession.


‘Waste of a good war horse,’ Madame muttered, ignoring Lorraine. ‘What use has a mouse-dropping for a war horse?’


Monsieur and Lorraine caught each other’s gaze. Both men laughed.


Chartres’ horse leaped after Maine. The young princes were glorious. On horseback, they overcame their afflictions. Chartres’ wild eye gave him a rakish air; Maine’s lameness disappeared. Maine was so handsome that one hardly noticed his crooked spine. The King had declared him legitimate; only Madame still made note of his bastardy.


His Majesty’s legitimate grandsons raced past; the three little boys pounded their heels against the sides of their spotted ponies and tried to keep up with their illegitimate half-uncle Maine and their legitimate cousin Chartres.


‘Stay in the shade, daughter,’ Monsieur said to Lotte. ‘The sun will spoil your complexion.’


‘But, sir—’


‘And your expensive new dress,’ Madame said.


‘Yes, Monsieur. Yes, Madame.’


Marie-Josèphe, too, drew back from the sunlight. It would be a shame to ruin her new gown, the finest, by far, that she had ever worn. What did it matter if it was a cast-off of Lotte’s? She smoothed the yellow silk and arranged it to show more of the silver petticoat.


‘And you, Mlle de la Croix,’ Monsieur said. ‘You are nearly as dark as the Hurons. People will start calling you the little Indian girl, and Madame de Maintenon will demand the return of her nickname.’


Lorraine chuckled. Madame frowned.


‘The old hag never would claim it,’ Madame said. ‘She wants everyone to think she was born at Maintenon and has some right to the title of marquise!’


‘Madame—’ Marie-Josèphe thought to defend Mme de Maintenon. When Marie-Josèphe first came to France, straight from the convent school on Martinique, the marquise had been kind to her. Though Marie-Josèphe was too old, at twenty, to be a student at Mme de Maintenon’s school at Saint-Cyr, the marquise had given her a place teaching arithmetic to the younger girls. Like Marie-Josèphe, Mme de Maintenon had come to France from Martinique with nothing.


Mme de Maintenon often spoke of Martinique to the students, her protégées. She recounted the hardships she had endured in the New World. She reassured the impoverished high-born girls that if they were devout, and obedient, as she was, His Majesty would provide their dowries and they too could escape their circumstances.


Monsieur interrupted Marie-Josèphe. ‘Do you use the skin cream I gave you?’ He peered at her over his pomander. His complexion was very fair. He whitened it further with powder, and accentuated his fairness with black beauty patches at his cheekbone and beside his mouth. ‘It’s the finest in the world – but it won’t work if you insist on staying out in the sun!’


‘Papa, don’t be mean,’ Lotte said. ‘Marie-Josèphe’s complexion is ever so much paler than when she arrived.’


‘Thanks to my skin cream,’ Monsieur said.


‘Let her be,’ Madame said. ‘There’s no shame in being a little leaf-rustler, as I was. As His Majesty says, no one at court enjoys the gardens anymore. Except me, and now Mlle de la Croix. What were you saying a moment ago?’


‘It was nothing, Madame,’ Marie-Josèphe said, grateful that Monsieur had interrupted her before she expressed her opinion of Mme de Maintenon. Expressing one’s opinion at court was a gamble, and speaking kindly of Mme de Maintenon in Madame’s presence was foolhardy.


‘Whoa!’ the coachman cried. The coach lurched to a halt. Marie-Josèphe slid forward, nearly falling from the seat. Her ankles touched the elegant long legs of the chevalier de Lorraine. Lorraine took her arm, most chivalrously, and continued to hold her when the coach steadied. His leg brushed against hers. He smiled down at her. Marie-Josèphe smiled back, then lowered her gaze, embarrassed by her thoughts. The chevalier was devastatingly handsome, despite being an old man. He was fifty-five, the same age as the King. He wore a long black wig, just like His Majesty’s. His eyes were blazing blue. Marie-Josèphe drew back to give him more room. He shifted, seeking a comfortable position. His legs pressed her feet, trapping them against the base of the carriage seat.


‘Sit up straight, sir!’ Madame said. ‘No one gave you leave to lie supine in my presence.’


Monsieur patted the chevalier de Lorraine’s knee.


‘I give Lorraine leave to stretch, my dear,’ he said. ‘My friend is too tall for my coach.’


‘And I’m too fat for it,’ Madame said. ‘But I don’t demand the entire seat.’


Lorraine drew himself up. The top of his wig brushed the roof.


‘I do beg Madame’s pardon.’ He picked up his plumed hat and opened the door. As he stepped to the street, he drew the egret feathers across Marie-Josèphe’s wrist.


Monsieur hurried after him.


Marie-Josèphe regained her breath and returned her attention to Madame and Lotte, where it belonged. ‘I’ll ride back to Versailles with Yves,’ she said quickly. ‘Everyone will have more room on the way home.’


‘Dear child,’ Madame said, ‘that had nothing to do with the size of the coach.’ She rose and climbed out. Monsieur handed her down, and Lorraine assisted Lotte. Marie-Josèphe followed quickly, anxious to see her brother again. Lorraine waited for her, treating her as if she were nearly on a level with the family of the brother of the King. He gave her his hand. His attentions both thrilled and embarrassed her. He left her off-balance. Nothing in Martinique had ever embarrassed her, when she had lived a quiet life keeping her brother’s house and helping in his experiments and reading books on all manner of subjects.


She stepped into the street beside Madame, who was far too stately to acknowledge the dirt and the smells. The King wished to meet his expedition at the waterfront, and Madame was a part of his court, so Madame accompanied him and did not complain.


Marie-Josèphe smiled to herself. Madame did not complain in public. In private the Princess Palatine used plain speech and seldom held back her opinions about anything.


Monsieur touched Lorraine’s elbow. Lorraine bowed over Marie-Josèphe’s hand. He joined Monsieur, but Madame had claimed her place at her husband’s side. Chartres leaped from his horse, threw the reins to a footman, and offered his arm to his sister.


Marie-Josèphe curtsied and stepped back. She must find her proper place at the end of the line of precedence.


‘Come with us, Mlle de la Croix,’ Madame said. ‘The chevalier will escort you.’


‘But, Madame—!’


‘I know what it is, to miss your family. I haven’t visited mine since I came to France twenty years ago. Come with us, and you won’t miss your brother a moment longer than necessary.’


With gratitude and wonder, Marie-Josèphe stooped and kissed the hem of Madame’s gown. Next to her, Lorraine bowed to Madame and Monsieur. Marie-Josèphe rose. To her surprise, the chevalier kissed Monsieur’s hand, not Madame’s. The chevalier de Lorraine offered Marie-Josèphe his arm, smiling his charming, enigmatic smile.


Entranced, Marie-Josèphe found herself near the front of the extravagant procession, where she had no right to be, in the company of one of the most handsome men at court.


The King’s carriage stood at the head of a line of fifty coaches. The gold sunburst gleamed from its door. Eight horses stamped and snorted and jingled their harness. They were white, with coin-sized black spots. The Emperor of China had sent the spotted stallions to his brother monarch for his coach, and spotted ponies for his grandsons.


‘Be careful, Mlle de la Croix,’ Lorraine said softly as they passed the magnificent team. The pungent smell of horse sweat mixed with the odour of fish and seaweed. ‘Those creatures are part leopard, and eat meat.’


‘That’s absurd, sir,’ Marie-Josèphe said. ‘No horse can breed with a leopard.’


‘Don’t you believe in gryphons—’


‘The world holds unknown creatures, but they’re natural beings—’


‘—or chimeras—’


‘—not mixtures of eagles and lions—’


‘—or sea monsters?’


‘—or demons and human beings!’


‘I forget, you study alchemy, as your brother does.’


‘Not alchemy, sir! He studies natural philosophy.’


‘And leaves the alchemy to you – the alchemy of beauty.’


‘Truly, sir, neither of us studies alchemy. He studies natural philosophy. I study a little mathematics.’


Lorraine smiled again. ‘I see no difference.’ She would have explained that unlike an alchemist, a natural philosopher cared nothing about immortality, or the transmutation of base metals to gold, but Lorraine dismissed the question with a shrug. ‘The fault of my small understanding. Mathematics – do you mean arithmetic? How dangerous. If I studied arithmetic, I should have to add up all my debts.’ He shuddered, leaned over, and whispered, ‘You are so beautiful, I forget you engage in . . . unusual . . . activities.’


Marie-Josèphe blushed. ‘I’ve had no occasion to assist my brother since he left Martinique.’ Nor to study mathematics, she thought with regret.


