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Glossary

Appartement—Literally an apartment, but was the name given the raucous gaming/gambling evenings at Versailles

Au revoir—Good-bye

Bastille—At this period in history, the king’s prison in Paris

Bien—Fine, good

Bonjour—Hello, good morning, good afternoon

Bon—Good

Chéri (m), chérie (f)—Sweetheart

Consommation d’huile—Consumption, tuberculosis

Coucher—Evening ritual surrounding the king’s retiring for the night

Coupé glissé—A gliding dance step

Cravate—Necktie

Cuisine de commune—Common kitchen

Fiacre—Carriage, hackney

Garde Suisse—An elite corps of palace bodyguards, known for their discipline and loyalty

Grand-mère—Grandmother

Grand-père—Grandfather

Hoitbois—Oboe

Incroyable—Incredible

Je t’aime—I love you

Je vous en prie—You are welcome

Justacorps a brevet—A blue garment worn by royalty and select courtiers

La Contredanse—A dance performed with couples facing each other, or in a circle

La Courante—A slow waltz

La Marelle Ronde—A children’s game of hopscotch played in a circle

La Menuet—A dance in three-quarter time

La Sarabande—Slow dance in 3.2 or 3.4 time.

Lever—To get someone out of bed, i.e. the king’s morning rising ceremony

Madame—Mrs., lady

Mademoiselle—Miss

Maîstresse—Mistress

Maîstresse en titre—Official, recognized mistress of the king

Maman—mommy

Méreau(x)—Tokens given to the faithful Huguenots upon entering worship, to be presented to elders before partaking of communion; used for identification as well

Merci—Thank you

Mère—Mother

Mesdames—Plural of Madame

Non—No

Oui—Yes

Pain mollet—Type of light bread roll made with milk

Papa—Daddy

Patron—Employer

Petite amie (f)—Term of endearment

Père—Father

Potage—Soup, stew

Pot-a-oie—Stuffed goose

Seigneur—Lord of an estate

S’il vous plaît—Please

Toilette—Washing up, grooming

Vraiment—Really
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ONE




Go after her. Spare no expense. Do whatever you must, but bring Madeleine Clavell back to Versailles.”

Captain Nicolas Maisson bowed to King Louis XIV. The musketeer’s blue tunic brushed the floor as he swept his hat around in a flourish. “Oui, Your Majesty.”

“I want her oldest son as well.” The king rested against the front edge of his desk, his head lowered. The voluminous wig hid his eyes. He raised his head and stared past the soldier. He began to pace, then stopped to peer out a window. “Is Versailles not the most beautiful palace on earth?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. None more enchanting in all the world.” 

Visions of Madeleine strolling with him through the gardens when they and Versailles were all adolescents teased his mind. She had grown up with him here. He would get her back. “Why would one not yearn to be here?”

The soldier did not answer. The king turned and with a wave of his hand dismissed the musketeer. “Be on your way. Take whomever you choose and whatever forces you need. I would begin in Geneva, John Calvin’s bastion of Protestantism. That’s where most of the Huguenots flee.” The king’s lips tightened, and he clipped his words. “If she is not there, find someone who knows where she is.”

Captain Maisson bowed and prepared to take leave of the king.

“One more thing, Captain.”

“Your Majesty?”

“You are not to use unnecessary force. Do not harm one hair of Madame Clavell’s head, nor that of her son’s.”



JACOB VERON TIED HIS HORSE TO THE HITCHING RAIL IN front of the pub on the outskirts of Geneva and glanced around. The assistant to the pastor at the Cathedrale de St. Pierre pulled the brim of his soft hat down around his face and entered the noisy scene. A few men looked in his direction but didn’t appear to pay him special attention. Thick, heavy smoke hung in the air, together with the odor of unwashed men, sweaty from work or travel. Jacob found a secluded table in the back and sat down.

A young barmaid approached. “What’ll you have?”

“Just some ale.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all.”

The barmaid chatted as she wiped down the table. “Don’t believe I’ve seen you here before. New in town?”

He wished she would take her leave. “No . . . uh . . . well, actually, yes. That is, I haven’t been here long.”

She went to the bar and returned with a stein of ale. She bent over to place it in front of him, displaying a great deal of ample bosom over the top of her wide-cut bodice. “You wouldn’t be in the market for some company tonight, now, would you?”

“Oh . . . uh, no,” Jacob stammered. “I mean, you’re very attractive, but I, uh, I’m here on business, or, uh, rather to meet a friend about a business, I mean . . .” His hand knocked into the stein, splattering drops of glistening liquor on the table before he caught it.

The barmaid swept the spill away with her towel and laughed. “Didn’t mean to fluster you. If you change your mind, I’ll be around, chéri.” She smiled at him again and left.

Jacob mopped his brow with his handkerchief and gulped down the ale.

Presently two musketeers entered, paused, and looked around the room. Jacob stood so they could see him in the crowd, and they shouldered their way toward him.

“Greetings, Monsieur Veron.” The taller man with the bulbous nose and squinty eyes spoke first and sat on the opposite side of the table. 

Jacob remembered his name to be Nicolas Maisson. The shorter man with the pockmarked face remained standing.

“Did you bring the money?” Jacob asked.

“No offer of drinks for your new . . . colleagues?”

“Of course. How rude of me.” Jacob motioned to the barmaid as the shorter man pulled up a chair.

“Not nervous, are you, my friend?” Nicolas leaned across the table. “You are providing information valuable to the king of France. Surely you are not having second thoughts?”

“Not at all. I just need to get back to the Cathedrale.”

“Back to your pastoral duties?” The tense atmosphere at the table exploded in coarse laughter. “Tell me, monsieur. Do all Huguenots exhibit such great loyalty as you?”

Jacob shifted in his chair. “My loyalty to King Louis, France’s God-ordained sovereign, surpasses my loyalty to any other.”

“That’s what we like to hear. Give us the information we need, and then you get the money.” Captain Maisson pulled a leather pouch from his tunic and threw it on the table.

Jacob reached for the bag, but Nicolas’ huge paw clenched the pastor’s skinny arm. “Not until you give us the information.”

“How do I know the full amount is in the purse?”

“How do we know the information you have for us is accurate?”

“It is. I guarantee it is.”

“Bon! I guarantee the money is all there.” Nicolas leaned across the table again, his eyes boring into Jacob’s and his hand still gripping Jacob’s forearm. “I guess we are simply going to have to trust each other, oui?”

“Yes, I suppose so.”

Nicolas released the pastor. Jacob kept his eye on the money bag as he talked.

“The king’s hunch is correct. Madame Clavell and her children did come to Geneva from their estate in Grenoble to seek refuge at the Cathedrale de St. Pierre. They found a more permanent place to stay in a small village about an hour north of here with a Pastor Gérard Du Puy and his family.”

“And her husband labors in the galleys.”

“Non. The owner of the fleet to which François Clavell was sentenced, also a Huguenot, released him, and the Clavell family is now reunited. However, you are in luck. Monsieur Clavell is ill, and from what I hear has only a few months left to live.”

“Ah-h-h-h. This will be easier than we thought. And her son is with her?”

“She has two sons and a daughter.”

“The older son.”

“Yes, he is with her. Appears to be around fifteen years old.”

“Hmmm. That would be about right.”

“Excuse me?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all.” Nicolas shoved the money bag toward Jacob. “I remember Madame Clavell from the early days at Versailles, when she and King Louis were inseparable. It’s no surprise he can’t get her out of his head.” He paused. “Well, Pastor . . . enjoy your thirty pieces of silver.”

Jacob cleared his throat and stuck the bag of coins in his belt. “Uh, there is one other thing that the king might like to know.”

“What might that be?”

“One of King Louis’ most trusted courtiers lent his able assistance to the reuniting of the Clavells. In fact, he escorted Monsieur Clavell from France to Geneva.” Jacob’s mouth settled in a grim slit.“The man has even embraced the Huguenot faith.”

