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Chapter One


  The savage grinned as he bent over André, his teeth as white as the feathers in his raven hair, his dark eyes glinting in triumph. The red-skinned body was sleek and pungent with bear grease; André strove in vain to grip the shoulders, the powerful arms that pinned him to the ground. At last, with a loud grunt, André arched his chest upward, easing for a moment the weight of the body that pressed on his. He wrenched himself clear, scrambling to his feet at the same moment as did the savage. They circled the clearing warily, drawing great gasping breaths, each looking for the advantage over the other. André stopped, sweeping a sweat-stained arm across his mouth, then lunged, catching the savage by surprise and flipping him onto the ground. There was a dull thud as his opponent’s back smacked against the packed earth; in a second André was upon him, his elbow jammed up to the man’s chin, forearm pressed against his windpipe. The savage struggled, gasped, then lay still, but his black eyes gleamed with a crafty light. Without warning his hand snaked under André’s upraised arm and clutched the golden beard poised just above his own face, tugging at it so fiercely that André howled and rolled away, sitting up and rubbing his outraged chin.


  “For shame, Na-e-Ga!” he said, aggrieved. “A man’s beard is his pride! You have used me unfairly.”


  The savage sat up in his turn, his face split in a sly grin, and stroked his own smooth-shaven jaws. “Have I not told you for all these seasons, my brother, that a true man keeps his face bare?” His voice was soft with the Huron dialect. “If you give me the advantage by going about like some shaggy creature of the woods, it is mine to take!”


  André shook his head. “No, I would have bested you, but for your treachery!” He looked up at the laughing man above him. “What say you, Georges? Was the fall mine, by rights?”


  Georges de Mersenne frowned, his glance going from one man to the other. “You pose me a knotty problem, André, worthy of a Solomon. For, look you, you return to France today, whilst I stay here in Quebec! Shall I then insult Na-e-Ga by judging in your favor?” The savage smiled broadly. “On the other hand,” and here Mersenne pinched at his own neatly trimmed beard and moustache, “a little hair is not such a terrible thing, and not to be mocked, nor used for unfair advantage!”


  Now it was André’s turn to grin. “Ha!” he said, pointing a triumphant finger at Na-e-Ga.


  “On the other hand,” interrupted Mersenne, “when I wish to trade with Na-e-Ga next spring, neither André, Comte de Crillon,” a polite nod in André’s direction, “nor all the bearded gentlemen of Louis’s court, nor all of Richelieu’s henchmen will avail me if Na-e-Ga will not part with his furs! No, I must vote for Na-e-Ga and his Huron brethren!”


  “So be it,” said André good-naturedly, rising to his feet to clasp the savage’s hand in his own. His blue eyes twinkled, delivering one fined shot. “However, his treachery was like that of the Iroquois, the ‘snakes that strike without warning,’” he said, using the derisive name—Iroquois—the Hurons and Algonquins used to describe their enemies, the tribes of the Five Nations.


  Na-e-Ga laughed and shook his head. “You are a villain, my brother, to turn a man’s knife against his own breast!” Georges de Mersenne looked mystified. “I was not born Huron,” explained Na-e-Ga. “I was Seneca. Of the hated Iroquois. Born, they say, near that great water to the south. So my name: Na-e-Ga, Thundering Water. My mother and I were captured by a Huron raiding party. The old chief of the Hurons took me for his son, and I have been Huron since, for I have known no other life.”


  “You never told me!” said Mersenne.


  Na-e-Ga looked meaningfully at André. “Men tell many things around a campfire.”


  “Seneca or Huron, I shall miss you,” said André, his voice strained with sudden emotion.


  “It is time for you to return to your home and your people. You are no longer the man of madness and black spirits that you were when first we headed our canoe up the River of Hochelaga. I think the solitude has brought you peace, my brother.” Na-e-Ga swept his arm about the clearing, encompassing the soft April day. “The green has returned to the trees, and the pain has left your eyes. Is it not time to go home?”


  André nodded, unable to speak.


  “I wish you a safe voyage,” said Na-e-Ga. “My sister, White Deer, will mourn for you a little, I think.” He clasped André’s forearm, then drew away and scrambled down the bank of the river to the birchbark canoe that waited in the rushes.


  André stood in the clearing, waving his arm in farewell until the small craft reached a bend in the river and was lost from sight. Bending down to retrieve his buckskin shirt, he slung it across one bare shoulder and followed Mersenne along a path to a rough-hewn cabin set on a rise at some distance from the main street of the stockaded village of Quebec. A dark-eyed young Huron woman, her hair plaited into two long braids, hurried out of the cabin at their approach, and waited for instructions from Georges de Mersenne.


  “Will you shave, André?” he asked, lapsing into French.


  André smiled. How strange it sounded! A whole year! Na-e-Ga had been such a skillful teacher of the Huron dialect that André had almost forgotten his native speech. “Yes,” he said, feeling tongue-tied. “For all my brave talk to Na-e-Ga, I have in the past kept my face bare. Marielle—” He stopped and took a deep breath. It was the first time he had been able to say her name in more than a year. “Marielle—Madame la Comtesse—preferred me clean-shaven.”


  At Mersenne’s directions, the girl brought forth a large basin of water that she placed on a tripod near the door, then fetched scissors and razor and a small silver mirror. She propped the mirror, eye level, against the split-log siding of the cabin, and handed André a linen towel, smiling shyly as she did so. Georges frowned and patted her familiarly on her rump as she passed him to reenter the cabin, the gesture comfortable and possessive at the same time. “Eh, bien,” he said almost reluctantly, “I should go to Paris with you, André. Quebec is growing. I think we have near to two hundred souls now, and with the Ursuline Sisters opening their school, I should find me a wife and begin a family.”