Young noblemen leaped from their horses; their fathers and mothers and sisters stepped down from their carriages. The dukes and peers and the duchesses of France, the foreign princes, the courtiers of Versailles in their finery, arranged themselves in order of precedence to salute their King.


Beside the King’s carriage, the count de Chrétien slid down from his grey Arabian. The other men of Count Lucien’s rank all carried swords; a short dirk hung from his belt. He stood below the height of fashion in other ways. Despite his gold-embroidered blue coat, the sign of a favoured courtier, he wore neither lace nor ribbons at his throat. Instead, he wore an informal steinkirk scarf, its end tucked into a buttonhole. His small moustache resembled that of an army officer. Chartres still gloried in his success on the summer’s campaign, but all the other courtiers stayed clean-shaven like the King. Count Lucien’s perruke was auburn, knotted at the back of his neck in the military style. It should be black like the King’s; it should fall in great curls over his shoulders. Marie-Josèphe supposed that someone who enjoyed the King’s favour could dispense with fashion, but she thought it foolish, even ridiculous, for the Count de Chrétien to dress and groom himself like a captain of the army.


Leaning on his ebony walking stick, Count Lucien gestured to six footmen. They unrolled a gold and scarlet silk rug along the wharf, so His Majesty would be in no danger of coming in contact with slime or fish guts.


The courtiers formed a double line, flanking the Persian carpet, smiling and hiding their envy of Count Lucien, whom the King favoured, who served His Majesty so closely.


Marie-Josèphe found herself near the King’s carriage, separated from it only by a few members of His Majesty’s immediate family. The legitimate offspring of His Majesty stood nearest to the King, of course. Madame marched past Maine and his wife and his brother, insisting on her family’s precedence before the children His Majesty had declared legitimate.


Count Lucien called for the sedan chairs. Four carriers in the King’s livery brought his chair, and four more brought Mme de Maintenon’s.


Count Lucien opened the door of His Majesty’s carriage.


Marie-Josèphe’s heart beat fast. She stood almost close enough to touch the King, except that the carriage door was in the way. Its golden sunburst gazed at her impassively. She caught a glimpse of the sleeve of the King’s dark brown coat, of the white plumes on his hat, of the red high heels of his polished shoes. His Majesty acknowledged the cheering crowd.


One ragged fellow pushed forward. ‘Give us bread!’ he shouted. ‘Your taxes starve our families!’


The musketeers spurred their horses toward him. His compatriots pulled him back into the crowd. He disappeared. His desperate shouts ended in a muffled curse. The King paid him no attention. Following His Majesty’s example, everyone pretended the incident had never occurred.


His Majesty entered the sedan chair without stepping on the ground or on the Persian rug.


Mme de Maintenon, drab in her black gown and simply-dressed hair, entered the second sedan chair. Everyone said she had been a great beauty and a great wit, when the King married her in secret – or, as some claimed (and Madame believed), made her his mistress. Marie-Josèphe wondered if they complimented her in hopes of gaining her favour. As far as Marie-Josèphe could tell, Mme de Maintenon cared for the favour of no one except the King, and God, which amounted to the same thing; she favoured no courtier but the Duke du Maine, whom she treated as a son.


Count Lucien led the sedan chairs down the ramp to the wharf, limping a little. His cane struck a muffled tempo on the Persian carpet.


Mme de Maintenon’s carriers took her sedan chair aside, waiting to enter the procession in her proper place. In public, the King’s wife ranked only as a marquise.


The double line of courtiers turned itself inside out to follow the King: the widowed Grand Dauphin, Monseigneur, His Majesty’s only immediate legitimate offspring, proceeded first. Monseigneur’s little sons the dukes of Bourgogne, Anjou, and Berri, marched just behind him.


Monsieur and Madame, Chartres and Mademoiselle d’Orléans, and Lorraine and Marie-Josèphe entered the procession. The courtiers accompanied their King in strict order of rank. Only Marie-Josèphe was out of place. She felt both grateful to Madame and uneasy about the breach of etiquette, especially when she passed the Duchess du Maine, who favoured her with a poisonous glare.


The King’s galleon rocked at the far end of the wharf, its sails furled, its heavy lines groaning around the stanchions. Apollo’s dawn horses, gleaming gold, leaped from the stern, the motion of the ship giving them the illusion of life.


A breath of breeze crept in from the harbour, pungent with the smell of salt and seaweed. The King’s sigil fluttered, then fell again, limp in the heat. Sailors unloaded Yves’ belongings to the dock: crates of equipment, baggage, a bundle like a body in a shroud.


Yves swept down the gangplank. Marie-Josèphe recognised him instantly, though he had been a youth in homespun the last time she saw him. Now he was a grown man, handsome, elegant and severe in his long black robe. She wanted to run the length of the wharf to greet him. Saint-Cyr and Versailles had taught her to behave more sedately.


A half-dozen sailors trudged down the gangplank, bowed under the weight of shoulder-poles. A net hung between the poles, cradling a gilded basin. At the end of the narrow ramp, Yves placed his hand on the rim of the basin, steadying its sway. The captain of the galleon joined him, and together they strode up the dock. Yves kept his hand on the basin, protecting and possessing it.


A haunting air, sung in exquisite voice, flowed over the procession. The unexpected beauty of the melody so surprised Marie-Josèphe that she nearly stumbled. No one in the King’s entourage would sing here, or now, without his order. Someone from the galleon must be singing, someone familiar with the music of foreign lands.


Yves approached. He reached into the gilded basin. The song exploded with a snort, a growl.


His Majesty’s court gathered, flanking His Majesty’s sedan chair. Marie-Josèphe found herself next to Madame, who squeezed her hand.


‘Your brother’s safe, he’s well,’ Madame whispered. ‘That is what’s important.’


‘He’s safe, and well, Madame, and he was right,’ Marie-Josèphe said, only loud enough for Madame to hear. ‘That is what’s important to my brother.’


Yves’ small group met the King at the border of the Persian rug. The sailors did not step on the rug; the sedan chair carriers did not leave it.


‘Father de la Croix,’ Count Lucien said.


‘M. de Chrétien,’ Yves replied.


They bowed. Yves’ pride and triumph shone behind his modest expression. His gaze passed across Louis’ court. Every courtier stood on this filthy dock, as if it were the Marble Courtyard, because of him. Marie-Josèphe smiled, taking pleasure in his position as the King’s natural philosopher and explorer. She expected him to smile back, to acknowledge, perhaps with surprise, her success in her brief time at Versailles.


But Yves scanned the court, and he did not even pause when he looked at her. Madame pressed forward, drawing Marie-Josèphe with her, trying to get a clear view inside the basin.


The song rose again, a whisper surging into a cry, into a shriek of anger and despair. Marie-Josèphe shivered.


The shape in the basin shuddered violently. Water splashed Yves and the sailors. The sailors flinched. The creature fought the canvas that swaddled it.


Count Lucien opened the sedan chair. His Majesty leaned out. His court saluted him with bow or curtsy. The men removed their hats. Marie-Josèphe curtsied. Her silken skirts rustled. Even the sailors tried to bow, laden as they were, and ignorant of etiquette. The creature shrieked again, and strands of its black-green hair whipped over the edge as the basin rocked and tilted.


‘It lives,’ Louis said.


‘Yes, Your Majesty,’ Yves said.


Yves pulled aside a flap of dripping canvas. The creature thrashed, splashing Louis’ silk coat. Louis drew away, raising a pomander to his face. Yves covered the creature again.


His Majesty turned to the captain. ‘I am pleased.’


The King withdrew into the sedan chair. Count Lucien closed the door, and the carriers quickstepped away. Marie-Josèphe curtsied again. Louis’ court stood aside, bowing to their King as his palanquin passed.


Count Lucien handed a small, heavy leather sack to the galleon’s captain. The count nodded to Yves, then followed the King’s conveyance.


The captain opened the King’s purse, poured gold pieces into his hand, and laughed with delight and satisfaction. Count Lucien had presented him with a double handful of louis d’or, the gold coins commemorating the King. For a man of the captain’s station, it was a fortune.


‘Thank you, Your Majesty!’ the captain called after Louis’ sedan chair. ‘Thank you, royal jester!’


Members of the court gasped. The chevalier de Lorraine chuckled and bent to whisper to Monsieur. Monsieur hid behind his pomander and his lace to conceal his amusement.


Count Lucien made no response, though he must have heard the captain. His walking stick thudded solidly on the carpet as he climbed to the quay.


Yves grabbed the captain’s arm to silence him. ‘His excellency Lucien de Barenton, Count de Chrétien!’


‘No!’ The captain laughed and shook his head. ‘Now you’re playing the jester, Father de la Croix.’ He bowed. ‘A profitable voyage, sir. I’m at your service at any time – even when you hunt sea monsters.’