Nicolas pulled his gloves from his belt. “This information would certainly be of interest to the king. Who is it?”

Jacob Veron looked behind him and scanned the noisy barroom scene. “His name is Pierre Boveé.”

Captain Maisson’s eyebrows arched.

The smaller man spoke. “Let’s get out of here. I don’t like drinking with weasels.”

But once Jacob started regurgitating information, he was like a gossipy old woman. “I have reliable information that the Clavell family is planning to leave Switzerland in a few days and make their way to Amsterdam to book passage for the New World. If you plan to, uh, rescue her, that would be the time.”

“Who will be with her? How many?”

“Well, her husband, her three children. Her brother-in-law. A couple of servants, probably.”

“What about Boveé?”

“Maybe.” Jacob jabbed the air with his bony finger. “But they won’t be able to withstand your attack. They’re not expecting trouble. I would stage it as a robbery. How many men do you have?”

The musketeer captain narrowed his already squinty eyes. “We don’t need your advice on how to complete our mission. We will pick a time and place and use as little force as possible. The king does not want them harmed. He simply wants them back.”

The two men pulled on their gloves.

“And he will get them back,” Captain Maisson concluded. “King Louis always gets what he desires, and he desires Madeleine Clavell. As for Monsieur Boveé, I predict his days are numbered.”



TWO




Madeleine Clavell and six-year-old Evangeline dawdled in front of the vendors and shops as they walked along the street. François had taken their two sons, Philippe and Charles, along with his brother, Jean, to the livery to secure repairs on some harnesses and bridles.

“Maman, where are we going?”

“I would like to go to a dress shop.” She searched the street. “I wonder what is in fashion these days. I feel so out of touch with the civilized world.” Madeleine looked at the coins in her hand. “It sounds like fun, just to be able to look.”

“May I have a new bonnet?”

“Perhaps. I would like to purchase fabric to make some things for you and the boys. All of you are growing out of your clothes. And would you like to find something for Suzanne and Armond’s little boy?”

Vangie bobbed her head up and down. “Yes, Maman! Could we get him a toy?” Vangie had grown attached to their former servants’ toddler.

“We shall see. And then some fruit. Madame Du Puy asked me to see if we could find apples in the marketplace.” She stopped in front of a small dress shop. “Let’s go in here, chérie. We have some time before we’re to meet your father and the boys.”

“Why didn’t they come with us?”

Madeleine laughed. “I think the men prefer to look at saddles and harnesses rather than dresses and bonnets, don’t you?” She stuffed the coins into her drawstring bag and hurried inside.

The jingling of the bell on the door announced their entrance. Dark, highly polished wooden shelves reached to the ceiling on three sides of the shop. Hats and wigs rested on stands, and bolts of fabric lay stacked on tables.

Madeleine inhaled the odor of new fabric and dyes that recalled a more civilized time in her life. She touched the soft, silky fabrics and lifted the heavy brocades to look at the rich colors. She tried on a bonnet with a ridiculously tall tower of ribbons and looked in a wooden framed cheval mirror. Laughing at herself, she removed it and replaced her own bonnet, tucking her hair around her face beneath the ruffle and rearranging her mahogany curls around her shoulders.

The whispered words “French spies” and “Huguenots” halted Madeleine where she stood. Leaning into the mirror, she smoothed her dark eyebrows and pinched her cheeks.

The conversation was coming from two women trying on hats in the corner of the store, as the milliner, a wiry, elderly woman with thick, gray hair caught up under a lace cap, brought new wares from the back of the shop.

Madeleine sauntered through the store and picked up a parasol. She opened it and twirled it around. Perhaps she could afford that.

“Shhh.” The milliner glanced over her shoulder.

Madeleine acted as if she hadn’t heard and continued to walk back and forth between the bolts of material. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the younger of the two women show the shopkeeper a méreau—the token of identification among Huguenots—and they continued their conversation in hushed tones. When the two women, with their new hats safely packed into boxes, exited the shop, the shopkeeper bustled toward Madeleine, a welcoming smile on her face.

“Does Madame wish to purchase the parasol?”

“Oh, why, yes, I believe I will.” Madeleine had almost forgotten she was holding it.

“Oui, madame! It looks as if it were made for you. May I wrap it?”

“Yes, thank you.” Madeleine shook some coins out of her bag. “How much will that be?”

The shopkeeper quoted her a price, and as Madeleine counted out the money, she included a méreau. The older woman looked at the coins in her hand, then shot a quick look at Madeleine. “I think you have given me too much.”

“No, I don’t think so.” Madeleine picked up the new parasol along with the basket she had set on the counter. “Please, I’d like to inquire about the conversation I overheard with your two previous customers.” Before continuing, she located Vangie, who sat in the corner of the shop with a kitten in her lap. In a whisper she asked, “French spies? In Geneva?”

The milliner fingered the méreau in her hand and lowered her voice. “I hear they are coming across the border and paying our citizenry to expel Huguenots from the cities. I understand the economy is suffering in France because so many of us . . . them . . . left to set up businesses in bordering countries. King Louis is livid and is reaching into other countries to try to lure the Huguenots back. But the French are not gaining many sympathizers here. As soon as the Huguenots are thrown out of a city through the front gate, the authorities usher them back into the town through the back.”

She returned the méreau to Madeleine along with her change. “However, if those whom King Louis considers to be guilty of treason are caught, they are forced back into France and taken to the Bastille.”

Madeleine took the coins and dropped them into her purse. “Thank you. Thank you very much. I will enjoy my new parasol, and I appreciate the information—more than you know.”

The shopkeeper covered Madeleine’s hand with her own and whispered, “God be with you.”

“And with you. Come, Vangie.” Madeleine took her daughter by the hand and walked out of the shop, her mind reeling. She looked into the faces of men on the street as they swiveled their heads to look at her. Were they French? Were there spies following her? A too-familiar sensation of panic began to overtake her. She picked up her skirt and ran into the street, dragging Vangie with her.

“Maman! Where are we going? You’re hurting my arm!”

“Whoa there, madame!”

Madeleine whirled around to face a horse rearing over her and a buggy veering sharply to the curb. The skidding hooves narrowly missed her as the driver slung his whip in the air and struggled to bring the horse under control. Vangie screamed, and Madeleine scooped the child up in her arms and darted to the other side of the street.

“Madeleine!” François appeared from behind a vegetable cart and ran to her side.

“Where are the boys?” Madeleine grabbed the ruffled sleeve of her husband’s shirt. “Where are my sons?” Her voice rose in alarm.

“They are right there, with Jean.” He pointed to an ornate iron bench on the sidewalk next to a fruit and vegetable cart. Philippe and Charles sat there, chomping on bright-red apples, oblivious to their mother’s narrow escape. “What’s wrong? You nearly were run down.” 

Madeleine turned her back to Vangie and leaned in to whisper to her husband. “I just learned from the owner of the millinery shop that Louis is sending spies into Switzerland to flush out the Huguenots.” 

François took Madeleine’s trembling hands. “Calm down. We are safe for now. Here, sit down.” He led Madeleine to a bench and sat down with her. “We have known we cannot stay here indefinitely. We must make a new home for ourselves somewhere else—somewhere beyond Louis’ reach.”

“Where do you suggest? His arm is long indeed.” Madeleine’s bonnet had fallen off and hung loosely by the emerald green ribbons around her neck. A breeze blew down the street, whipping up tendrils of her hair that had come unpinned.

François reached toward her and twirled one of the curls around his finger. “We must go somewhere that he cannot find us or reach us. The New World. Our destiny has taken a strange turn, has it not?”

Vangie tugged at Madeleine’s skirt. François took his daughter’s hand. “Come with me, Vangie. Let’s get the shopping done. Did you get a new bonnet?”