  André had begun to clip away at the thick growth of his beard. The golden ringlets fell to the ground at his feet, glinting in the bright sunshine. “When were you last in France?” he asked.


  “I came here to New France with my father eleven years ago, in 1628. I was fifteen then. We meant to stay only the year, exploring, bartering for furs. But then the British attacked Quebec and we fought beside Champlain. My father was killed. When Champlain was taken by the British and Quebec fell, I took refuge with the Hurons and Algonquins. There seemed no reason to return to France, even after Quebec was restored to us in 1632. I scarce remember my grandmother. Though her estates will someday be mine, I have no hunger for them. And save for Jean-Auguste, my cousin and your great and good friend, I do not know a soul in all of France.” He gestured to the town below, the wide St. Lawrence River beyond, called by the savages the River of Hochelaga. “This is my life now.”


  “It is a good life,” said André, reaching for the razor. “I shall not soon forget my days as a coureur de bois, hunting and trapping in the woods. The sight of the Lachine Rapids above Mont Real, the feel of a canoe under me as it glides through the water—”


  Mersenne laughed. “And a dark-skinned woman? Will the fine women of the salons seem pale after White Deer?”


  André smiled ruefully. “The women of the salons will have little patience with a man who has forgotten how to speak French with any grace or charm!”


  “You misprize yourself! Even as a lad I remember hearing of the amorous exploits of Monsieur le Comte de Crillon! What need you for words?”


  “And then I am too old.”


  “Fie! What nonsense!”


  “I shall be forty-one at the end of this month.”


  “And more hale than you were last April when you set out with Na-e-Ga! You should look more closely into that mirror.”


  André finished his shave and splashed his face and torso with water, toweling himself briskly and leaning forward to his reflection in the shiny metal. It was true, what Mersenne said. His hair, though it needed trimming to its customary length just below his ears, was still the color of old gold—not a speck of silver, even at the temples. His skin was bronze from the sun, taut and unlined save for the creases at the corners of his wide mouth, long-ago creases from forgotten laughter. His eyes were deep blue and clear, as always. But how could it be so, that his face had not changed in all this time? That his face should stay the same—and his heart so barren—and Marielle lying in her tomb at Vilmorin for almost fifteen months?


  “Come,” said Mersenne, leading him into the cabin. “You shall see I kept your sea chest well while you were away.” He opened a large brass-bound trunk and began to pull out articles of clothing: knee-high stockings, and boots cuffed deep, wide-legged brown twill breeches to tuck into them, a soft linen shirt, and a rust-colored doublet. André exclaimed in delight at the sight of his own garments, and quickly stepped out of his buckskin breeches and moccasins to stand naked in the center of the room while the girl helped him into clothes that felt unfamiliar and wondrously soft against his skin. His doublet was snug across his wide shoulders, the muscles grown hard after a year spent paddling a canoe. He left half of the buttons of the jacket unfastened, to give himself a little ease. When the girl handed him his falling band, a large white linen and lace collar that tied on over his doublet, he allowed himself a moment to admire the crispness of the fabric before tying the band strings. He pulled the cuffs of his shirt down over his hands, then folded them back over the sleeves of his doublet.


  “Mon Dieu!” he said. “I had forgotten the look of pristine linen at wrists and neck! Do they still wash it in the Loire, I wonder, and hang it in the sun to dry?” He buckled on his leather wallet, then slipped the harness for his sword diagonally across one shoulder, making a pass or two in the air to test the blade before gliding it into its scabbard. Finally he tied on a short brown cape, tossing back one side so his sword arm was uncovered, and picked up a pair of gray gauntlets.


  “You are a gentleman of France again!” exclaimed Georges in admiration. “But hold! Your hat! I did not wish it to be crushed in the chest.” He reached up and fetched down a large box that was tucked into the rafters, carefully opening it and pulling out a dark brown beaver hat, dashingly plumed, and handing it to André with a flourish. “Monsieur le Comte de Crillon!”


  André set it firmly upon his head, tilted it at a rakish angle, and bowed in his turn. Then he smiled sheepishly and stroked the soft brim. “It is splendid, is it not? I think I have missed my hat more than my sword these past months!”


  “What of these things?” Mersenne indicated the pile of discarded clothing on the floor.


  “I shall keep my blade, of course,” said André, slipping his hunting knife in its scabbard into the top of one boot. “As for the rest—burn them, for aught I care! They are rank with the caulking from the canoes—the women of Paris would not take kindly to the stink of spruce gum and venison fat! Wait!” he said in sudden panic as the girl began to gather up his garments. Snatching the buckskin breeches from her, he rummaged in a small pocket and withdrew a golden locket looped on a blue ribbon, and clutched it tightly in his hand.


  “Madame de Crillon?” asked Georges softly.


  “Yes.”


  “Will you—show me her picture now? I have heard so much of her great beauty. My cousin Jean-Auguste would write of it sometimes—and when she danced in the court ballet—”


  “Yes. They spoke of it for some years—” André held out the locket to Mersenne, lifting the embossed cover to reveal the miniature portrait. Georges nodded and smiled his admiration, then André looked at Marielle’s sweet face for a long moment before closing the locket gently, slipping the ribbon around his neck, and tucking it beneath his shirt. He was surprised that he felt no sharp pain, just loneliness, a dull ache, a longing for his home and his children. For the taste of bread and wine, the sight of the Loire valley, and his château. He felt as empty as he had a year ago, but at least each day was no longer a living hell, where he almost prayed to die. Perhaps—someday—he would be whole again.