He strolled off toward the galleon.


Madame nudged Marie-Josèphe. ‘Greet your brother.’


Marie-Josèphe curtsied gratefully, lifted her silk skirts above the shiny stinking fish scales, and ran toward Yves. Still he did not acknowledge her.


Marie-Josèphe’s stride faltered. Is he angry at me? she wondered. How could he be? I’m not angry with him, and I have some right to anger.


‘Yves . . .?’


Yves glanced at her. He raised his dark arched eyebrows. ‘Marie-Josèphe!’


His expression changed. One moment he was the serious, ascetic, grown-up Jesuit, the next her delighted older brother. He took three long strides toward her, he embraced her, he swung her around like a child. She hugged him and pressed her cheek against the black wool of his cassock.


‘I hardly recognise you – I didn’t recognise you! You’re a grown woman!’


She had so many things to tell him that she said nothing, for fear her words would spill out all at once in a tangle. He set her down and looked at her. She smiled up at him. Sun-lines creased his face when he smiled. His skin had darkened to an even deeper tan, while her complexion was fading to a fashionable paleness. His black hair lay in disarrayed curls – unlike most of the men at court, he wore no perruke – while pins and the hot iron had crafted Marie-Josèphe’s red-gold mane into ringlets beneath the lace-covered wire and the ruffles of her headdress, a fashionable fontanges.


His eyes were the same, a beautiful, intense dark blue.


‘Dear brother, you look so well – the voyage must have agreed with you.’


‘It was dreadful,’ Yves said. ‘But I was too busy to be troubled.’


He put his arm around her and returned to the gold basin. The creature thrashed and cried.


‘To the quay,’ Yves said. The sailors hurried up the dock. Their bare tattooed arms strained at the weight of basin and water and Yves’ living prey. Marie-Josèphe tried to see inside the basin, but wet canvas covered everything. She leaned against Yves, her arm tight around his waist. She would have plenty of time to look at his creature.


They walked between the lines of courtiers. Everyone, even Madame and Monsieur and the princes and princesses of the Blood Royal, strained to see the monster Yves had captured for the King.


And then, as Yves passed, they saluted him.


Startled for a moment, Yves hesitated. Marie-Josèphe was about to dig her fingers into his ribs – Yves had always been ticklish – to give him a lively hint about his behaviour. As a boy he had always paid more attention to his bird collection than to his manners.


To Marie-Josèphe’s surprise, and delight, Yves bowed to Monsieur, to Madame, with perfect courtliness and the restraint proper to his station.


Marie-Josèphe curtsied to Monsieur. She raised Madame’s hem to her lips and kissed it. The portly duchess smiled fondly at her, and nodded her approval.


Yves bowed to the members of the royal family. He passed between the double line of courtiers. Graciously, he nodded to their acclaim.


Halfway up the dock, between the dukes and duchesses, and the counts and countesses, Marie-Josèphe and Yves passed the second sedan chair. Its windows were closed tight, and the curtains drawn behind the glass. Poor Mme de Maintenon, whose only task was to follow the King from Versailles to Le Havre and back, showed no interest in the creature and its triumphant captor.


‘I wish I’d been with you,’ Marie-Josèphe said. ‘I wish I’d seen the wild sea monsters!’


‘We were cold and wet and miserable, and hurricanes nearly sank us. You’d have been blamed – on a warship, a woman is as welcome as a sea monster.’


‘What foolish superstition.’ Marie-Josèphe’s voyage from Martinique had been uncomfortable, yet exhilarating.


‘You were much better off at the convent.’


Marie-Josèphe caught her breath. He knew nothing of the convent. How could he? If he had known, he would never have left her there in boredom and silence and lonely misery.


‘I’ve missed you so,’ she said. ‘I worried!’


‘Whenever I thought of you, I heard your little tunes. In my mind. Do you still write them?’


‘Versailles hardly has room for amateur musicians,’ she said. ‘But you shall hear something of mine, soon.’


‘I thought of you often, Marie-Josèphe . . . though not in such a dress.’


‘Do you like it?’


‘It’s immodest.’


‘It’s quite proper,’ she said, leaving out her own first reaction to the tight waist and low neckline. She had known nothing of court then.


‘It’s unsuited to your station. And to mine.’


‘It’s unsuited for a colonial girl. But you’re now the King’s natural philosopher and I’m Mademoiselle’s lady-in-waiting. I must wear grand habit.’


‘And here I thought,’ Yves said, ‘that you’d be safely teaching arithmetic.’


They climbed up the wharf to the quay.


‘I couldn’t remain at Saint-Cyr,’ Marie-Josèphe said. ‘All the instructresses must take the veil.’


Yves glanced at her, puzzled. ‘That would suit you.’


The King’s departure saved her from making a sharp retort; she, and Yves, and all the courtiers bowed as their sovereign climbed into his carriage. It drove away, surrounded by musketeers. The ragged townspeople streamed after the King, cheering, shouting, pleading.


Marie-Josèphe looked around hopefully for the chevalier de Lorraine, but he climbed into Monsieur’s carriage. The other courtiers hurried to their coaches and horses and clattered after the King.


Only Count Lucien, several musketeers, the pigeon-keeper, the baggage wagons, and a plain coach remained on the quiet quay.


The pigeon-keeper hurried to meet his apprentice, who toiled up the dock with the baggage-carriers. The apprentice balanced an awkward load of wicker cages, most of them empty. His master took the cages that still sheltered pigeons.


‘Put the basin there,’ Yves said to the sailors. He gestured to the first wagon. ‘Be gentle—’


‘I want to see—’ Marie-Josèphe said.


The last carriages rattled across the cobblestones.


Frightened by the clatter and the shouts and the snap of whips, the creature screamed and struggled. Its horrible singing cry cut off Marie-Josèphe’s words and spooked the draft horses so they nearly bolted.


‘Be gentle!’ Yves said again.


Marie-Josèphe leaned toward the basin, trying to see inside. ‘Now, behave!’ she said. The creature shrieked.


The sailors dropped the basin. The carrying poles and the net fell across it. Water splashed the cobblestones. The sea monster groaned. The sailors ran toward the galleon, nearly knocking down the pigeon-keepers. The apprentice dropped the empty cages. The master, who held live birds in his huge tender hands and let the pigeons perch on his shoulders and head, slipped his pets beneath his shirt for safety.


‘Come back—’ Yves called to the sailors. They ignored him. Their compatriots, carrying Yves’ other baggage, abandoned the crates and the luggage and the shrouded figure and fled to their ship.


Marie-Josèphe did her best not to laugh at Yves’ discomfiture. The wagon drivers had their hands full reining in the horses: they could not help. The musketeers would not, for fetching and carrying was far below their station. And of course Count Lucien could not be expected to help with the baggage.


Angry and stubborn, Yves tried to lift the basin. He barely raised its corner. Some ragged boys, stragglers from the crowd, rode the quay’s stone wall and jeered.


‘You, boys!’


Count Lucien’s command stopped their laughter. They jumped to their feet, about to run, but he spoke to them in a friendly tone and threw each a coin.


‘Here’s a sou. Come earn another. Help Father de la Croix load his wagons.’


The boys jumped from the wall and ran to Yves, ready to do his bidding. They were dirty and ragged and barefoot, fearless in the face of the creature’s moans. The boys might have worked for a bread crust. They lifted the creature into the first wagon, the baggage into the second, and loaded the shrouded figure into the wagon full of ice.


A specimen for dissection, Marie-Josèphe thought. My clever brother caught one sea monster for the King, and took another for himself.


‘Yves, come ride with me,’ Marie-Josèphe said.


‘It’s impossible.’ He climbed into the first wagon. ‘I can’t leave the creature.’


Disappointed, Marie-Josèphe crossed the quay to the plain coach. The footman opened the door. Count Lucien courteously reached up to her, to help her in. The strength of his hand surprised her. Instead of being short, as she had expected, his fingers were disproportionately long. He wore soft deerskin gloves. She wondered if he would permit her to draw his hands.


She wondered why he had stayed behind. She felt nervous about talking to him, for he was important and she was not. And, truth to tell, she wondered whether to stoop to his height or stand straight and look down at him. She resolved the question by climbing into the coach.


‘Thank you, M. de Chrétien,’ she said.


‘You’re welcome, Mlle de la Croix.’


‘Did you see the sea monster?’


‘I am not much interested in grotesques, Mlle de la Croix. Pardon me, I cannot linger.’


The heat of embarrassment crept up Marie-Josèphe’s face. She had insulted Count Lucien without meaning to, and she suspected he had insulted her in return.