Vangie continued to sniffle. “No. Maman scared me.”

“I’m sorry, chérie.” Madeleine stood and kissed Vangie on the cheek. “Maman reacted foolishly. Forgive me?”

Vangie rubbed her eyes and nodded.

The small party finished their errands with haste—including the purchase of a bonnet for Vangie—and started back to the Du Puys’ farm. The children sat in the bed of the wagon, comparing their new acquisitions. As usual, Charles kept up a running stream of comments and questions. The rocking of the wagon and steady clip-clopping of the horses’ hooves finally lulled him and Vangie to sleep.

Silence engulfed the adults, till it was broken by François’ coughing. Madeleine winced with each eruption.

“The coughing is getting worse.”

François reached into a knapsack and removed a flask. He took a swig of the potion, and the coughing spasm eased. “I’m fine. No need to worry.”

They lapsed once more into silence.

Jean maintained the team at a steady pace, glancing at Madeleine and François as they made their way home through the lengthening shadows.

Finally Madeleine spoke. “Jean, I overheard something in the milliner’s shop.” She glanced back at the sleeping children, then related what she had learned.

“I am not surprised.” Jean chucked the reins to quicken the horses’ gait. “What do you plan to do?”

François spoke up. “It becomes more apparent every day that we cannot remain here. The New World or Germany offers possibilities. It will be a challenge, but I’m sure Henri will go with us, and Philippe is maturing before our eyes.”

Philippe’s ears perked up at the mention of his name, and he leaned forward to hear the adults’ conversation.

Madeleine smiled at her son. “We are discussing our future and your important part in it, but don’t concern yourself with it right now. There will be plenty of time for making plans later.” She reached back and patted his shoulder.

“I’m ready, Maman. Life on a pastor’s farm is boring.”

“Philippe! The Du Puys have been wonderful to us. We couldn’t have made it this far without them.”

“I know, but—”

“I’m afraid the high sense of danger and adventure in our lives the last two years has left its mark on you. You will never be content to live a sedentary life.” Madeleine turned to François. “Perhaps he is more ready than I thought.”

Her husband chuckled and nodded. “I understand his young man’s heart. Consider all he has experienced: running for his life, protecting his brother from dragoons out to murder them, hiding out in a cave for weeks, ambushing a contingent of soldiers and having to kill a man in the process, fleeing to another country. He’s been through more than most young men twice his age.”

Young man? Philippe was Madeleine’s little boy, but observing the fuzz beginning to appear on his upper lip, she realized he indeed had begun to mature into a man. And he had earned the title. He was tall, and muscular, and confident, and had proved himself not only physically strong but also hardy of soul. Charles was not far behind him, although Philippe still considered himself much superior to his younger brother.

Madeleine smiled. “You’re right. Our sons are growing up.”

Dusk was falling as they returned to the peaceful farm that had been their refuge for the past several months. Sitting between Jean and François on the wagon bench, Madeleine felt safe and secure.

Jean pulled the wagon around to the front of the house. “Let’s unload your purchases, then I’ll take care of the horses.”

“Thank you, Jean.” She reached back and shook Charles. His cap had fallen off, revealing his thick, red curls. She tousled his hair. “Wake up, Son.”

Vangie sat up, rubbed her eyes, and whimpered. François helped Madeleine down and began to cough again.

Pierre Boveé, trusted courtier in King Louis’ court, came out of the house. “Need any help?” He eyed the couple and approached the back of the wagon. “I’ll get Vangie.” He extended his arms. “Come here, Princess. I’ll carry you.”

The little girl willingly allowed herself to be taken into the courtier’s strong arms. “I love you, Prince.”

“I love you, too, Princess.” Pierre had given the little girl the nickname when he and Jean rescued her from the convent where she’d been taken by dragoons acting under King Louis’ orders. Vangie reciprocated with “Prince,” and the nicknames had stuck. He kissed her forehead and carried her into the house.

François stood on the porch, bent over with his hands on his knees. Madeleine handed him a handkerchief. He covered his mouth and stood.

“A drink, please? Could you get me a drink?” Splotches of blood marred the white cloth when he pulled it away.

“Of course, dear.” Madeleine ran into the house and returned with a tumbler of wine. “Here, this will help. Go on inside, mon chéri. I’ll get the packages.”

François’ shoulders rose and his lips tightened as he drew in a labored breath.

Charles continued to snooze in the wagon bed, even amidst the jostling of packages being pulled out from around him. Madeleine reached over the side of the wagon and shook him again. “Charles! Wake up. We’re home.” She shoved the packages into his arms as he scooted out of the wagon and pointed him toward the house.

Home—not in reality. They had no place to call home. She knew now for certain that they would never return to France. France held danger for the Clavell family, and it appeared Switzerland did as well. 



THREE




Death. Or life. Only a breath away. From a rocking chair on the porch, Madeleine watched her sons and their father play marbles in the late afternoon sunlight. Laughter and punches and slaps on the back punctuated the game as the male Clavells competed against one another. Then an unnatural, awkward split second of silence. François stood and clutched his chest.

Madeleine jumped to her feet, letting the rocking chair slam against the wall and rushed to catch her husband as he stumbled up the porch steps. He turned a tortured face toward her, his eyes laced with panic, and gasped, “I-I can’t breathe.”

He pulled Madeleine down with him as he dropped to his knees. She turned him over on the steps, face up. “Help! Somebody help me!” 

Charles sprang from the game and ran inside, while Philippe knelt beside her and tried to hold his father upright.

“Relax, Papa. Breathe slowly. Breathe!” His voice rose in alarm. “Papa, breathe!”

Vangie ceased her game of La Marelle Ronde with the Du Puy daughters and ran onto the porch. “Papa! Papa! What’s wrong with my daddy?”

Jean, Henri, and Pierre bounded across from the barn, the two younger men easily outrunning Henri, the Clavells’ longtime servant and stable master.

Jean took charge. “Stand back, everybody. Give him air.” He shooed the children away from the scene. “S’il vous plaît, we need room. Could someone get us a wet towel and some water?”

The Du Puys’ oldest daughter, Rachel, turned and ran back inside. “I’ll get them for you.”

Jean scooped François, still struggling for each breath, into his arms and carried his gaunt frame upstairs to his bedroom. Rachel handed a damp towel and a tumbler of water to Madeleine as they passed by her on the stairs.

Pastor and Madame Du Puy hurried up to the bedroom. “What’s wrong? What can we do?”

Jean answered, “A physician. Someone go for a doctor. Hurry!”

The gurgling in François’ chest rattled throughout the room.

Madeleine’s voice rose. “Somebody help him! He can’t breathe!”

Pastor Du Puy turned on his heels and with surprising agility sped down the stairs. Jean placed his older brother on the bed, and Madeleine shoved pillows behind François’ head. “Prop him up on these.” She covered him with a comforter, although he was perspiring. It seemed the proper thing to do. With the towel she wiped his face and pushed his hair out of his eyes.

She looked around the room at her family. Philippe stood at the end of the bed, his eyes downcast. Charles knelt across the bed from her, his eyes wide with terror. Henri stood beside him with his hand on the boy’s shoulder. She could hear Vangie crying behind her. Jean took the child by the hand and came beside Madeleine. Tears streamed down his cheeks.

Madeleine felt strangely calm.

Madame Du Puy gathered her daughters, who huddled at the doorway of the bedroom, and ushered them out. “I’ll bring some broth.”

And Pierre, the displaced courtier from Versailles, backed away from the intimate family scene and went out onto the porch. The only prayer he could utter was, “Oh, God, help him. Oh, God, help.”

The family, speaking in guarded undertones, waited in the room until the doctor arrived. So young. Madeleine had expected an older man.

Henri and Claudine, the children’s governess, stepped outside the room with the children. Madeleine and Jean sat on a bench in the corner of the bedroom. Madeleine stared out the window at the serene, stately peaks of the Swiss Alps in the distance, white with mountain snows.