  Monsieur Maurice Fresnel, master of the merchant vessel Olympie out of Dieppe—two hundred tons and a complement of fifty-five men—stood in the waist of his ship and watched the small pinnace, its single sail set to the breeze, ply its way from the landing on shore to the railing where he waited. His passenger, the nobleman whose voyage had been arranged by Georges de Mersenne, stood in the stern of the small boat, face turned toward the Olympie and the open sea, arms folded across his chest. A fine-looking gentleman, remarkably handsome, thought Fresnel, though perhaps a bit of a strutting popinjay, to judge by his flamboyant hat. Still, Mersenne had said he was a brave soldier who had served the crown in many a campaign, and was even now returning to France after a year in the deep woods with the Huron. Fresnel shrugged. Popinjay or brave soldier—so long as his gold was full weight! Le bon Dieu knew they could use a few extra crowns and livres! It was not easy, being an independent ship owner from Normandy, when King Louis XIII granted a virtual monopoly on fur trading to the Company of New France. The Olympie ranged up and down the coast of the New World from the Grand Banks to the islands of the Indies, picking up what trade she could, bartering knives and needles and scissors, watches and tools, in exchange for furs, fish, whale oil, tobacco. A passenger who paid in gold might make the difference between just getting by and a comfortable profit this season! He might even be able to fix up the cottage in Dieppe this fall. Delphine had her heart set on real glass for the window, instead of the oiled parchment and heavy wooden shutters that kept out the elements but so much of the light as well.


  The pinnace was now alongside the Olympie. The nobleman mounted the rope ladder to the gangway—that space between the railings—and stepped aboard to stand beside Fresnel. He was broad shouldered and tall, taller even than he had seemed in the pinnace. He inclined his head. “Master Fresnel?”


  “At your service. And you are Monsieur le Comte de Crillon?”


  André nodded, holding out his hand in greeting.


  Fresnel indicated his right arm, held unnaturally against his rib cage. “You will forgive me, monsieur. My starboard oar is useless. A Spanish merchantman crossed our bow last summer. We toppled her mizzenmast, but not before the scurvy devils splintered a piece of the quarterdeck railing—and my arm as well!”


  “You are prepared to do battle, then.”


  “If we must. God’s truth, we were near blasted out of the water by the Spanish dogs in ’35! Sailing off the coast of Darien, we were, and never knew good King Louis had sent a declaration of war to the lubbardly knaves! Well, we have six stout culverins on the gun deck, and my blacksmith can forge shot as well as tackle. As for my bosun here”—and he indicated a jolly-faced giant who ambled toward them, rolling-gaited as though the ship were already under way, and hitching at the wide leather belt that held up his breeches—“we call him Gunner for all the years that he served in the King’s navy!”


  The bosun scraped off his red mariner’s cap and bobbed politely to André. “Monsieur le Comte,” he said, “welcome aboard Olympie!”


  André shook his head. “Nay. If we are to be shipmates for this long voyage—how long should it take, Master Fresnel?”


  “Six weeks, by my reckoning, if we have the westerly winds in our favor.”


  “Well then, Gunner, for six weeks you must call me André! Monsieur le Comte is a burden I need not take up until we reach France.” Smiling, he clapped the bosun on the shoulder.


  “Well met—André!” The bosun grinned, revealing a wide gap between his two front teeth. “But you look like a Monsieur le Comte! Be hanged if I have seen such a wonderful hat since we left Dieppe!”


  André laughed aloud. “Be hanged if I have worn such a hat since I left France!” He indicated the brass-bound chest that a seaman had hauled up from the pinnace and laid at his feet. “Tell me, Master Fresnel, where am I to put my belongings?”


  “I have given you the cabin aft, the Great Cabin under the poop deck.”


  André frowned. “But is that not yours, by rights?”


  “I am above you, in the roundhouse.” Fresnel smiled. “Closer to the wind, mayhap. I like the sound!”


  “Only a madman likes the sound of the wind in a gale! I will take the stillness of a cabin ’tween decks!”


  André turned to the man who had spoken. A small man, delicately built, he had come upon them so quietly that André had not noticed him. A thin man, with close-cropped white hair and fine features, he was almost beautiful. He might have been fifty or so.


  Fresnel laughed. “Sink me, Copain, but I wonder you come to sea at all!”


  Copain waved Fresnel away with an airy sweep of his fingers. “Even a ship needs a reminder of civility! And now, with Monsieur le Comte here, the voyage will be far less tedious! Do you fancy the poetry of Malherbe, monsieur?”


  André chuckled. “If you are looking for civility, I shall be poor company. Firstly, I am André on this voyage, and none other! And then I have spent a year with the Huron; I can scarce remember the taste of wine, let alone the sound of poetry!”


  Copain sighed. “Eh, bien! We must manage as best we may!” He bowed elaborately, his hands making small circles in the air. “At your service, monsieur. I am Robert Copain, master’s mate, ship’s navigator, scholar, teacher, philosopher extraordinaire. I am enchanted to make your acquaintance—André,” he finished in disgust.


  “Mon Dieu!” laughed André. “A born aristocrat, haughty to the core! Would you trade places with me, Copain?”


  “Only if I might have your hat!”


  André shook his head. “Never! And now, Master Fresnel, if I may see my cabin—”


  “Will you go ashore again?” asked Fresnel. “The sun is still high and we do not set sail until the evening tide—”


  “No. I have said my farewells.”