The count spoke a word to his grey Arabian. The horse bowed on one knee. Count Lucien clambered into the saddle. The horse lurched to its feet, clumsy for an instant. Carrying its tail like a banner, the Arabian sprang into a gallop to take Count Lucien after his sovereign.









Chapter 2


Sunset spread its light across the park of the chateau of Versailles. The moon, waxing gibbous, approached its zenith. Heading for their stables, the coach horses gained their second wind and plunged through the forest along the hard-packed dirt road.


Marie-Josèphe leaned her head against the side of the coach. She wished she had gone with Madame, in Monsieur’s crowded carriage. Madame would have all manner of amusing comments about today’s journey. Monsieur and Lorraine would engage in their friendly barbed banter. Chartres might ride beside the carriage and tell Marie-Josèphe about his latest experiment in chemistry, for she was surely the only woman and perhaps the only other person at court who understood what he was talking about. Certainly his wife neither understood nor cared. The Duchess de Chartres did exactly as she pleased. It had not pleased her to come from the Palais Royale in Paris to join His Majesty’s – her father’s – procession.


If Chartres spoke to Marie-Josèphe then the duke du Maine might, too. And then the King’s grandson Bourgogne and his little brothers would demand their share of paying attention to Marie-Josèphe.


Maine, like Chartres, was married; Bourgogne was barely a youth, and his brothers were children. Besides, they were all unimaginably above Marie-Josèphe’s station. Their attention to her could come to nothing.


Nevertheless, Marie-Josèphe enjoyed it.


Bored and lonely and restless, Marie-Josèphe gazed out into the trees. This far from His Majesty’s residence, the woods grew unconfined. Fallen branches thrust up through underbrush. The fragile swords of ferns drooped into the roadway. Sunset streaked the world with dusty red-gold rays. If she were riding alone she could stop and listen to the forest, to the twilight burst of bird song, to the soft dance of bat wings. Instead, her coach drove into the dusk, its driver and its attendants and even her brother all unaware of the music.


The underbrush disappeared; the trees grew farther apart; no branches littered the ground. Hunters could ride headlong through this tame groomed forest. Marie-Josèphe imagined riding along a brushstroke of trail, following the King in pursuit of a deer.


A scream of rage and challenge filled the twilit forest. Marie-Josèphe clutched the door and the edge of her seat. The horses shied and snorted and leaped forward. The carriage lurched. The exhausted animals tried to outrun the terrible noise. The driver shouted and dragged his team into his control.


The scream of the tiger in His Majesty’s menagerie awoke and aroused all the other exotic animals. The elephant trumpeted. The lion coughed and roared. The aurochs bellowed.


The sea monster sang a challenge.


The wild eerie melody quickened Marie-Josèphe’s heart. The shrieking warble was as raw, as erotic, as passionate, as the singing of eagles. The tame forests of Versailles hid the same shadows as the wildest places of Martinique.


The sea monster cried again. The Menagerie fell silent. The sea monster’s song vanished in a whisper.


The carriage rumbled around the arm of the Grand Canal. The canal shimmered with ghostly fog; wavelets lapped against the sides of His Majesty’s fleet of miniature ships. Wheels crunched on the gravel of the Queen’s Road; the baggage wagons turned down the Queen’s Road toward the Fountain of Apollo. Marie-Josèphe’s coach continued toward the chateau of Versailles and its formal gardens.


‘Driver!’


‘Whoa!’


Marie-Josèphe leaned out the window. The heavy, hot breath of tired horses filled the night. The gardens lay quiet and strange, the fountains still.


‘Follow my brother, if you please.’


‘But, mamselle—’


‘And then you are dismissed for the evening.’


‘Yes, mamselle!’ He wheeled the horses around.


Yves hurried from one wagon to the other, trying to direct two groups of workers at once.


‘You men – take this basin – it’s heavy. Stop – you – don’t touch the ice!’


Marie-Josèphe opened the carriage door. By the time the footman had climbed wearily down to help her, she was running toward the baggage wagons.


An enormous tent covered the Fountain of Apollo. Candlelight flickered inside, illuminating the silk walls. The tent glowed, an immense lantern.


Rows of candles softly lit the way up the hill to the chateau, tracing the edges of le tapis vert, the Green Carpet. The expanse of perfect lawn split the gardens from Apollo’s Fountain to Latona’s, flanked by gravel paths and marble statues of gods and heroes.


Marie-Josèphe held her skirts above the gravel and hurried to the baggage wagons. The sea monster’s basin and the shroud in the ice divided Yves’ attention.


‘Marie-Josèphe, don’t let them move the specimen till I get back.’ Yves tossed his command over his shoulder as if he had never left Martinique to become a Jesuit, as if she were still keeping his house and assisting in his experiments.


Yves hurried to the tent. Embroidered on the silken curtains, the gold sunburst of the King gazed out impassively. Two musketeers drew the curtains aside.


‘Move the ice carefully,’ Marie-Josèphe said to the workers. ‘Uncover the bundle.’


‘But the Father said—’


‘And now I say.’


Still the workers hesitated.


‘My brother might forget about this specimen till morning,’ Marie-Josèphe said. ‘You might wait for him all night.’


In nervous silence they obeyed her, uncovering the shroud with their hands. Shards of chopped ice scattered over the ground. Marie-Josèphe took care that the workers caused no damage. She had helped Yves with his work since she was a little girl and he a boy of twelve, both of them learning Greek and Latin, reading Herodotus – credulous old man! – and Galen, and studying Newton. Yves of course always got first choice of the books, but he never objected when she made off with the Principia, or slept with it beneath her pillow. She grieved for the loss of M. Newton’s book, yearned for another copy, and wondered what he had discovered about light, the planets, and gravity during the past five years.


The workmen lifted the shrouded figure. Ice scattered onto the path. Marie-Josèphe followed the workmen into the tent. She was anxious to get a clear view of a sea monster, either one that was living or one that was dead.


The enormous tent covered the Fountain of Apollo and a surrounding circle of dry land. Beneath the tent, an iron cage enclosed the fountain. Inside the new cage, Apollo and his golden chariot and the four horses of the sun rose from the water, bringing dawn, heralded by dolphins, by tritons blowing trumpets.


Marie-Josèphe thought, Apollo is galloping west to east, in opposition to the sun.


Three shallow, wide wooden stairs led from the pool’s low stone rim to a wooden platform at water’s level. The tent, the cage, and the stairs and platform had been built for Yves’ convenience, though they spoiled the view of the Dawn Chariot.


Outside the cage, laboratory equipment stood upon a sturdy floor of polished planks. Two armchairs, several armless chairs, and a row of ottomans faced the laboratory.


‘You may put the specimen on the table,’ Marie-Josèphe said to the workers. They did as she directed, grateful to be free of the burden and its sharp odours.


Tall and spare in his long black cassock, Yves stood in the entrance of the cage. His workers wrestled the basin onto the fountain’s rim.


‘Don’t drop it – lay it down – careful!’


The sea monster cried and struggled. The basin ground against stone. One of the workers swore aloud; another elbowed him soundly and cast a warning glance toward Yves. Marie-Josèphe giggled behind her hand. Yves was the least likely of priests to notice rough language.


‘Slide it down the stairs. Let water flow in—’


The basin bumped down the steps and onto the platform. Yves knelt beside it, unwrapping the net that surrounded it. Overcome by her curiosity, Marie-Josèphe hastened to join him. The silk of her underskirt rustled against the polished laboratory floor, with a sound as soft and smooth as if she were crossing the marble of the Hall of Mirrors.


Before she reached the cage, the tent’s curtains moved aside again. A worker carried a basket of fresh fish and seaweed to the cage, dropped it, and fled. Other workers hauled in ice and a barrel of sawdust.


Her curiosity thwarted, Marie-Josèphe returned to Yves’ specimen. She wanted to open its shroud, but thought better of revealing the creature to the tired, frightened workmen.


‘You two, cover the bundle with ice, then cover the ice with sawdust. The rest of you, fetch Father de la Croix’s equipment from the wagons.’


They obeyed, moving the specimen gingerly, for it reeked of preserving spirits and corruption.


Yves will have to carry out his dissection quickly, Marie-Josèphe said to herself. Or he’ll have nothing left to dissect but rotten meat on a skeleton.


Marie-Josèphe had grown used to the smell during years of helping her brother with his explorations and experiments. It bothered her not at all. But the workers breathed in short unhappy gasps, occasionally glancing, frightened, toward Yves and the groaning sea monster.


The workers covered the laboratory table with insulating sawdust.


‘Bring more ice every day,’ Marie-Josèphe said. ‘You understand – it’s very important.’


One of the workers bowed. ‘Yes, mamselle, M. de Chrétien has ordered it.’