After a bit, Jean stood and began to pace. The ticking of a large grandfather clock rose above the rustling of the doctor and the muffled sounds from downstairs and pierced Madeleine’s awareness.

“I never noticed that clock being so loud before. Did you, Jean?”

“What? The clock?”

“Madame Clavell? Shall we step into the hallway?” The doctor stood at the foot of the bed.

Madeleine and Jean followed the doctor through the door.

“I’m sorry, Madame Clavell.” He shook his head. “I’m afraid your husband is dying.”

“Dying? But he seemed to be doing better, except for the coughing spells.”

“I understand he spent some time in the king’s galleys. That he got out alive at all is quite remarkable, but that is probably where he contracted consommation d’huile. The disease comes and goes, getting worse with each attack, until—until the end.”

“How long does he have, doctor?”

“I predict a matter of hours, perhaps even less than that. Certainly no more than a day. He is suffocating from fluid collecting in his lungs, and he is not strong enough to expel it.” The doctor took Madeleine’s hand in his own. “Madame Clavell, if I were in your situation, I would pray that God, in his mercy, would take him quickly now. Your husband is suffering.”

“Is there nothing you can do to ease his pain?”

“I will give you laudanum to mix with wine and spices, and you will need to help him drink it. Then he will fall into a dreamlike state. The only thing . . .” The doctor paused. “He will not be responsive to you after he has taken the laudanum. And if your religion involves taking last rites, confession of sins . . . he will not be able to do that.”

“We are Huguenot. We believe the well-being of our souls is dictated by faith alone in Jesus’ sacrificial death for us. My husband’s eternal destiny is secure.”

“As you say.” The doctor waited.

Madeleine moved to Jean’s side, and he put his arm around her shoulders. “Jean, are we in agreement?”

He stared at the emaciated frame of his brother. “I don’t want him to suffer any longer.”

“Nor do I.”

Madeleine moved to the bed, sat next to her husband, and took his hand. It felt clammy.

François opened his once bright eyes, now sunken and hollow, and tried to sit up. He looked at his wife. Through the rattling in his throat, he managed to speak. “Madeleine, do what’s best . . . for all of us.” He closed his eyes and slumped back down on the pillow. His tormented breathing grated against Madeleine’s heart with every heave of his chest.

She bent over and embraced him. His bony shoulders protruded through his shirt, and she could still feel the scars left by the galley master’s lashes on his back. “My brave husband, don’t worry. Jean and I will take care of everything.” She stroked his hand. It felt cool, and the skin hung loose on his fingers. She loved his slender hands that had been so strong—the hands that had held a weapon and fought for their family; chopped wood and reined in a wild stallion; the hands that had cupped her chin and caressed her face. What would she do without François?

“Jean.” François looked around for his brother.

“I’m right here.”

“Take care of my family.”

“I will. You know I will.” Jean’s throat caught, and he turned away. 

The doctor approached the bedside with a wine goblet in his hand and gave it to Madeleine. The red liquid sloshed in the cup. She looked at her trembling hands and placed the vessel on the bedside table. The waning afternoon sun glinted through the window and sparkled on the surface of the potion.

“Jean, would you please go get the children? Summon Pastor Du Puy and the servants as well.” When all had returned, François stirred, coughing and struggling for breath. “Help me to sit up, please.”

The doctor put François’ arms on his shoulders and, with an expert lift, raised him to a sitting position. Madeleine put extra pillows behind his head. François extended his hand and beckoned his children to gather around him. Vangie climbed on the bed beside her father and patted his hair.

François said, “I’m so proud of every one of you. Philippe, what a fine young man you have become. Come here, Son.”

Philippe bent over, and François whispered something in his ear. Philippe nodded and embraced his father.

“Charles? What a joy you have been to us. A bright spot. Continue to bring that unbridled joy to your mother. Oui?”

“Oui, Papa.” He sniffed and unashamedly wiped the tears away with the palm of his hand.

“And, Vangie . . .” François paused and started coughing again.

Vangie took his hand and caressed it. “Papa, does it hurt?”

“Yes, ma petite. It hurts a bit.”

Vangie laid her head on his shoulder.

Madeleine motioned Pastor Du Puy to come closer. “Please pray for us, Pastor.”

Gérard Du Puy began to pray softly over the family. “Heavenly Father, you are our hope in life. You are our hope in death. Whom have we in heaven but you? When we approach a moment like this, there’s not much we can offer except our ceaseless praise and gratitude for your Son, Jesus, for his atoning blood to pay for our sins on the cross, and for his victory over death and the grave. So, we do that now. We simply praise you, and we thank you.” He paused and wiped his eyes with his handkerchief. “We are your people, the sheep of your pasture. Into your hands we commit this precious soul.” Pastor Du Puy looked around at his tiny assembled flock. “Amen and amen.”

“Thank you,” Madeleine whispered. She gathered Vangie in her arms.“Come, now. The doctor is going to give Papa something to take away the pain. Children, say good night to your papa.”

“Thank you, Pastor.” François reached to embrace Gérard. The pastor wept openly as he held François’ frail frame in his arms. Then François repeated his request. “Jean, Henri, Claudine. You will take care of my family? You will take good care of them?”

Henri straightened himself up as tall as he could in his old age. “I shall consider it an honor to continue to serve your family.”

François smiled and lay back down. “Loyal Henri. I knew I could count on you.”

Madeleine leaned over François with Vangie, and the little girl kissed him on the cheek. “Good night, Papa.”

François smiled and held on to her hand for a moment, then he let her go.

Charles and Philippe started out the door. Philippe’s eyes filled with unshed tears, and he grabbed hold of Charles’ arm. Charles turned back toward his father, broke from Philippe’s grip, and dashed to his father’s bedside, flinging himself into François’ arms. “Oh, Papa! Don’t go. Don’t leave us!”

“I will always be with you, Son. God is with you, and I will be with God. So I will always be there.”

Jean gently pulled the boy away from his father and took him out. Madeleine could hear him sobbing even as they moved down the stairs. Claudine took Vangie with her and closed the door.

Left alone now, Madeleine sat down on the bed and took François’ hand between her own, caressing and kissing it over and over. He struggled to smile at her.

“Mon amor, I have been the luckiest man alive to have you for my wife.”

“And I have been the luckiest—no, the most blessed, woman alive to have you for my husband.”

“I have given Jean and Philippe instructions. You have no need to worry.” François heaved a labored inhalation. “And . . . Madeleine, let Pierre help you.”

Madeleine startled at her husband’s words.

“Don’t fret over this. He loves you. Let him help you any way he can.” He paused, breathing heavily. “You must go to the New World as we planned. God will provide.”

“The New World? I cannot, François—not without you!”

“Listen to me. You must get out of Europe. I have a sense that you don’t have much time. You must go quickly.”

Madeleine shook her head. “We will be fine. We can make that decision later.”

François hesitated, and his breathing calmed. “I told you once that je t’aime was not enough to express how much I love you. I still feel that way. But that is what I want to leave you with—je t’aime. Je t’aime.”

“I love you, too, my dearest. Oh, how I love you.” She brushed his hair away from his damp forehead and held him in her arms.

François rested his head on her shoulder. Then he reached for the wine goblet. Madeleine held it as he drank the mixture. The flame in the lantern flickered in its feeble attempt to stay the descending darkness. Madeleine raised the wick. She lay beside her husband of sixteen years for the last time. It seemed to her that the shadows in the room pulsated with the spirits of Huguenots gone before.

When he took his last breath, Madeleine buried her face in the comforter and muffled her sobs of grief. The room grew dark and cool. How long she stayed curled up beside François, she did not know. At length she stood, brushed his hair back, and placed a kiss on his forehead. Her lips brushed across the distinctive scar, inflicted by the dragoon’s sword so long ago when they first met. She caressed his cheek. 