  “Well then—Gunner!” The bosun nodded, hefted André’s sea chest onto one shoulder, mounted the steps to the quarterdeck, and motioned André to follow. There were two cabins flanking the passageway that led to the Great Cabin in the stern. André imagined they must be for the other officers, since Master Fresnel eschewed the Great Cabin, traditionally the captain’s quarters, for the roundhouse above. Gunner set down André’s chest in the middle of the room, then tugged politely at his forelock before going out and closing the door. André glanced about him. It was a fine cabin that ran the width of the ship, its sides curved inward to follow the shape of the hulk, its beamed ceiling hung with a large brass lantern. At the stern end of the cabin was a wide bank of windows, small paned and leaded, with a padded window seat beneath. Tucked between two bulkheads on one side was a large bunk covered with a thick straw pallet and several coverlets; on the opposite wall was a small desk and chair, bolted to the carpeted floor. Above the desk there were two or three small shelves protected by a guard-rail, empty save for a pewter flagon, a stout tallow candle, and a book of prayers. André set his sea chest beneath the desk, wedging it firmly so it would not dislodge in rough weather. There was no point in unpacking; he had few enough belongings—a fresh shirt and several pairs of stockings, a leather jerkin, his shaving things, his writing case, a long warm cloak should the weather turn bad. He slipped the small leather wallet from his belt, checking the coins within before tucking the pouch under a corner of the mattress. He nearly took off his cape and sword and fine hat, then thought better of it. There would be time enough on the voyage for plain clothes and sensible attire; he wished to enjoy feeling elegant for a little longer. He heard Fresnel calling up to the rigging, the voice so loud that André knew he must be using a speaking trumpet; then he heard the bosun’s silver whistle piping out commands. There seemed to be a great deal of stir and bustle on deck; perhaps he would go topside and watch them loading the ship.


  The Olympie was buzzing with activity. Gunner stood in the waist of the ship, at the port gangway, calling down orders over the side. André strolled to the quarterdeck railing, the better to see the pinnace, its sail now furled, drawn up to the hull of the Olympie. Close beside it was the long boat, larger even than the pinnace, and manned by half-a-dozen oarsmen. Both boats rode low in the water, weighted down with cargo and supplies which, by dint of much shouting and barking, Gunner was contriving to have hauled aboard. A score of seamen sweated with ropes and tackles attached to the ends of the yards, swinging up to the deck bales of furs—sleek beaver and seal and otter—and casks filled with dried codfish. There were provisions for the passage: slate of salted beef and pork, pickled meats and fish, peas and beans, and hardtack—the saucer-shaped dried sea biscuits that would withstand most vermin on a long voyage. There were barrels of fresh water and ale, cooking oil and salt, onions and dried apples, and as much fresh meat and produce as could be used in the first week or two before they rotted or turned fetid. There were even cages of pigeons and several large chickens, flapping and cooing and clucking. There was lumber for repairs and fuel—in the galley the cook built his fire in a pit of sand—and a large tree trunk, newly stripped of its leaves, to replace a mast, should that calamity arise.


  As the supplies were swung on board they were carried to open hatchways, to be stowed away and lashed down in storerooms beneath the main deck and the forecastle, the large cabin in the bow of the ship that housed most of the men.


  At last, the hubbub having died down a bit, André ventured down from the quarterdeck, joining Gunner, who now stood firmly planted in the middle of the main deck, mopping at his neck with a large handkerchief.


  “By my faith,” laughed André, “I would rather arm a regiment to do battle than supply a ship!”


  “True enough,” said the bosun. “Your men can always forage in the countryside! There is no help for it if we should run short on the high sea! Many’s the time I’ve eaten wormy bread, and glad of it too, I’ll be hanged!” He smiled and swept his arm toward the men who swarmed about the hatchways, then cast his eyes aloft to the dozens more who clung to the rigging, tying ropes and stays, making last-minute repairs in the canvas sails. “But ’tis a good crew, and Master Fresnel is a fine captain to sail under!” He smiled as a sudden gust of wind ruffled the plumes in André’s hat. “Will you stow that topsail when we are under way, André? I’ll be hanged if the crew has talked of aught else since you came aboard!”


  André bristled, defensive at the unending jibes directed toward his hat. “I shall wear it as it pleases me!” he said a little pompously.


  Gunner tugged at the grizzled curl that hung over his forehead. “Begging your pardon, Monsieur le Comte. Master Fresnel and Copain are on the poop deck, reading the charts. Mayhap you will find their company more to your liking.”


  “Indeed,” said André coldly, feeling rebuked, yet unwilling to let go of his pride so easily. He moved away toward the aft ladder, meaning to join Fresnel.


  “I’ll be hanged,” muttered Gunner half to himself. “Where is that lout Michel? Half the day to fetch a coil of hemp—” He looked up at the main mast that towered just above him, squinting his eyes at the bright sunshine. “You! Michel!” he shouted. He had no need for a speaking trumpet.


  About to climb to the quarterdeck, André turned, looking toward the main topsail. Above the crow’s nest, the basket-enclosed landing at the very top of the mast, appeared a dark head of hair.


  “Blast you, Michel, I want you now!”


  Michel scrambled out of the crow’s nest, waving to Gunner and making his way down the rigging as fast as he could. André took him to be a lad of about sixteen, no more, his face scarred by the blemishes of youth, his hands and feet too large for his body. He looked frightened as he stood before Gunner, but when the bosun merely cuffed him on the side of the head and sent him on another errand, he grinned in relief. He smiled slyly at André as he passed, and looked up at the mainmast.


  “Gosse!” he shouted.