‘You may retire.’


They fled the tent, repelled by the dead smell and by the live sea monster’s crying. The melancholy song drew Marie-Josèphe closer. Yves’ workers tilted the basin off the platform. Water trickled into it.


Marie-Josèphe hurried to the Fountain.


‘Yves, let me see—’


As Yves loosened the canvas restraints, the grinding and creaking of the water pumps shook the night. The fountain nozzles gurgled, groaned, and gushed water. Apollo’s fountain spouted water in the shape of a fleur-de-lys. At its zenith, the central stream splashed the tent peak. Droplets rained down on Apollo’s chariot, dimpled the pool’s surface, and spattered the sea monster. The creature screamed and thrashed and slapped Yves with its tails. Yves staggered backward.


‘Turn off the fountain!’ Yves shouted.


Snarling, the creature struggled free of the basin. Yves jumped away, evading the sea monster’s teeth and claws and tails. The workers ran to do Yves’ bidding.


The creature lurched away and tumbled into the water, escaping into its prison in the Fountain of Apollo.


Marie-Josèphe caught Yves’ arm. A ripple broke against his foot and flowed around the soles of his boots, as if he walked on water. Water soaked the hem of his cassock.


My brother walks on water, Marie-Josèphe thought with a smile. He ought to be able to keep his clothing dry!


The fountains spurted high, then gushed half as high, then bubbled in their nozzles. The fleur-de-lys wilted. The creaking of the pumps abruptly ceased. No ripple, not even bubbles, marked the surface of the pool.


Yves wiped his sleeve across his face. Marie-Josèphe, standing two steps above him, almost reached his height. She laid her hand on her brother’s shoulder.


‘You’ve succeeded,’ she said.


‘I hope so.’


Marie-Josèphe leaned forward and peered into the water. A dark shape lay beneath the surface, obscured by the reflections of candlelight.


‘It’s alive now,’ Yves said. ‘How long it will survive . . .’ His worried voice trailed off.


‘It need not live long,’ Marie-Josèphe said. ‘I want to see it – call it to you!’


‘It won’t come to me. It’s a beast, it doesn’t understand me.’


‘My cat understands,’ Marie-Josèphe said. ‘Didn’t you train it, all those weeks at sea?’


‘I had no time to train it.’ Yves scowled. ‘It wouldn’t eat – I had to force-feed it.’ He folded his arms, glaring at the bright water. The sea monster drifted, silent and still. ‘But I fulfilled His Majesty’s wishes. I’ve done what no one has done in four hundred years. I’ve brought a living sea monster to land.’


Marie-Josèphe leaned closer to the water, straining to see. The creature was long, and sleek, longer and more slender than the dolphins that cavorted off the beach in Martinique. Its tangled hair swirled around its head.


‘Whoever heard of a fish with hair?’ she exclaimed.


‘It’s no fish,’ Yves said. ‘It breathes air. If it doesn’t breathe soon—’


He crossed the rim of the fountain and stepped to the ground. Marie-Josèphe stayed where she was, gazing at the monster.


It gazed back at her, its eyes eerily reflecting the light. It extended its arms, its webbed hands.


Yves’ shadow fell across the sea monster. The creature retreated, closing its golden eyes. Yves clenched his fingers around a goad.


‘I won’t let it drown.’


He poked the goad at the sea monster, trying to chivvy the creature into motion.


‘Swim, damn you! Surface!’


Its hair drifted about its face. Its tail flukes quivered. The creature trembled.


‘Stop, you’re scaring it, you’ll hurt it!’ Marie-Josèphe knelt on the platform and plunged her hands into the water. ‘Come to me, you’re safe here.’


The creature’s webbed fingers clutched her wrists and pressed heat against her skin. The sea monster’s claws touched her like the tips of knives, but never cut.


The sea monster dragged her into the pool.


Yves shouted and jabbed with the goad. The monster floated, just out of reach. Marie-Josèphe struggled to her feet, coughing, soaked. The cold water lifted her full petticoats like the petals of a water lily. She pushed them down. Her underskirt collapsed against her legs, scratchy and ungainly.


‘Hurry, take my hand—’


‘No, wait,’ she said. The creature slipped past her, fleeing, then turning back, its voice touching her through the water. ‘Don’t frighten it again.’ She stretched one hand toward the sea monster. ‘Come here, come here . . .’


‘Be careful. It’s strong, it’s cruel—’


‘It’s terrified!’


The creature’s voice brushed against her fingertips. Its song spun from the surface like mist. Barely moving, creeping, floating, the sea monster neared Marie-Josèphe.


‘Good sea monster. Fine sea monster.’


‘His Majesty approaches,’ Count Lucien said.


Startled, Marie-Josèphe glanced over her shoulder. Count Lucien stood on the fountain’s rim. He had come into the tent, crossed the laboratory floor and entered the sea monster’s cage without her noticing him. Yves remained down on the platform at water level, and Count Lucien up on the fountain’s rim; the two men stood face to face.


On the other side of the tent, the musketeers held the tent curtains aside. A procession of torches marched along the Green Carpet toward Apollo.


‘I’m not ready,’ Yves said.


Marie-Josèphe returned her attention to the sea monster. It hesitated, just out of her reach. If she snatched at it, it would leap away like a green colt.


‘If the King is ready,’ Count Lucien said, ‘you are ready.’


‘Yes,’ Yves said. ‘Of course.’


The sea monster stretched its arms forward. Its claws brushed Marie-Josèphe’s fingertips.


‘Mlle de la Croix,’ Count Lucien said, ‘His Majesty must not see you in this state of disarray.’


Marie-Josèphe caught her breath, frightened to realise she might insult His Majesty. She waded toward the platform, clumsy in her soaked skirts, unsteady in her heeled shoes on the uneven bottom of the pond.


The sea monster swam around her, cut her off, and lunged upward before her. It gasped a great gulp of air. Marie-Josèphe stared at it, horrified and fascinated. It splashed down and lay still, gazing at her.


Though its arms and hands mimicked a human’s, it was more grotesque than any monkey. Its two tails writhed and kicked. Webs connected its long fingers, which bore heavy, sharp claws. Its long lank hair tangled around its head and over its shoulders and across its chest – its breasts, for it did have flat, wide breasts and small dark nipples. Water beaded on its mahogany skin, gleaming in candlelight.


The monster gazed at Marie-Josèphe with intense gold eyes, the only thing of beauty about it. Grotesque and magnificent, like a gargoyle on a medieval church, its face bore ridged swirls on forehead and cheeks. Its nose was flat and low, its nostrils narrow. The creature’s canine teeth projected over its lower lip.


‘Splendid. Splendid and horrible.’ His Majesty spoke, his voice powerful and beautiful. Count Lucien and Yves bowed to their sovereign. The King, in fresh clothes, fresh lace, and a new wig, studied his sea monster. His gaze avoided Marie-Josèphe. His court, from Monsieur and Madame to Mme de Maintenon to the grandchildren of France, stared into the fountain. Some gazed at the sea monster; Marie-Josèphe caused others even more amazement.


Frightened, the creature snarled and dove.


If Marie-Josèphe climbed out of the fountain, she would face the King squarely; he could not overlook her. Such a breach of etiquette might force Lotte to dismiss her. She might have to leave court. Trapped, about to burst into tears of embarrassment, seeking shadows, she backed away. Her petticoats nearly tripped her.


Count Lucien flung down his hat, took off his cloak, and held it open between Marie-Josèphe and the King.


Safely concealed, Marie-Josèphe stood still in the cold water. The sea monster, a dark shape, swam away. It grabbed the bars of its cage, rattled them, turned with an angry flick of its tail, and swam to the platform again. The sea monster peered from the water, revealing only its eyes and its tangled deep-green hair.


Most of the other members of court could see Marie-Josèphe perfectly well. But that did not matter. All that mattered was that His Majesty should not be offended.


Madame caught Marie-Josèphe’s glance and shook her head with disapproval, but her lips twitched with heroically contained laughter. Monsieur, in a gentlemanly fashion, avoided looking, but Lorraine gazed straight at her. He smiled. She wrapped her arms around herself, embarrassed to be seen in such a state by such an elegant courtier.


I suppose I’d laugh, too, Marie-Josèphe thought. If I weren’t so cold.


‘You gratify our faith in you, Father de la Croix.’ His Majesty joined Yves on the platform within the fountain’s rim. ‘A live sea monster!’


‘Your sea monster, Your Majesty,’ Yves said.


‘Monsieur Boursin, what is your judgment?’ Louis said. ‘Will it be suitable for our celebration?’