“Oh, my beloved. It’s too soon, too soon. Our children, our . . . grand . . . chil . . . dren . . .” She took a deep, broken breath. “How can I go on without you? Where do we go now?”

Rivulets of hot tears flowed down her cheeks and fell off her chin, and she didn’t bother to wipe them away. Madeleine held on to his hand and stared at his face, memorizing every wrinkle, every detail. “I think I’ve not seen such peace on your face, my husband, in a very long time.” Presently, she folded both his hands on his chest. “Farewell, my brave François. Until we meet on the other side.”



FOUR




You’ve heard of the man in the iron mask?” Pierre looked about the circle gathered around the fireplace.

They all nodded. With François’ funeral only two days past, a somber mood still hung in the air, but the laughter of children filtered through the room from the kitchen.

“That is not fantasy. He truly exists. No one knows who he is for sure, but the rumor is that he is Louis’ twin brother. The twin, allegedly carried away at birth to be raised in obscurity, opened the way for Louis alone to claim the throne when his father died. When they became young men, they say Louis had him confined in the mask so no one could identify him.”

Philippe, sitting on the floor beside his mother, looked up and gulped.

“I’ve heard those rumors, Pierre, but I never believed them. I never saw that side of Louis.” Madeleine’s voice grew taut.

An awkward hush followed. Jean and Gérard Du Puy leaned forward in their chairs. The light from the fire flickered across the faces gathered around the hearth.

Pierre lowered his head. “Forgive me, madame, if I have insulted you. I mean no offense.” His voice softened. “The rumor about the prisoner being Louis’ twin may not be true, but there is indeed such a man that has been held captive these many years. I have seen the man in the iron mask for myself.”

Jean spoke up. “You have seen him with your own eyes?”

“Oui, with my own eyes.”

Madeleine sat back into her chair. “Well, I certainly want to hear this. Forgive me, Pierre. I did not mean to question your word. Tell us, when did you see him and . . . how?”

“Two musketeers are assigned to guard him at all times. Late one night, when I was returning to the palace, I observed them taking him into the Bastille. The court gossip is that he has been confined to the island of Sainte-Marguerite for most of his life. He continually wears a mask; however, it is not always an iron one. The one I saw was iron, making his appearance hideous. But those who attend him say that while in his cell, he wears a black velvet mask.”

Madeleine’s curiosity spurred her on. “Could you tell anything else about his appearance?”

“Only that he does seem to be about the same size as Louis. But to be perfectly honest, I couldn’t see all that well in the darkness.”

Madeleine exhaled slowly. “I had always discounted those stories as fanciful rumor. It seems I may have been mistaken. Obviously the Louis who rules France at this time is not the Louis I knew as a girl.” 

Madame Du Puy puttered around the kitchen, finishing the evening chores. Claudine, still taking her responsibilities as governess to the Clavell children seriously, had taken Vangie and Charles upstairs to bed.

The conversation in the parlor turned to the possibility of the Clavells traveling to the New World.

“I am sure you are aware of the dangers of that venture. The voyage is long and arduous. Many never make it across the ocean. And then the rigors of homesteading in an unfamiliar country—much planning and prayer should accompany a decision such as this.” Pastor Du Puy slapped his knees for emphasis.

“What other choice do we have?” Madeleine leaned forward in her chair. “Louis’ influence is too far-reaching in Europe. We cannot escape from him anyplace we go in this part of the world.”

“I must agree with Madeleine.” Pierre sighed. “Having been in court at Versailles for many years, I have firsthand knowledge of how far the king will go to satisfy his whims. One walk through the gardens at Versailles will confirm that he will go to any expense to get precisely what he wants.”

Henri nodded. “I’ve seen that for myself. The gardens are magnificent—fountains and pools at every turn. Just the water supply has to cost the government untold expenditures. And the flowers, the orange trees . . . incredible.”

Pierre spoke again. “King Louis has a soft, compassionate side, but he also has a troubling dark side. He will do whatever is necessary to get what he wants.” He looked at Madeleine. “Even to the extent of sending spies into Switzerland.”

MADELEINE AWOKE THE NEXT MORNING TO THE CLATTER of pots and pans in the kitchen. She glanced over at Vangie, who had insisted on sleeping with her mother since François’ death. It was just dawn. As Madeleine reached for her dressing gown, she noticed that Philippe and Charles were gone from their pallet beside her bed. She hurried to the door and opened it.

Madeleine dressed quickly. She breathed in the heavy aroma of bread baking as she opened the door and glanced back at Vangie. The child had not stirred.

As she entered the kitchen, the men around the table glanced up and greeted her. Lanterns lit the kitchen, along with the fireplace. Pastor Du Puy motioned for her to join them. “Come, dear. Pierre is taking leave of us today.”

“No! Why so soon?” The words were out of her mouth before she could censor them.

“Madame, the king is going to become suspicious if I stay away much longer.” Pierre’s characteristic wide Boveé smile spread across his face. “He would be certain that I had found a beautiful lady and escaped to a far country, never to return. Then he would send out another courtier to find you and your family.” He stood and put a round of cheese and a loaf of rye bread in his pack.“If I return to court now, I believe I can delay Louis’ pursuit of you at least a few months. By then, we can hope, he will grow weary of the chase and turn his attention to other things.”

“What will you report to him?” Madeleine allowed herself to look directly into Pierre’s dusky gray eyes—the eyes that she saw the first time hidden behind a mask at a court ball and that now hid behind a mask of concealed emotion.

“I will tell him that I was able to find the owner of the ship to which François was assigned in Brest, which is the truth—well, almost the truth. I did find the grandson of the owner. I will tell him that he was no longer listed. He will assume from that information that François died at sea—which, of course, is now no longer an issue . . .” Pierre hesitated and looked down. “Due to the fact that I have been gone so long, I will tell him that I went to the estate to try to trace Madame Clavell, but could not find anything at all.”

Pierre looked at Madeleine. “I will tell Louis that we can assume you have left the country, but I have no idea where you have gone. By that time, I genuinely will not know where you are.” He closed his pack and hoisted it onto his shoulder. “I prefer not to know at this point. A strange occurrence—since I’ve come to faith, I’m finding it more difficult to lie. It used to be so easy.”

Pastor De Puy chuckled.

Pierre shifted his pack. “Well, be that as it may, I can always contact you, Pastor, if I need to find the Clavells. Can I not?”

“Indeed! You are welcome here anytime.”

“Merci. You have been most kind . . . ” Pierre looked around the table, his eyes bright with unshed tears. “How can I ever . . . ?” He faltered. “I don’t know how to thank you for what your family has done for me. I have come to know God. You have shown me the way of faith. You have shown me the way to have true life.”

The group gathered around, and Pastor Du Puy began to pray over Pierre. Pierre could not speak as the men bade him farewell.

Madeleine stood apart from the others, holding a handkerchief to her eyes. Of course Pierre must return to Versailles, but she didn’t feel she could bear another loss so soon. She turned her head away.

“Maman, what’s wrong?” Vangie had come down the stairs, unnoticed during the prayer, and stood by her mother’s side, rubbing her eyes.

“Oh, I didn’t hear you, chérie.” Madeleine blew her nose and took a deep breath. “Pierre has decided to return to France.”

“No! I don’t want you to go, Prince!” Vangie ran and threw herself into Pierre’s arms.

“Ah, Princess. I will see you again someday.”

Vangie began to sob. “No, you can’t go. You can’t leave us again. Please don’t go. Don’t let him leave. Maman, stop him!”

Jean tried to pull the distraught child from Pierre’s arms, but she refused to let go. “Come on, Vangie. Pierre must return to court for now.”

“But why? Why can’t he stay with us?”

Madeleine stepped in. “Listen to me, chérie. He is going to go back and report to King Louis that we have fled the country so that the king will cease looking for us. Pierre’s going to continue to help us, but he has to return to France to do that.”