  Another head appeared in the crow’s nest, shaggy and yellow as hay on a midsummer’s day. The lad who climbed out of the basket seemed to André to be even younger. Fourteen at the most, and clad in a white shirt and breeches that were far too voluminous for his gangly frame. He waved back to Michel, and called something to the seamen who were strung out across the main yardarm. Then, without warning, he wrapped an arm around a boarding rope and leaped clear, a hundred feet above the main deck, landing in the rigging of the mizzenmast, which rose up through the quarterdeck.


  There was a loud gasp from Gunner. “Gosse! You blasted fool! Would you kill yourself?” The bosun’s cheery face had gone white, and he looked in panic toward Master Fresnel.


  Safe on his new perch, Gosse grinned. Then, boarding rope still in hand, he launched himself through the air and swung directly toward André, the movement so sudden and unexpected that André had no time to duck before the figure swept past him, kicking off his glorious hat and landing lightly on the deck some paces beyond him. There were cheers from the sailors in the rigging; Gosse, his back turned to André as though the man scarcely existed, waved triumphantly back.


  Gosse, thought André, his blood boiling as he surveyed his hat—the crown now soiled and crushed—lying before him. Gosse. The boy was aptly named: Brat. “Pick up my hat, boy,” he said, the voice quiet, deadly. For answer, Gosse spit on the deck. Michel snickered. “My hat!” André growled. Gosse, still turned away from André, stuck out his backside and wiggled it insolently. There was more laughter from the seamen who had begun to gather around. André sputtered in outrage. “By my faith!” he roared. “I’ll box your ears!” He advanced menacingly toward the boy.


  “Well, Gosse, you heard the gentleman!” Michel could hardly contain his laughter.


  Even Gunner had begun to grin, the color returning to his face. “Come, boy. Do your duty!”


  Gosse shrugged and swaggered to André’s hat. He stooped down and picked it up; then, with a sudden gesture, skimmed it across the railing and into the water. There was a chorus of hurrahs from the rigging.


  “Now, by God!” said André. “You will fetch it!” He strode to the boy, picking him up by the scruff of the neck and the seat of his pants, and marched to the railing. Gosse squirmed and squeaked, his voice a high soprano.


  “Hold!” cried Fresnel, rushing from the poop to put a restraining hand on André’s arm just as he would have pitched the boy into the water. “I beg mercy for my daughter! Pray do not drown the maid!”


  “Maid?” André put down his struggling burden, setting the creature on her feet. Gosse snarled and wheeled away, but André set his hands firmly on her shoulders and turned her back, his blue eyes traveling over her in amazement. He saw now that what he had taken for the soft, unformed features of a young boy were, at close view, unmistakably those of a girl, some years older, though obviously still a child. She was tall and thin; whatever feminine shape she might possess was swallowed up in the looseness of her shirt and breeches, so her bare arms seemed to dangle awkwardly beneath the rolled-up sleeves and her ankles appeared almost fragile in contrast to her drooping stockings and coarse shoes. Her sun-bright hair, without a hint of curl to it, was jaggedly cut and hung—lank and matted—over her forehead and just below her ears. Her skin was rosy and alive. Indeed, the vivid pinkness of her flesh and the clear yellow of her hair made her seem an innocent cherub, like some dimpled angel in a painting in the Louvre Palace—until one noticed the malevolent gleam in her amber eyes. Cat’s eyes, crafty and mischievous. She was incredibly filthy.


  Fresnel smiled sheepishly. “Monsieur le Comte, you must forgive my daughter Delphine. She did not mean—your hat—it was an accident—”


  “Ha! Sink and scuttle me, father, if I did not mean to do it!” Her eyes twinkled merrily, sending out golden sparks. “For look you, says I, there’s a hat that should be fed to the fishes!” André glared at her. “Be of good cheer, my fine cockscomb,” she said. “Michel will fetch your hat!” She snapped her fingers in command. The boy picked up a grappling hook, leaning carefully over the railing and fishing in the water until he had snagged a corner of André’s hat. He hauled it, dripping and bedraggled, onto the deck, and handed it to Delphine. She marched to André and plopped it unceremoniously at his feet, so it sent up little splashes onto his boots. At André’s scowl she grinned, then bent down and ripped one of the plumes from his hat, straightening and fanning herself delicately with it. She threw back her head and laughed. “Ah, Monsieur le Comte, you look as sour as a man whose whore, legs spread to the points of the compass, has—”


  “Nom de Dieu!” interrupted Fresnel quickly. “Hold your tongue!” His voice was almost pleading. “Please, Delphine—”


  She whirled to her father, her eyes filled with sudden fury. “I am Gosse!” she shrilled. “Gosse! Delphine is a fool’s name—fit only for mincing ladies who go about with faces like dead mackerels!” She sneered at André. “The kind of ladies favored by monsieur, no doubt!”


  André’s lip curled contemptuously. “I have spent a year with the Huron savages and their women and children. And never a one so foul tongued, foul tempered,” his nose twitched, the wide nostrils flaring in disgust, “foul smelling, as you. By my faith, I should have pitched you into the river, to see if you could come clean!”


  Delphine squeaked in anger and swung back a tight-clenched fist, meaning to strike André, but Fresnel clutched at her arm. “Come, come, Gosse,” he said, his voice soft and conciliatory. “There is time before we set sail. Remember the creek where you and Michel swam when last we were in Quebec? It is a warm day, and you have worked so diligently all the morning in the hold—a refreshing swim—” He smiled thinly.


  “No.” Stubborn chin thrust forward.