M. Boursin, drab in the plain clothes suited to his place in the King’s household, hurried forward. He bowed, rubbing his hands together, tall and thin and cadaverous as the angel of death.


‘Is it stout? Does it feed?’


Boursin peered into the pool. The sea monster swam around the sculpture of Apollo, singing a sorrowful song.


‘It accepts only a little sustenance,’ Yves said.


‘Then you must fatten it.’


‘You’re a Jesuit,’ Louis said heartily. ‘You’re clever enough to make it eat.’


The sea monster attacked the cage again, splashing, rattling the iron bars.


‘Make it stop thrashing!’ M. Boursin said. ‘It mustn’t bruise its flesh.’


Marie-Josèphe wished she could speak to the sea monster to calm it, but she dared not raise her voice.


‘I cannot,’ Yves said. ‘It’s a wild animal. No man can control it.’


‘It will calm,’ Louis said, ‘when it has become accustomed to its cage.’


His Majesty stepped to the ground, the high heels of his shoes loud on the wooden stairs. Yves and M. Boursin followed.


‘M. de Chrétien,’ His Majesty said courteously to Count Lucien.


‘Your Majesty.’


‘Mlle de la Croix,’ Louis said, when he had left the cage, when his back was still turned.


Marie-Josèphe caught her breath. ‘Y-yes, Your Majesty?’


‘Are you hoping for a visit from Apollo?’


The courtiers laughed, and Marie-Josèphe blushed at the reference. The laughter died away.


‘N-no, Your Majesty.’


‘Come out at once, before you catch your death.’


‘Yes, Your Majesty.’


She struggled onto the platform. Count Lucien continued to conceal her with his cape, using his walking stick to raise it as she climbed the steps. The water was cold, the air on her wet skin colder. Shivering, dripping pond water, she stepped over the fountain’s rim, slipped past the courtiers, and hid in the shadows among the laboratory equipment.


Keeping his back turned, the King joined Mme de Maintenon.


‘How do you like my sea monster, my dear?’


The chevalier de Lorraine strode past Count Lucien to Marie-Josèphe, sweeping his long dark cloak from his shoulders. Beneath it he wore a blue coat, the same shade as Count Lucien’s, though with less gold lace. The blue coat marked him as a member of Louis’ inner circle. Monsieur followed Lorraine with quick glances, trying but failing to keep his attention on the King.


‘The creature’s horribly ugly, Sire,’ Mme de Maintenon said.


‘No uglier than a wild boar, madame.’


Lorraine swung his cloak around Marie-Josèphe’s shoulders. The fur-lined velvet, the warmth of his body, and the scent of his perfume enclosed her.


‘Thank you, sir.’ Her teeth chattered.


Lorraine bowed to her and rejoined Monsieur. Monsieur touched his arm. Diamond rings flashed in the candlelight.


‘I think it’s a demon, Sire,’ Mme de Maintenon said.


‘Your grace, it’s a natural creature,’ Yves said. ‘Holy Mother Church has examined its kind, and judged it merely an animal. Like His Majesty’s elephant, or His Majesty’s crocodile.’


‘Nevertheless, Father de la Croix,’ His Majesty said, ‘you might have captured a beautiful one.’


Yves strode to the dissection table, forcing Marie-Josèphe to retreat farther into the shadows. Count Lucien continued to hide her from His Majesty. Lorraine’s cloak concealed her soaked dress, but her hair hung in snarls around her face. Her headdress tilted at a ridiculous angle, stabbed her with its wires, and pulled her hair as it fell to the ground.


Yves unfolded the canvas shroud from his dead specimen. Ice scattered across the planks.


‘The sea monsters are all ugly, Your Majesty,’ Yves said. ‘Females and males alike.’


The courtiers clustered around him, anxious to see the dead creature. On the wall of the tent, shadows jostled for position near the shadow of Marie-Josèphe’s brother. Yves was the moon to His Majesty’s sun, and the other courtiers hoped to capture some of the reflected light.


‘It reeks of foul humours.’


Marie-Josèphe peeked over the edge of Count Lucien’s cloak. Monsieur covered his nose with his handkerchief. Marie-Josèphe could hardly blame anyone not used to dissections, for wishing he had brought along his pomander.


‘Stay out of sight, Mlle de la Croix,’ Count Lucien said, with strained patience. He would prefer, of course, to be in his proper place beside the King. Louis, ever the gentleman, overlooked his absence.


Marie-Josèphe shrank back behind the concealing cloak, where she could see only the shadows of her brother, the King, and the courtiers.


‘The preserving spirits do have a strong odour, Monsieur,’ Yves said.


‘I confess – if my confessor will excuse a moment’s infidelity to him—’


The shadow of Louis nodded toward Father de la Chaise, his confessor, and his voice bore only the faintest hint of mockery. Father de la Chaise bowed low.


‘I confess that I doubted your claims, Father de la Croix,’ the King said. ‘And yet you found the creatures, in the wild sea of the new world. Your predictions were correct.’


‘All the evidence pointed to a single place and a single time of their gathering,’ Yves said modestly. ‘I was merely the first to collect the reports. The monsters converge in the shelter of Exuma Island, where the midsummer sun crosses over a great ocean trench. There they mate, in animal depravity.’


An expectant silence fell.


‘We need hear no more of that,’ the Marquise de Maintenon said severely.


‘Every subject’s fit for a natural philosopher to study!’ The duke de Chartres broke in with the obsessive enthusiasm that earned him annoyance from the court and suspicion from the lower classes. ‘How else will we ever understand the truth of the world?’


‘What is fit for a natural philosopher may trouble the minds of others,’ His Majesty said. ‘Or lead us astray.’


‘But the truth—’


‘Be quiet, boy!’ Madame’s tone was soft but urgent.


Marie-Josèphe felt sorry for Chartres. His position warred with his desire for knowledge. He would be happier if he was, like Marie-Josèphe, no one.


Happier, Marie-Josèphe thought – but he would not have all the best scientific instruments.


‘Since the time of St. Louis,’ His Majesty said, ‘no one has brought a live sea monster to France. I commend you, Father de la Croix.’


His Majesty’s deft change of subject eased the tension.


‘Your Majesty’s encouragement guaranteed my success,’ Yves said.


‘I shall commend you to my holy cousin Pope Innocent.’


‘Thank you, Your Majesty.’


‘And I shall observe your study of the dead monster.’


‘I-I—’


Marie-Josèphe silently begged Yves to reply with adequate grace and appreciation.


‘Your Majesty’s interest honours my work beyond imagination,’ Yves said.


His Majesty turned to Count Lucien. They conferred for a moment; the King nodded.


‘Tomorrow. You may begin your study after Mass.’


‘Tomorrow, Your Majesty? But it’s essential – the carcass already decomposes.’


‘Tomorrow,’ His Majesty said calmly, as if Yves had not spoken. ‘After Mass.’


Marie-Josèphe wanted to appear from behind Count Lucien’s cloak and add her pleas to her brother’s, so His Majesty would understand that Yves must waste no time. But she could not add to her breach of etiquette. She could not show herself to the King; she should not even speak to him unless he spoke first.


Yves’ shadow bowed low against the silken tent wall.


‘I beg Your Majesty’s pardon for my excess of enthusiasm. Thank you, Sire. Tomorrow.’


The shadows moved and melded and separated into pairs.


‘I remember,’ Louis said, ‘when I was young like Father de la Croix, I too could see in the dark.’


His Majesty’s courtiers laughed at his joke.


As the King and Mme de Maintenon led the courtiers from the tent, Count Lucien lowered his cloak and swung it around his shoulders. He clenched and unclenched his hands.


Lorraine paused before Marie-Josèphe.


‘You may keep my cloak, Mlle de la Croix—’


Her teeth chattered as she spoke. ‘Thank you, sir.’


‘—and perhaps you’ll reward me when I retrieve it.’


The heat of embarrassment did nothing to drive away Marie-Josèphe’s shivering.


Monsieur slipped his hand around Lorraine’s elbow and drew him away. They followed the King. Monsieur whispered; Lorraine replied, and laughed. Monsieur looked away. Lorraine spoke; Monsieur glanced at him with a shy smile.


The fountain mechanisms creaked and grumbled. The Fountain of Apollo remained still, but the Fountain of Latona at the upper end of the Green Carpet would shower water into the air, for the pleasure of the King.


‘Count Lucien,’ Marie-Josèphe said. ‘I’m grateful—’


‘His Majesty must not be exposed to unseemly sights.’


The count bowed coolly. He tramped toward Yves, passing the equipment and the dissection table, disguising his slight lameness with the support of his walking stick. Marie-Josèphe rubbed warmth into her chilled body.


Count Lucien offered Yves a leather sack twice the size of the purse he had given the galleon captain.