Vangie began to loosen her hold. Madeleine looked at Pierre. Her heart thudded in her chest, and she found herself short of breath. “Anyway, he may be joining us again after a while. Right, Pierre?”

His eyes softened. “We shall see. But for now, I must finish my assignment.” He tickled Vangie underneath her chin. “Besides that, don’t you remember that you promised to marry me when you grow up? I’ll need to see you again to collect on my promise.”

Vangie nodded and let her mother take her. Madeleine shook her head at Pierre. Promises made to a little girl were not easily forgotten. He walked toward the door amidst much backslapping and good wishes. He turned and looked at his newfound family once more, then stepped out the door. They all watched from the porch as the sun sliced over the rugged peaks of the Alps. Pierre put on his gloves and mounted his horse. The black Percheron, anxious to be on his way, pranced sideways, waiting for Pierre’s command to go.

“Au revoir, dear friends. Until we meet again.” He tipped his hat, spurred his horse, and rode off to the east toward France.

The family waved at the young man who had become an integral part of their family in the mysterious way only God can work. The others went back into the house, but Madeleine leaned against a post on the porch and watched Pierre ride out of her life once more. She squinted against the sun and shaded her eyes with her hand. Without warning, Pierre stopped, turned, and touched his hand to his heart, then whirled the stallion around and galloped away.



 MADELEINE WENT THROUGH THE DAY AUTOMATICALLY performing her chores, unmindful of the bustle of activities around her. She responded with unconscious smiles at the antics of her children and gave mindless answers to their questions.

After supper she ascended the stairs to her empty room and pulled a small, dark chest from under her bed. She placed it on the vanity and got the key from her trunk. A slight smile creased her face as she thought how enraged Commander Paul Boveé would be to know that he and his soldiers had overlooked the box in their plundering of the chateau. In one small way, at least, they had outwitted their nemesis. She imagined his glistening black eyes and his set jaw grinding in consternation. It was hard to believe that he was Pierre’s father. The two were a study in startling contrasts.

It had been François who thought to look for the chest in the rubble of their family chateau and brought it with him to Switzerland—so like her husband to quietly provide for his family and offset her impetuousness.

Madeleine opened the chest and sighed. Jewelry that belonged to another life lay atop the coins—her own pieces as well as those inherited from her mother and grandmother. She pulled an enamel and ruby necklace from the chest and fingered the cold stones.

She remembered her mother wearing the exquisite piece in the early days of Versailles. How she as a child had begged her mother to let her wear it. Maman would laugh and always give her the same answer: “When you grow up.”

Madeleine picked up another heavy necklace encrusted with emeralds and diamonds. I am grown up now, and what am I to do with all of this? I have no need of it anymore.

She laid the lavish adornment on the table. She removed the other gems and gently arranged them by matching sets—earrings, bracelets, brooches, necklaces, and rings. Memories flooded over her as she recalled her mother and grandmother wearing the glittering jewels.

She found her mother’s favorite pearl brooch, placed it beside a long multi-strand pearl necklace. Her breath caught as she saw the glittering jet of her mother’s mourning brooch lying among the fanciful pieces. She pulled it out of the box and put it on. Tears that came so quickly now filled her eyes as she looked in the mirror. Now she was a widow.

She fingered the pin and looked at the display of sparkling stones. I’m not ready to part with them. They are all I have left of Maman.

She removed a bag of coins and dumped it out on the table. Small pieces of silver clanked onto the wooden surface along with the coins—ornate serving spoons, carving knives, a small cloisonné box.  She opened the box and emptied out a pair of petite pearl earrings . . . Louis’ gift to her on her fourteenth birthday. It was the beginning of their young fascination with each other. How long ago it seemed now.

She surveyed the contents of the chest. They were in better shape to purchase passage to the New World than she realized.

A sinking sensation pulled at Madeleine’s emotions. Another country. Another language. An arduous, if not perilous, ocean voyage. How could she subject her children to such a dangerous journey? How could she leave Europe?

But how could she stay? How much more could the Clavell family endure?

I will be with you. I will never leave you or forsake you.

Madeleine had her answer. She would do whatever was necessary to save her family. She would go wherever she needed to go. God would be with her.



FIVE




Pierre dismounted and groaned. The odor of leather and horse sweat in the outer yard of the stables, together with the fragrance of the flowers in the gardens and the dusty smell of the perpetual construction, wrapped familiar arms around him.

A stableboy jumped to catch hold of the reins. “Welcome back to Versailles, Monsieur Boveé. I trust your trip was successful.”

Pierre stared at the young man. What is he asking? Does he know where I’ve been? But how could he know that? Then Pierre realized his imagination was playing tricks on him. It was simply a casual remark. “Oui, but terribly long and draining. I am eager to get back into my apartment and bathe.” He tugged at his pack.

“Shall I call someone to assist you?”

“That’s not necessary.” Pierre started to go, then turned back. “Can you tell me, is the king in residence?”

“He returned just this morning. The king has been in Paris for a few weeks, conferring with his generals.”

“What does the court gossip say about that?”

The stableboy looked around. “That the king plans continued penetration into Holland and the Rhineland.”

Pierre shook his head. Would Louis never be satisfied? “Thank you.” He gave the young man a pat on the shoulder. “Take good care of my steed—he’s a special one.”

“Oui, monsieur. You can count on me. A black Percheron—unusual.”

“Yes, and a more even-tempered and dependable horse you’d be hard-pressed to find.”

“What’s his name?”

“Tonnerre.”

“Thunder—that is a fitting name for him?”

Pierre chuckled. “Oui. He is a bit more high-spirited than most Percherons, but he has a quiet strength and courage. His power rather rumbles beneath the surface. And what is your name?”

“Gabriel, monsieur.”

“Ummm, Gabriel. Is that a fitting name for you?”

The young lad laughed. “Well, I’m no angel, if that’s what you mean.”

Something about the lad reminded Pierre of Philippe. His eyes were lighter, but the age and his smile—Pierre couldn’t quite put his finger on it. “You remind me of a young man I care very much about.”

The boy’s countenance brightened. “Your son?”

Pierre laughed. “No, I have no children. I’m not married. But he’s much like family to me.” Pierre started to say that the boy they were discussing lived in Switzerland, but he caught himself. “He lives in . . . he lives out of the country.”

Tonnerre began to paw the ground.

“Better fetch him some feed and water, Gabriel, and get that saddle off. He really enjoys being curried down. He will be your friend forever.”

“Oui, monsieur. Right away.”

“Perhaps I shall see you again soon.”

“I hope so.” The eyes of the underling reflected his admiration for the striking courtier.

Pierre dug in his tunic and pulled out a coin. “Here, son. Thank you for the extra good care you’re going to see that my horse receives.”

“Oui, monsieur. You can count on me.” Gabriel turned and led the horse toward the stable. “Au revoir. I shall give Tonnerre the finest attention of any steed in the stables.”

Pierre chuckled and trudged through the dispersing crowd in the courtyard as shadows of the approaching evening began to engulf the chateau. He waved to a group of fellow courtiers huddled together in a cluster.

The young men tossed greetings his way.

“Ahhh, it’s Pierre! Welcome back.”

“Hasn’t been the same without you.”

“We had best warn the ladies of the court. Their virtue is no longer safe.”

Pierre shifted his pack and kept walking, dismissing their crude comments with a gesture of his head.

The spectral images of darkness spreading across the cobblestones spelled the end of another day at Versailles. Pierre sensed a finality of his tenure at the opulent court of King Louis XIV. Not that he was surprised. Ever since the Lord God of heaven had reached through the trees of the forest that day and breathed life into his soul, Pierre knew that his future did not lie in the posturing and politics of the government of France.