  “I shall send Gunner for fresh things from your cabin. The pinnace is below, and ready—”


  “No!”


  “If we are to read Ronsard this evening, you cannot come to my cabin smelling of bilge water.” Robert Copain’s voice was low and mild, but Delphine turned at the sound of it, looking suddenly shamefaced.


  She shrugged, pretending indifference. “I suppose it is a fine day for a swim, and the creek is pleasant. Come, Michel!” She made for the gangway and swung herself over the side, her feet finding the rope ladder. She hung there for a moment head and shoulders above the deck. “And then,” here she waved the plume insolently in André’s direction, “I have had my sport with yon prancing puppy—”


  André strode to the edge of the deck and knelt in front of her, his face close to hers, sapphire eyes burning. One strong hand clamped about her wrist; with his other hand he pulled the plume free from her fingers and tossed it into the water. “Take care,” he said quietly. “The puppy is an old dog!”


  She struggled for a moment against the hand that clasped hers, opened her mouth to curse him, then kept silent. Something in his blue eyes held her transfixed, shaken as she had never been in all her life, imprisoned in those azure depths. A look that was almost fear flitted across her face; her own glance faltered and she looked away.


  “Damn your gizzard, Michel!” she growled. “Are you coming, or must I stand in for shore alone?”


  
Chapter Two


  Delphine scowled up at the treetops, her arms crossed in front of her, rigid jaws chewing ferociously on the last piece of dried apple. She swallowed, then dislodged a bit of fruit from between her teeth with one grimy fingernail.


  Seated beside her on the bank of the small creek Michel sighed, glancing at her surreptitiously out of the corners of his eyes. At last he spoke, his voice petulant. “You have scarce said a word since we left the Olympie. I stole the apples for you this morning! If we are found out, it is I who will get the beating! You might at least talk to me, Gosse!”


  “Pah! Who taught you to steal so you would not be found out? I am minded of the first day you came aboard, all runny nosed and whimpering! Who showed you the secret trapdoor into the galley? Who listened to you crying all that night and fed you with the cook’s best cheese? Sink and scuttle me! I had not thought a ten-year-old boy could be such a mewling babe!”


  Angrily Michel jumped to his feet. “I am a babe no longer! I am almost a man!”


  She smiled up at him, her face twisted in a patronizing smirk. “Sixteen?”


  “Near seventeen!”


  “You lie! You shall not be seventeen until January next! Whilst I—” She dismissed him with an airy wave of the hand. “I have been eighteen for ages!”


  “Since last month!” Michel laughed, then ducked as Delphine hurled a clod of dirt at him. “Are you coming in to swim?” he asked, and kicked off his shoes. She turned her head away, nose in the air. He pulled off his stockings. “I know the why of your black mood,” he said mockingly. “The great monsieur frightened you!”


  Her golden eyes glowed in anger. “God rot your bones for such a lie!”


  “He is a man to be reckoned with!”


  “Pah!” She threw herself back on the bank, hands behind her head, and stared up at the treetops and the deep patch of blue April sky beyond. Blue. Like the color of his eyes. Glowing sapphire. The sea in the shallows of the Bermudas. She had felt as though she would drown when she looked into them, reading strange secrets in their unknown depths. Perched on the ladder of the Olympie she had shivered, a trembling that had seemed to begin deep in the pit of her stomach, yet was not so much trembling as the fluttering of wings, a gossamer creature trapped somewhere within her vitals, frantic to be released.


  “Come on!” said Michel, tugging at the lacings of his breeches. Delphine sat up, idly watching him shed his clothes. How strange to look at was the male body! Though her own body scarcely pleased her—the more it took on the contours of womanhood, the fuller became her garments to cover it—still, there was a certain pleasing rhythm in the rounded form of a woman. But a man’s body—ugh! She had seen them all at one time or another: the fat cook, bare rumped, squatting in the scuppers (that open grating that hung over the front of the ship) to relieve himself; the sturdy seamen naked on the deck in the middle of a summer storm, stripped bare while they rinsed their salt-stiff garments in the soft rain; the drunken blacksmith behind some seaside tavern, perched above a frowzy wench, his thin backside contracting violently as he pumped in and out, in and out.


  She had not been as open with them. Her father had been uncharacteristically stubborn about her guarding her modesty, and her own disgust at her developing body had kept her well covered in front of the crew. But Michel was different; they had grown up together. Now she watched him in amusement. What a bother it must be to carry around such a drooping ugly thing! She must ask him one day if he noticed it when he walked!


  Unselfconsciously she pulled off her own clothes, kneeling at the bank and swishing the garments through the shallows to loosen some of the dirt and grime that fouled them. When she was satisfied, she spread them out on a low branch in the sun, then eased herself into the creek and swam toward Michel, challenging him to a race. They raced and splashed and cavorted, and once Michel wrestled her under the water, holding her struggling head beneath the surface until she jabbed an elbow into his midriff and he released her, gasping for air. At last, winded, she made for the shore and a soft patch of grass, stretching out and luxuriating in the feel of the warm sun on her naked body. Sighing contentedly, she sat up and ran her hand through her yellow hair, then cursed as her fingers caught on a knotted tangle.


  “Copain says I should comb it sometimes.”


  Michel had been practicing a series of small dives on the surface of the water, submerging and reappearing again. Now he stopped and looked at her.


  “Do you think I should comb it?” she asked, her face suddenly troubled.


  “Does it matter what I think?” he said sourly. “If Copain says, then surely you will do it! Copain says comb your hair! Copain says come and read poetry!” He made a face and blew bubbles in the water. “Poetry!” he scoffed.