‘With His Majesty’s regard.’


‘I am grateful, Count Lucien, but I cannot accept it. When I took religious orders, I took a vow of poverty as well.’


Count Lucien gave him a quizzical glance. ‘As did all your holy brothers, who enrich themselves—’


‘His Majesty saved my sister from the war in Martinique. He gave me the means to advance my work. I ask nothing else.’


Marie-Josèphe stepped between them and held out her hand. Count Lucien placed the purse, with its heavy weight of gold, in her palm. Her fingertips brushed his glove.


He withdrew his hand, longer and finer than hers, without acknowledging the touch. Marie-Josèphe was embarrassed by her rough skin.


He has never scrubbed the floor of a convent, Marie-Josèphe thought. She could not imagine him in any but elegant surroundings.


‘Thank you, Count Lucien,’ Marie-Josèphe said. ‘This will advance my brother’s work. Now we may buy a new microscope.’ Perhaps, she hoped, even one of Mynheer van Leeuwenhoek’s, with enough left over for books.


‘Learn your sister’s lesson, Father de la Croix,’ Count Lucien said. ‘All wealth and all privilege flow from the King. His appreciation – in any form – is too valuable to spurn.’


‘I know it, sir. But I desire neither wealth nor privilege. Only the freedom to continue my work.’


‘Your desires are of no consequence,’ Count Lucien said. ‘His Majesty’s wishes are. He has given permission for you to attend his awakening ceremony. Tomorrow, you may join the fifth rank of entry.’


‘Thank you, M. de Chrétien.’ Yves bowed. Conscious of the honour Yves had been given, Marie-Josèphe curtsied low.


The count bowed to the brother, to the sister, and left the tent.


‘Do you know what this means?’ Marie-Josèphe exclaimed.


‘It means the King’s approval,’ Yves said, his smile wry. ‘And time stolen by ceremony that I’d rather use in study. But I must please the King.’ He put his arm around her shoulders. ‘You’re shivering.’


She leaned against him. ‘France is too cold!’


‘And Martinique is too remote.’


‘Are you glad His Majesty called you to Versailles?’


‘Are you sorry to leave Fort-de-France?’


‘No! I—’


The sea monster whispered a song.


‘It sings,’ Marie-Josèphe said. ‘The sea monster sings, just like a bird.’


‘Yes.’


‘Give it a fish – perhaps it’s as hungry as I am.’


He shrugged. ‘It won’t eat.’ He scooped seaweed from the basket and flung it through the bars of the cage. He flung a fish after it. He rattled the gate to test that it was fastened.


The sea monster’s eerie melody wrapped Marie-Josèphe in the balmy breeze of the Caribbean. It stopped abruptly when the fish splashed into the water.


Marie-Josèphe shivered violently.


‘Come!’ Yves said suddenly. ‘You’ll catch the ague.’









Chapter 3


The sea monster floated beneath the surface, humming, its voice a low moan. The edges of the small water reflected the sound.


A rotting fish fell into the pool. The sea monster dove away, then circled back, sniffed at it, scooped it up, and flung it away. It sailed between the cold black bars and hit the ground with a dead splat.


The sea monster sang.


*


Marie-Josèphe took Yves up the narrow dirty stairs, through the dark hallway and along the threadbare carpet, to the attic of the chateau of Versailles. Her cold clammy dress had soaked the fur lining of Lorraine’s cloak. She could not stop shivering.


‘Is this where we’re to live?’ Yves asked, dismayed.


‘We have three rooms!’ Marie-Josèphe exclaimed. ‘Courtiers scheme and bribe and connive for what we’ve been given freely.’


‘It’s a filthy attic.’


‘In His Majesty’s chateau!’


‘My cabin on the galleon was cleaner.’


Marie-Josèphe opened the door to her dark, cold, shabby little room. Light spilled out. She stared, astonished.


‘And my room at university was larger,’ Yves said. ‘Hello, Odelette.’


A young woman of extraordinary beauty rose from the chair where she sat sewing by candlelight.


‘Good evening, M. Yves,’ said Marie-Josèphe’s Turkish slave, with whom Marie-Josèphe shared a birthday, and to whom she had not been allowed to speak for five years. She smiled at her mistress in a matter-of-fact way. ‘Hello, Mlle Marie.’


‘Odelette!’ Marie-Josèphe ran to Odelette and flung herself into her arms. ‘How—where—Oh, I’m so glad to see you!’


‘Mlle Marie, you’re soaked!’ Odelette pointed to the dressing-room door. ‘Go away, M. Yves, so I may get Mlle Marie out of these wet clothes.’ Odelette had never, from the time they were all children, shown Yves a moment’s deference.


Yves offered her a mock bow and left to explore his rooms.


‘Where did you come from? How did you get here?’


‘Was it not your will, Mlle Marie?’ Odelette unfastened the many buttons of Marie-Josèphe’s grand habit.


‘It was, but I never dared hope they’d send you. Before my ship sailed, I wrote to the Mother Superior, I wrote to the priest, I wrote to the governor—’ The clammy wet silk fell away, leaving her bare arms exposed to the cold night air. ‘And when I reached Saint-Cyr, I asked Mme de Maintenon for help – I even wrote to the King!’ She hugged herself, trying to ward off the chill. ‘Though I don’t suppose he ever saw my letter!’


‘Perhaps it was the governor. I attended his daughter during her passage to France, though the Mother Superior wanted to keep me.’


Odelette picked loose the wet knots of Marie-Josèphe’s stays. Marie-Josèphe stood naked and shivering on the worn rug. Her ruined gown and silver petticoat lay in a heap. Odelette hung the Chevalier’s cloak on the dress-rack.


‘I’ll brush it, and it might dry unstained. But your beautiful petticoat—!’ Odelette fell into their old habits of domesticity as if no time had passed at all. She rubbed Marie-Josèphe with a scrap of old blanket and chafed her fingers and arms to bring back some warmth. Hercules the cat watched from the window seat.


Marie-Josèphe burst into tears of anger and relief. ‘She forbade me to see you—’


‘Shh, Mlle Marie. Our fortunes have changed.’ Odelette held a threadbare nightshirt, plain thin muslin, not at all warm. ‘Into bed before you catch your death, and I have to send for a surgeon.’


Marie-Josèphe slipped into the nightshirt. ‘I don’t need a surgeon. I don’t want a surgeon. I’m just cold. It’s a long walk from the Fountain of Apollo when your dress is soaking wet.’


Odelette unpinned Marie-Josèphe’s red-gold hair, letting it fall in tangled curls around her shoulders. Marie-Josèphe swayed, too tired to keep her feet.


‘Come, Mlle Marie,’ Odelette said. ‘You’re shivering. Get in bed, and I’ll comb your hair while you go to sleep.’


Marie-Josèphe crawled between the featherbeds, still shivering.


‘Come, Hercules.’


The tabby cat blinked from the window seat. He yawned, rose, stretched hugely, and dug his claws into the velvet cushion. One leap to the floor and one to the bed brought him to her side. He sniffed her fingers, walked on top of her, and kneaded her belly. The feathers softened his claws to a soft pressure and a faint sharp scratching sound. He curled up, warm and heavy, and went back to sleep.


‘Put your arms beneath the covers,’ Odelette said, trying to pull the covers higher.


‘No, it isn’t proper—’


‘Nonsense, you’ll die of a cold in your chest.’ Odelette tucked the covers around her chin. Odelette spread Marie-Josèphe’s hair across the pillows and combed out the tangles. ‘You mustn’t go out anymore with your hair poorly dressed.’


‘I wore a fontanges.’ Marie-Josèphe yawned. ‘But the sea monster knocked it loose.’ She lost track of what she was saying. ‘You should see the sea monster. You will see it!’


I’m still too excited to go to sleep, Marie-Josèphe thought. Then, a moment later, Odelette laid her heavy braid across her shoulder. Marie-Josèphe had already dozed, and had not felt Odelette finish her hair. Odelette blew out the candle. The smoke tinged the air with burned tallow. A shadow in the darkness, Odelette moved toward the window.


‘Leave it open,’ Marie-Josèphe said, half asleep.


‘It’s so cold, Mlle Marie.’


‘We must get used to it.’


Odelette slipped into bed, a sweet warmth beside Marie-Josèphe. Marie-Josèphe hugged her.


‘I’m so glad to have you back with me.’


‘You might have sold me,’ Odelette whispered.


‘Never!’ Marie-Josèphe did not admit, to Odelette, how close she had come in the convent to repent of owning a slave. She did repent. The arguments had convinced her and guilt now troubled her. She had understood in time that the arguments were meant to persuade her to sell Odelette, not to free her. The sisters thought Odelette’s abilities too refined for the work in a convent, and would have preferred the money her sale would have brought.