Now that he had converted and was a Huguenot—a Huguenot! Pierre stopped in his progress to his apartment, one foot on a highly polished marble step. He looked down at his boots, dirty and scuffed from his travels. His knees trembled beneath him, and he leaned against the banister for balance. This unspeakable notion, which had been forming in the mists of his mind, now floated to the forefront. Although still Catholic, he had been privy to what it meant to be Huguenot. He had identified closely with the Clavells and their beliefs. He was confused and didn’t know what he was now. Snide remarks, guffaws of derision, jeers, and judgments of the persecuted Protestants, whom he had come to love, echoed in his memory. He hung his head.

Oh, God, I have slandered your children, my brothers. How can you ever forgive me?

He shook his head, walked around the ever-present scaffoldings, and climbed the stairs. How long would he be able to maintain a façade of conformity to the court system? He knew he must give the Clavells time to flee. But he also knew that he could not remain at court much beyond that. Either he would be discovered, thus perhaps leading to the discovery of Madeleine and her family’s whereabouts, or he would be sucked back into the subtle seduction of the immoral and conniving court life. Remembrances of his former life sickened him. He let himself into his tiny, sparsely furnished apartment, dropped his gear, and sat on the edge of his bed.

He rang for a servant and scrawled a message for the lad to deliver to the king’s quarters, informing Louis of his return. Perhaps he could see the king tomorrow evening during gaming at appartement, tie things up swiftly, and leave. He washed and climbed into bed. The meeting with King Louis dominated his thoughts. Pierre wanted nothing more than to complete his “mission” and be on his way.

How strange was this life. He had spent his entire career learning the nuances of double-talk in the politics of court life, and now his newfound faith disallowed him to use the cunning half-truths. When tempted to lapse into it, something alive and moving deep within him jabbed at his spirit. It was more than simply wounded feelings; it was a physical searing in his soul. He had never experienced anything like it before.

In spite of their troubled history together, Pierre hoped to find his father at Versailles and not off on some long-extended assignment. The seeds of bewilderment had been sown into the soft soil of Pierre’s innocent heart as a three-year-old boy when his father abandoned him and his mother had matured into a bitter crop of resentment. Upon his mother’s death several years later, his father had brought him to Versailles to be a stableboy, leaving his care entirely to the stable master.

Commander Boveé had made overtures toward his son in the last few months, inviting him to accompany him places, introducing him loudly as “my son.” Why did he want to claim Pierre now, when he had wanted nothing to do with him as a boy? Pierre resented his father’s recent intrusion into his life. And yet he knew he could not carry that burden of resentment any longer. He wanted to attempt some sort of reconciliation and express a veiled good-bye.

Pierre tossed to the right, then to the left in his dark, dreary room. The mere slit of a window allowed only a minute view of the sky, but Pierre was grateful to even have a cubicle at the chateau. Many of his fellow courtiers slept wherever they could or resided in matchboard cabins in town, hot in summer and cold in the winter, with the ever-present stench of neighboring latrines lingering in the air.

As weary as he was from his long trip, slumber escaped him. He played out his conversation with Louis over and over in his head, until finally he floated into a restless sleep.

A loud crash startled Pierre awake. He bolted up, the thumping in his chest threatening to suffocate him. He leapt from his bed and grabbed the sword hanging from the bedpost. Glancing wildly around the room, he noticed a streak of sunlight gleaming through the window.

He breathed a sigh of relief and began to chuckle. Broken shards of the basin and water pitcher lay scattered on the floor at the base of the washstand. He must have hit it with his foot. He grabbed the towel and swabbed the water. He must gain control of himself. Louis would see right through him.

His knees trembled beneath him, and he sat on his bed. What would he say to the king? How would he skirt the truth that he had indeed found the Clavells and that they were planning a way of escape—without telling a blatant lie? And wouldn’t God forgive him if he had to lie in order to protect them?

Pierre sheathed his sword and lay back down on his bed. No hurry this morning. Only a few people knew he had returned. He had all day to rest and plan his approach to the king this evening at appartement. He closed his eyes.

Then suddenly Pierre slipped to his knees. “Heavenly Father, I’m such a novice at this. I didn’t even think to pray.” He bowed his head.  “Will I ever learn to seek your direction first, instead of making my own plans and then asking you to bless them? Will I ever learn how to hear your voice above my own? Forgive me of my pride and arrogance. Cleanse my mind from my selfish thinking. Place your thoughts in me. Protect me as I talk to the king, and protect Madeleine and her family as they make preparations to flee. Work out the timing. Give them a way of escape.” Pierre couldn’t think of anything else to say. “Uh, amen.”

A habit of a lifetime, he made the sign of the cross and arose. Was it still acceptable to make that gesture? He seemed to sense a smile from the Lord.

“Very well, I guess I’m—uh—we’re ready. Oh, one more thing.” Pierre knelt again quickly. “I would like to see my father before I leave. Would you make a way for that to happen?” Was it permissible to ask God to do something like that? “Uh . . . if it is your will, that is.” He had heard Pastor Du Puy end his prayers in that manner.

Pierre took the time to give his goatee an overdue trim, dressed, and went to breakfast with the other courtiers and staff to catch up on the latest court gossip. Only in the company of fellow courtiers could one speak freely of politics. Cleverly disguised language, however, abounded even in the attendants’ dining area. He sighted familiar faces and joined with his colleagues.

“Bonjour! ”

“Look who has returned from his countryside wanderings.”

“Good to see you. Are you back for a while?”

“What clandestine mission took you away this time?” Pierre’s closest acquaintance, Robert Devereaux, climbed over the bench and sat beside Pierre with a jab to his side. “You left quite suddenly, didn’t you? Your patron has latched onto me—working me doubly hard.”

Robert grinned, and Pierre noticed that his friend had chipped one of his front teeth.

“Work’s good for you.” Pierre slapped him on the back. “I’ve been on one of the king’s wild goose chases to satisfy his curiosity about a spurned lost love.”

The young men guffawed at Pierre’s joke.

“What mischief have you been in, my friend? Looks like you found yourself on the wrong end of a fist.”

Robert touched his mouth. He was known among the courtiers, and the ladies of the court, for his blond good looks. He and Pierre presented a dashing picture of contrasts. Robert’s perfect, white teeth now bore the battle scars of a confrontation. However, Pierre noted, the disfigurement didn’t hinder his friend’s handsomeness. In fact, it seemed to add some needed character.

Robert looked around the table with his sky blue eyes. “Nothing really. Simply a disagreement concerning a lady’s honor.”

Pierre laughed. “Since when have you worried about a lady’s honor?”

The young men around the table snickered as they dug into their morning meal. The initial bantering over with, Pierre worked his way through the conversational maze and found that things appeared to be quiet, except for Colbert, the king’s minister of finance, who was ranting as usual that the king was bankrupting the country with his continual raising of taxes, expansion of the French military, and never-ending construction at Versailles.

“Will you be going to gaming tonight, Robert?” On the one hand, Pierre would welcome his friend with him as he reported to the king. On the other, the less that everyone knew about his latest mission, the better—fewer questions to answer.

Pierre felt pressed on every side by hypocrisy and duplicity. Nothing bore the mark of authenticity. He searched the faces of those around him—faces he had grown up with and knew—or thought he knew—well. But it seemed now that the Spirit of God had opened his eyes to see the loneliness and the hearts behind the smiling faces, which ached for recognition. No wonder Jesus called this phenomenon being born again. It was as if Pierre were seeing the court of France from the perspective of a different person—a new person entirely.

“Of course.”

Robert’s reply interrupted Pierre’s thoughts. “What?”

“Of course I will be going to appartement tonight. I don’t want the king wondering if I’ve trounced off to Paris.” Robert stared at Pierre. “You asked if I was going to gaming tonight.”

“Oh, sorry. I was lost in my thoughts.” Pierre turned and smiled at his friend. “Wonderful. It will be like old times.”