  She bristled. “Poetry is beautiful! If you were not such a fool, you would have tried to learn to read when my father wished to teach you. Now you’ll be a stupid lout forever!”


  “You were always putting on airs,” he sulked, “and now, with Copain, you are even worse. Rot and damnation! I wish he had never come aboard.” He slapped sullenly at the water.


  “I have not been sorry these past two years, since Copain.”


  “You know nothing of him. Brise, the carpenter, says he has been in prison!”


  “I know he is gentle and kind! I can talk to him—tell him things that—” She stared away into the distance, her eyes suddenly wistful. How she had suffered with the shame of her first sign of maturity, the bloody badge that had marked the gulf between her and the crew—between her and childhood. Red with embarrassment, her father had explained how the women of the towns used wads of rags and rinsed them out when they were soiled. Disgusted, she had for years burned her linens when she was ashore, or cast them to the stormy ocean when aboard ship. Then Copain had appeared and talked gently, reassuring her that she need not feel ashamed. The first flowering of your womanhood, he had said, making it seem a kind of benediction. “I never had a mother. Copain has been like—like a mother to me.”


  Michel snickered. “A mother! Soft and weak like a woman! Always with his books. He never goes aloft, never mans the capstan! Hides behind his charts—just because he can read. He never looks for a woman in port either!”


  Delphine jumped up in anger, glaring down at him in the water, her hands on her bare hips. “Damn your eyes! There are better things to do, I’ll wager! It makes me sick, the way the men always talk about it—as if going down on a woman is all they live for! Pah! I cannot imagine any joy in it!”


  Michel looked smug. “That’s because you know no better.”


  She sneered. “Be cursed, but you never had a woman!”


  “I did!” he bragged. “When we made landfall two weeks ago—there was a girl—”


  “Aah!” she said, annoyed at his superiority. “Well, no man will ever touch me—tap at my door—suck at my breasts!” She looked down at the rounded swell of her bosom, her mouth twisted in disgust. She looked up. Michel was standing immobile in the water, staring at her. She threw back her head and laughed uproariously. “Sink me for a bilge rat! Is it happening again?”


  “Shut up!” he growled, his face tight.


  She giggled. “Is your poor prickle standing up, there under the water?” She motioned him ashore. “Come show me how you salute me!” Michel turned away in agony. Delphine plucked her clothes—now nearly dry—from the bushes and began to put them on. “Sometimes,” she muttered, “I’m glad not to be a man after all.”


  Still burning with anger and humiliation, Michel hauled himself out of the creek, taking care to keep his back to Delphine as he dressed. “How do you know you wouldn’t like it if you don’t try,” he said at last.


  “With you?”


  “Pourquoi pas? Why not?”


  “My father and Gunner would skin you alive for talking like that!”


  “Then let them skin me for the doing!” he cried, and clutched fiercely at Delphine. She exploded in fury, pummeling him about the head and shoulders until he tripped and fell backwards onto the grass. She kicked him once in the ribs with her bare foot, then stood looking down at him, feeling her anger drain away at the sight of his forlorn face.


  “Why do you spoil our comradeship?” she asked sadly, and held out her hand to help him up.


  “It’s just—when I see you—I can’t—” He looked as though he would cry.


  “Poor Michel,” she said, stooping down to pick up her shoes and stockings. “We shall not swim again, I think.” They walked along the bank in silence, mourning the loss of something they could not even name.


  “Has it never happened to you?” he said at last. “A strangeness—when you looked at a man?”


  She shrugged. “Men, women, sea-oxen—they’re all the same to me!”


  “It will happen to you.”


  “Never!” And yet—she recalled clear blue eyes in a handsome face, deep golden hair, smooth bronzed skin that she ached to touch, to see if it felt as cool and sleek as it looked. “Never!” she cried again, and stamped her foot to drive away the tantalizing image.


  André emerged from the Great Cabin, noticing that the doors of the two cabins that flanked the passageway were open, the cabins beyond empty. Copain and Gosse must already have gone to supper. He had put aside his fancy trappings—sword and cape and lace falling band—and removed the heavy doublet. His shirt, with its small neat collar, was covered with a sleeveless leather jerkin. After a year of buckskins, he really felt more comfortable dressed thus. Feeling the gentle sway of the ship beneath him, he made his way down the aft companionway, the interior ladder that led from the quarterdeck and his cabin to the messrooms and galley below. There was another companionway to the roundhouse above on the poop deck; Master Fresnel and the crew could move through the ship in foul weather without going out into the storm.


  He was not looking forward to this voyage. When he’d left France a year ago it seemed as though the war with Spain and the Holy Roman Empire was drawing to a close. Indeed, though Richelieu always needed the services of his generals, the cardinal had been sufficiently optimistic about the future to allow André to leave for New France, even going so far as to charge him with restrengthening France’s ties with the Hurons, that full trade might be resumed when peace came again. And then, perhaps, the cardinal had read the grief in André’s eyes, and knew that a man who courted death would be useless on the battlefield.


  But much had happened in a year. André had spent hours with de Mersenne, catching up on all the news. There was the joy, of course, at the birth of the Dauphin, Louis Dieudonné, Louis the God given, and an end, at last, to the plots and cabals against the throne when King Louis XIII and his queen had been childless. But the Prince of Condé, under whom André had served at Dôle, had been routed at Fuenterrabia on the Spanish frontier. There were whispers of treason. Condé’s second-in-command had fled to England, and had been tried in absentia and executed in effigy. There was the loss of Saint-Omer in the Netherlands and the defeat at Vercelli in Italy. It was clear there would be more fighting before this war was done! André would arrive home in time to mobilize his own men for the summer campaign. He had welcomed this sea voyage and the last weeks of tranquility it would provide before the press and tumult of battle. But—farewell serenity! That young hoyden of Fresnel’s would surely give him no peace! He frowned in disgust, still half disbelieving that such a coarse creature could possibly be female. A disagreeable child—full of fire and temper when she was crossed, but content to torment others. He rubbed his tender kneecaps. Damn the little savage!