I must free her, Marie-Josèphe thought. But if I free her now, I can only send her out into the world, a young woman alone and without resources. Like me, but without the protection of good family or a brother, without the friendship of the King. Her only resource is her beauty.


‘I’ll never sell you,’ she said again. ‘You’ll be mine, or you’ll be free, but you’ll never belong to another.’


A phrase of music, exquisitely complex, soared in and filled the air with sorrow.


‘Don’t cry, Mlle Marie,’ Odelette whispered. She brushed the tears from Marie-Josèphe’s cheeks. ‘Our fortunes have changed.’


‘Can you hear the singing?’ Marie-Josèphe asked.


Did I ask the question? Marie-Josèphe wondered. Or did I only dream it? Do I hear the sea monster’s song, or do I dream it, too?


*


A dreadful racket of tramping boots, rattling swords, and loud voices woke Marie-Josèphe. She tried to make it a dream – but she had been having a different dream. Hercules stared toward the door, his eyes reflecting the faint light, his tail twitching angrily.


‘Mlle Marie?’ Odelette sat up, wide awake.


‘Go back to sleep, I’m sure it’s nothing.’


Odelette burrowed under the covers, peeking out curiously.


‘Father de la Croix!’


Someone pounded on the door of Yves’ room. Marie-Josèphe flung off the bedclothes and snatched Lorraine’s cloak from the dress stand. She opened the door to the corridor.


‘Be quiet! You’ll wake my brother!’


Two of the King’s Musketeers filled the low, narrow hallway, the plumes of their hats brushing the ceiling, their swords banging the woodwork when they turned. Mud from their boots clumped on the carpet. The smoke of their torch smudged the ceiling. Burning pitch overcame the odours of urine, sweat, and mildew.


‘We must wake him, mademoiselle.’ The shorter of the two was still a head taller than Marie-Josèphe. ‘The sea monster – the tent is full of demons!’ Indoors, and in a lady’s presence, the musketeer corporal snatched off his hat.


Yves’ door opened. He peered out sleepily, his dark hair tousled and his cassock buttoned partway and crooked.


‘Demons? Nonsense.’


‘We heard it – leathery wings flapping—’


‘We smelled brimstone!’ said the taller musketeer.


‘Who’s guarding the sea monster?’


They looked at each other.


Yves made a sound of disgust, slammed his door behind him, and strode down the hallway with the musketeers in his wake.


‘Mlle Marie—’ Marie-Josèphe waved Odelette to silence. She hung back so Yves would not order her to stay behind. When the men disappeared, she followed.


She hurried down the back stairs and through the mysterious and deserted and dark chateau. Gentlemen of His Majesty’s household had already claimed the partially burned candles, a perquisite of their office. Her hands outstretched, she made her way through Louis XIII’s small hunting lodge, the heart of Louis XIV’s magnificent, sprawling chateau.


Hugging Lorraine’s cloak around her, she hurried onto the terrace. The moon had set but the stars shed a little light. The luminarias marking the King’s pathway had burned to nothing. The fountains lay quiet. Marie-Josèphe ran across the cold dew-damp flagstones, past the Ornamental Pools, and down the stairs above the Fountain of Latona. Beyond, on the Green Carpet, the musketeers’ torch spread a pool of smoky light.


Motion and a strange shape in the corner of her eye startled her. She stopped short, catching her breath.


The white blossoms of an orange tree trembled and glowed in the darkness. Gardeners, dragging the orange-tree cart, slipped from the traces to bow to Marie-Josèphe.


She acknowledged the gardeners, thinking, of course they must work at night; His Majesty should see his gardens only in a state of perfection.


They took up the cart again; its wheels crunched on the gravel. When His Majesty took his afternoon walk, fresh trees, their blossoms forced in the greenhouse, would greet him. His Majesty’s gaze would touch only beauty.


Marie-Josèphe hurried to the sea monster’s tent. The lantern inside had gone out; the torch outside illuminated only the entry curtain and its gold sunburst.


‘Say a prayer before you go in!’ said the musketeer corporal.


‘An incantation!’


‘He means an exorcism.’


‘There isn’t any demon,’ Yves said.


‘We heard it.’


‘Flapping its wings.’


‘Wings like leather.’


Yves grabbed the torch, flung aside the curtain, and strode into the tent. Out of breath from running, Marie-Josèphe slipped past the musketeers and followed her brother.


The tent looked as they had left it, the equipment all in place, melted ice dripping softly to the plank floor, the cage surrounding the fountain. The odour of dead fish and preserving spirits hung in the air. Marie-Josèphe supposed the guards might have mistaken the unpleasant smells for brimstone.


She believed in demons – she believed in God, and in angels, so how could she not believe in Satan and demons? – but she thought, in these modern days, demons did not often choose to visit the earthly world. Even if they did, why should a demon visit a sea monster, any more than it would visit His Majesty’s elephant or His Majesty’s baboons?


Marie-Josèphe giggled, thinking of a demon on a picnic in His Majesty’s Menagerie.


Her laughter brought her to Yves’ attention.


‘What are you laughing at?’ he said. ‘You should be in bed.’


‘I wish I were,’ Marie-Josèphe said.


‘Superstitious fools,’ Yves muttered. ‘Demons, indeed.’


The torchlight reflected from a splash of water on the polished planks.


‘Yves—’


A watery trail led from the fountain to the cluster of lab equipment. The gate of the cage hung open.


Yves cursed and hurried to the dissection table. Marie-Josèphe ran into the cage.


The sea monster floated a few strokes from the platform, its hair spreading around its shoulders. Its eyes reflected the torchlight, uncanny as a cat’s. It hummed softly, eerily.


‘Yves, it’s here, it’s safe, it’s all right.’


‘Stay there – there’s broken glass. Are you barefoot?’


‘Are you?’


Shards of glass flung sharp sounds as Yves swept them into a pile.


‘My feet are like leather – we never wore shoes on the galleon.’


He joined her in the cage, holding the torch out over the water. A spark fell and sizzled. The sea monster spat at it, whistled angrily, and dove.


‘It slithered around out here. It climbed the stairs! I didn’t think it could make progress on land. It knocked a flask over, it fled back to the fountain . . . I must have left the gate ajar.’


‘You tested it,’ Marie-Josèphe said. ‘You latched it and rattled it.’


He shrugged. ‘I couldn’t have. Tomorrow I’ll get a chain.’


Yves sat abruptly. He slumped forward, his head down, hair hanging in rumpled black curls. Marie-Josèphe snatched the torch before it fell. Concerned, she sat beside her brother and put her arm around his shoulder.


He patted her hand. ‘I’m only tired,’ he said.


‘You work so hard,’ Marie-Josèphe said. ‘Let me help you.’


‘That wouldn’t be proper.’


‘I was a good assistant when we were children – I’m no less able now.’


She feared he would refuse, and that would be the end of it. I no longer know my brother, she thought, distressed. I no longer know what he’ll say, what he’ll do, before he knows it himself.


He raised his head, frowned, hesitated. ‘What about your duties to Mademoiselle?’


Marie-Josèphe giggled. ‘Sometimes I hold her handkerchief, if Mlle d’Armagnac doesn’t snatch it first. She’d hardly notice I was gone. I need only tell her you need me – so your work might please the King . . .’


His brow cleared. ‘I’d be grateful for your help. You haven’t become squeamish, have you?’


‘Squeamish!’ She laughed.


‘Will you document the dissection?’


‘I’d like nothing better.’


‘The dissection will occupy my time. Will you take the charge of the live sea monster? Feed it—’


‘Yes. And I’ll tame it, too.’


‘You’ll need all your ingenuity to persuade it to eat.’ His beautiful smile erased the exhaustion from his face. ‘I’m certain you’ll succeed. You were better with the live things than I ever was.’


Delighted to be part of his life, part of his work, once again, Marie-Josèphe kissed his cheek.


Yawning, he pushed himself to his feet. ‘There’s time still for a bit of sleep.’ His smile turned wry. ‘Not even the Jesuits reconciled me to waking early.’


‘I’ll take that duty, too,’ Marie-Josèphe said. ‘I’ll wake you in time to attend the King.’


‘That would be a considerable kindness,’ Yves said.


He ushered Marie-Josèphe out of the cage, closed the gate, and latched it and rattled it just as he had done earlier in the evening. The sea monster’s lament followed them.


‘Oh!’ Marie-Josèphe jumped back from something cold and slimy beneath her foot.


‘What is it – did you step on glass?’


She picked up a dead fish.


‘Your sea monster doesn’t like its fish.’
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