 PIERRE MADE HIS WAY WITH THE OTHER COURTIERS, ladies, and nobility of the court through the continuing construction of the Hercules Drawing Room, along the east wall of the chateau, past the sumptuous buffet tables piled high with pyramids of fruit, lemons, oranges, and flowers, and into the Diana Drawing Room. He tugged at his lace cravate and adjusted his justaucorps. The tight-fitting waistcoat flattered Pierre’s slim body, but he had gotten out of the habit of wearing the confining, frivolous court attire. He slung one side of his brocade cape over his shoulder and glanced up at the sculpture of King Louis in the alcove as he passed through the Venus Drawing Room.

He executed a mock bow at the unseeing figure. “I hope you are in a good mood tonight.”

Pierre enjoyed the relative informality that existed during these gaming evenings. The concert was already underway. He found Robert, and they hurried to find a seat. At precisely the moment they were being seated, the king turned and made eye contact with Pierre and nodded to him. Pierre knew by that slight nod that he had permission to approach the king later in the evening.

Pierre and Robert chose a gaming table after the concert. Hoots of challenges and conquests at the various games permeated the festive atmosphere. Courtesans and courtiers gambled freely. The king stood at one end of a billiards table, making expert shots to the accolades of his subjects. The evening grew late, but the gambling continued and didn’t promise to subside anytime soon. Pierre was anxious to get this unpleasant task of reporting to the king over with.

Eventually Robert nudged him. “The king is beckoning to you.”

Pierre turned and acknowledged the king’s invitation. Rising, he bowed to the group of ladies flocked around the table. “Excuse me, mademoiselles. Your company is most charming, but it appears I am being summoned by His Majesty.”

“O-o-o-o, Pierre. Please return after you speak with the king. We have missed you.”

The ladies held their fans and peered over them at the popular courtier.

One young lady with curly blonde hair moved closer to Pierre and placed a bejeweled hand on his arm. Her intense green eyes peered into his, and she stood on tiptoe to whisper in his ear, “I have truly missed you, chéri.”

Pierre sighed and put his hand over hers. “I will see you later, Lisette, but not tonight.” He smiled and brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. The scent of rose water on her perfumed gloves brought back a flood of memories of trysts in the moonlight and rides in the gardens. It occurred to him that he had more ties at court than he realized, and he would have to deal with them, one way or another. Or perhaps it would be best simply to disappear, never to be heard from again. What would his friends think? Could he do that to lifelong colleagues? He didn’t know.

What he did know at this moment was that he needed to focus on his conversation with the king. Pierre approached and bowed. “Your Majesty.”

“Come now. We can speak informally here. Let us have a seat.” The king indicated a small table with two chairs. “I am glad you are back at court. Were you successful in your mission?”

Pierre followed the king’s lead and sat down. He could feel beads of sweat beginning to form on his brow. Whether one agreed with the king’s policies or not, the grandeur of his persona was intimidating. The Sun King he truly was.

“Well?”

“Please forgive me, Your Majesty. I returned only last night, and I am a bit overwhelmed at the grandeur of your presence and at being back in court. Being on horseback for these weeks has dulled my tongue, I fear.”

The king smiled. “Put yourself at ease. What news do you have for me?”

Pierre breathed a silent prayer to heaven for wisdom and words, and began. “I went to the Bastille as you instructed me to do, and found that Monsieur Clavell had been sentenced to the galleys aboard La Fidelle, which was anchored at Brest. I proceeded to Brest and found his name indeed was on the galley list of slaves, but it had been crossed off. I assumed that meant he had died at sea. I spoke with the owner of the fleet . . .” Pierre hesitated.

“Go on.”

“Well, I didn’t actually speak with the elderly gentleman who owns the fleet. He had fallen ill, and I dealt with the grandson who had taken over the business.” Pierre tiptoed through the account, meticulously choosing his words. “He assured me that when one’s name was crossed off a galley list, it usually meant that the man had died at sea.”

“Usually?”

Pierre nodded. “Nearly always.” He hurried on with his story. “So I decided to travel to Dauphiné Province to the Clavell estate to see if I could find any trace of Madame Clavell or her family. That journey took me several weeks.”

“Excellent!” Louis slapped his knee. “Excellent! Did you travel alone?”

Pierre’s heart began to pound. Was the king suspicious? Pierre decided to be as honest as he possibly could be without arousing suspicion. He could not tell the king that one of his traveling companions had been François Clavell himself, but perhaps he could avoid answering directly.

Oh, God, protect me. “Part of the way. I picked up a couple of traveling companions at an inn in Nantes who were also journeying in the same direction. It made the trip more pleasant.”

An outbreak of applause and laughter from a neighboring table interrupted their conversation. The king clapped and joined in the mirth. “Bien, my man! Good play!”

He turned back to Pierre. “Now, where were we?”

Pierre jumped ahead, hoping the king wouldn’t ask about the identity of his traveling companions. “I found the Clavell estate in ruins, and no sign of Madame Clavell or her family. I went into Grenoble and asked around the village concerning the family. The word among the villagers was that the Clavells had fled to Switzerland.”

“I see. Do you know where in Switzerland?”

“No one seemed to know.”

“Don’t the Huguenots usually flee to Geneva, the refuge of Calvin’s disciples?” Louis narrowed his eyes.

“I’m sure that’s true, but whether the Clavells are in Geneva . . .” Pierre shrugged his shoulders. “I regret that I don’t have more definitive answers for you.”

Louis rubbed his chin, speaking almost to himself. “I have been known to send emissaries into Switzerland to ferret out French citizens who have fled.” He looked at Pierre. “I could send a contingent to Switzerland to look specifically for Madeleine.”

“That is one option, Your Majesty. However, the evening I escorted Madame Clavell to the Trianon, she also mentioned that they had relatives in Spain. That is also a possibility.” Pierre would be willing to go look for the Clavells in Switzerland. If he got there in time, his dilemma would be solved. He could accompany them to the New World.

The regent shook his head and glared at Pierre. “That is probably a wild goose chase.” His mood darkened, and he stroked his moustache. “There is something different about you.”

“I . . . I have just traveled from one end of France to another, Your Majesty. I am exhausted.”

“No, it is not weariness that I am seeing. There is something in your eyes. You were not at Mass this morning.”

“Please forgive me, sire. As I said, I am exhausted.”

“No excuse. You shall not miss again.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Are you sure you explored every avenue, turned over every stone in Dauphiné? The estate is completely destroyed?”

“All but the barn. And that is where I slept. I searched it thoroughly.”

Louis leaned back in his chair. “Very well. At least we know Monsieur Clavell is dead.” Louis looked at Pierre. “Don’t we?”

Pierre did not answer.

“And Madeleine—Madame Clavell—is nowhere to be found in France.”

“Oui, Your Majesty.”

Louis continued to stare at Pierre. He leaned forward and began tapping his fingers on the top of the table. Then he leaned back once more in his chair, not releasing Pierre from his gaze. “I am discharging you from this assignment. Thank you for your service.” He paused for what seemed an eternity. “If you ever encounter any of the Clavell family again, particularly Madame Clavell, you are to report it to me immediately.”

Again Pierre remained silent.

“Is that order perfectly clear?”

“Yes, Your Majesty, perfectly clear.”

Louis waved his hand. “Return to your table. And again, I thank you for your service to the crown. You are dismissed—for now.”

“Oui, Your Majesty.” Pierre rose, bowed, and backed away. He made his way through the noisy gamblers, past the buffets, and down the stairs. The opulence that greeted him at every turn—the gold ornate filigree lining the trim over the doors and along the moldings, the ostentatious murals on the ceilings and walls, statues looming in alcove after alcove—all seemed to close in on him.

Yes, perfectly clear, Your Majesty. However, I will not be around to report to you, O glorious Sun King. My days in the court of King Louis will soon be nothing but a distant memory.
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