  They had sailed on the evening tide, their yards braced round to catch the wind, the sun an orange blaze on the water. André had strolled the deck, watching Quebec vanish in the setting sun, threading his way past the jumble of ropes and shrouds that hung from the rigging. The seamen had begun to disentangle the lines and coil them into neat piles on the deck. André had not noticed the line that had suddenly gone taut at his ankles; he had pitched forward, his soldier’s reflexes breaking his fall a bit at the last moment. Pulling himself up, his knees and palms smarting, he had seen Gosse sitting on a large coil of rope, grinning like a cherub, her eyes wide and blameless. Gulled by that innocent face, he had almost thought it an accident, until Gunner had hurried to his side, all humble apology, and cast a reproachful look at Gosse. But when she frowned, Gunner had smiled sheepishly and turned away. Nom de Dieu! thought André. It was beyond him why they should be afraid of a little chit of a girl—even if she was the master’s daughter! Perhaps it was just habit to defer to her—but she wanted a bit of taming, that one!


  He sighed and opened the door to the captain’s mess. The voyage was just beginning. And unless he sulked, played the haughty nobleman, and supped alone in his cabin (with too much time to dwell on Marielle), he would have to take his meals with her and swallow his displeasure at her behavior. Damn! he thought again, feeling himself bedeviled.


  Gosse was laughing, her voice deep and throaty, as he entered. André was struck by the vibrant timbre of it, so surprising in a young girl.


  “Split me!” she exclaimed, taking a swig of ale from her tankard and wiping her mouth on her sleeve. “But here is your passenger, father! Did you mind the way he danced on deck?” She took another drink and laughed again, ignoring the dribbles of ale on her chin.


  Master Fresnel arose, indicating with his lame arm André’s chair at the long table; Gunner, sitting next to Gosse, tugged politely at his forelock and nodded in greeting.


  “How kind you are to our guest, Gunner!” Delphine smiled across at André, the devil peeping out of her eyes. “Did you like his dance, bosun?”


  Gunner looked at her fondly. “That was wicked of you, Gosse.”


  “I?” she said. “What had I to do with it? Ah, Monsieur le Comte! You will ruin your pretty face if you do naught but frown!”


  “André!” said Gunner, emphatically. “You must call him André on the voyage. He is as any other seaman on this voyage—no different!”


  She snickered. “I wonder—will he know well enough not to piss into the wind?”


  “We need not wait for Copain,” said Fresnel quickly, indicating the wooden trencher piled high with roasted pigeons. “Come, monsieur, while the meat is fresh and the voyage is young.”


  André reached for a bird, but Delphine was there first, snatching it from his grasp and biting savagely into the tender meat. He helped himself to another pigeon, disjointing it on his pewter dish, stripping each savory morsel from the bones with his fingers before putting it in his mouth, carefully licking the sauce from his hands. He tried not to look at Gosse as he ate. It was enough to make his stomach chum, the way she gestured with the carcass in her hands and belched noisily and let small crumbs of food foul the front of her shirt. But once he caught her eye and was surprised to see her blush, as though she were embarrassed at his obvious disapproval. But surely he was mistaken: after that her eating seemed to grow even more crude. Indeed, when she toppled her tankard in his direction and the last drops of ale spilled on him, he was convinced she had done it deliberately.


  “Nom de Dieu,” pleaded Fresnel. “Mind your manners, Delphine!”


  She picked up her empty tankard and slammed it down on the table. “Why must you call me Delphine? Sink and scuttle me, but I hate the name!”


  His face twisted in distress, Fresnel opened his mouth to speak, but André interrupted him smoothly.


  “You must be more understanding, Master Fresnel. I would say that Gosse minds her manners—though there be those who would vow that there are all kinds of manners: for men and ladies, and savages in the New World, and pigs in their sties!”


  Delphine gasped in outrage and rose to her feet, swinging back her arm to toss the mug at André; Copain’s gentle voice stopped her.


  “Have you left me aught to eat, Gosse?”


  Her rosy cheeks turned a darker shade of pink and she sat down, unable to look at Copain.


  “You must forgive my daughter, monsieur,” said Fresnel. “She never learned gentle ways. Her mother died when she was just a babe. I had no sisters nor cousins to tend her ashore. And so we raised her aboard ship, Gunner and I.”


  Gunner beamed proudly. “And a fine sailor she is! You’ll not find a better hand in a storm, I’ll be hanged, nor a braver one when the wind is northerly and the lines are frozen!”


  Gosse grinned at André. “Have you ever been up in the rigging, landlubber? Mayhap before this voyage is done we shall see how brave a soldier you are!”


  “There is not a man faster than she in the shrouds!” Fresnel smiled fondly at his daughter. “She has been climbing for almost all of her eighteen years!”


  André looked at her. Eighteen years. She seemed so much younger. Eighteen. Marielle had been nineteen when he met her. He felt suddenly old and tired. He rose to leave.


  Gosse laughed, that rich, musical sound that was so unexpected. “Split my gut!” she said. “Have we chased you away, my proper gentleman? With all this talk of climbing?”
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