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Prologue
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[image: ]NTELLIGENT, VIRILE, HANDSOME, A MAN WHO MADE HIMSELF master of all he surveyed, Louis XIV was the foremost figure of his age. He was its prize, its comet, its star. His drive, cunning, and absolute determination to forge France into the premier kingdom of its time awed and frightened his fellow kings. None of them could match him. He supported the arts and literature so thoroughly that France became a cultural beacon that shines to this day, and by the time he died, every court in Europe copied the manners and fashion of his. The language of France became the language of art, of culture, of commerce, and of diplomacy for several hundred years. His palace at Versailles is a national monument and was one of the wonders of the world in its time.

From birth, war was his backdrop, and the nobility surrounding him as he grew to manhood was as proud as Lucifer and as trustworthy. The ambitions of others were always faintly in the distance, or up close, naked, fangs gleaming. Louis possessed a consummate skill in turning those ambitions to his own advantage, and before he was thirty, he had become the hard, graceful, prowling lion of all of Europe.

There was a moment in his young life when he deliberately chose to grasp power. It was a moment when tenderness was still his—before time and pride closed him—a moment when his heart, like many a man’s, yearned for something true. It happened in his forest palace of Fontainebleau. Perhaps it went something like this …


March 1661, France
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[image: ] YOUNG WOMAN GALLOPED HEADLONG AND RECKLESSLY down half-wild trails in the immense forest of Fontainebleau. Her fair hair had come loose from its pins, and she leaned low against her horse’s neck and whispered the filly onward, as if she were being chased by murderers. It was said she possessed magic with horses, and the groom attempting to follow behind her believed it. She was like a picture he’d seen once—of a centaur, a creature of mythology, half man, half horse. The only souls to hear the sound of thudding hooves were birds, rabbits, foxes, in burrows or hollow logs or nests of green moss and twigs, all of which stayed hidden, out of sight and harm. The forest around them was wild, huge, one of France’s glories. For centuries, kings had hunted under its majestic and ancient trees. It was said to be filled still with forest spirits, shy, sly, summer-like sylphs who blended into the leaves that would unfurl soon and blessed or cursed the humans impinging on their malachite- and emerald-hued domain.

The horses galloped into a clearing in which a tree lay fallen. The young blonde leaned forward in her sidesaddle and told her horse that the beast could do it, and the filly responded, sailing over the tree effortlessly. Afraid to take the dangerous jump, tired from their long gallop this day, the groom pulled hard on his reins, and the horse under him snorted and jerked its head and turned in circles, while the blonde trotted her horse back to him. Her face was lovely, flushed, incandescent—the way it could be when she was this happy and carefree. Her name was Louise de la Baume le Blanc, and she was just on the cusp of ten and six, and she had no idea of it, but her life was about to change forever as certain stars finished their alignment.

“You ride better than a man, miss,” said the groom.

“What a day we’ve had. So wonderful.” She dropped the reins and put her hands to her hair, fallen from its many pins onto her shoulders.

“Ow-w-w,” came a long, low yowl from the woods around them.

Startled, both Louise and the groom turned in their saddles. From between trees whose trunks were the size of Egyptian obelisks, a boy appeared. Waving his arms, breath growling rasps in his lungs, he howled like some demon in a church passion play.

The howls took their breath away, but so did what was upon the boy’s face: an iron mask, its visage grim and terrible, with holes for sight and a raised impression for the nose. Dark hair fell through leather straps to cascade down the sides of the child’s head. Only his mouth, where a string of slobber hung, was visible, and his continuing cries sent shivers down the spines of both Louise and the groom. He ran straight toward Louise, and her horse laid back its ears, reared, danced backward, and she fell.

From atop the other horse, the groom began to hit at the boy with a riding crop, lashing at thin arms and shoulders, and the boy staggered, holding up his hands to protect himself.

“Get away from here! Brigand! Thief! Murderer!” Circling around the boy, the groom hit him everywhere, soft neck, thin shoulders, long arms, bare hands. The boy howled louder and ran toward trees behind them. The groom jumped down from his saddle to Louise, who hadn’t moved since her body hit the ground.

“Miss! Oh please, miss!” he cried.

Now others ran into the clearing. The groom cursed himself for letting her ride so far from the château. Were they in danger? What was happening? Who was this, now? A band of thieves? Decent people pursuing a mad, nearly grown boy? What? Then he saw that one was a soldier, a musketeer, wearing the colors of the great and powerful Cardinal Mazarin, first minister to the king, dying now—all France knew it—power and wealth unable to stop that grimmest of cutthroats and thieves, death.

The musketeer, gaunt and fierce-faced, made a signal, and every man halted where he stood. The musketeer walked forward, his glance taking in both groom and the immobile young woman on the ground.

“Have you seen someone on foot? A boy, nearly grown?” he asked.

“Yes, he ran at our horses.” The groom pointed toward the thick trees behind them. “He ran that way.” And then in a pleading tone, “This young lady needs help. Is there a farmhouse near?”

The musketeer shouted orders, and at once the others ran off in the direction in which the groom had pointed.

“Who is he? What is his crime?” the groom asked.

The musketeer didn’t answer, asked instead, “Did you come from the palace?” The royal palace of Fontainebleau was some miles distant.

The groom shook his head. “From Madame de Choisy’s.”

“You’re not to speak of this to anyone.” The musketeer’s face had been beaten by weather and life to a flint-hard grimness. “I command it in the name of the cardinal. Do you know who he is?”

Who did not? Cardinal Mazarin had been virtual ruler of France for years.

The musketeer strode away, picking up his gait into a trot, already halfway across the clearing before the groom dared to open his mouth again. “Sir! Wait! I beg you. My lady is in distress—”

But the man was lost to the thickness of the woods. The groom looked down at Louise, and to his immense relief, her eyes were open.

“Can you sit up, miss?” he asked. “Your horse is gone. You’ll have to ride mine. Move slowly and see if anything is broken. Is this the first time you’ve fallen from a horse, my lady?”

“No. Who was that soldier?”

“He did not say, my lady.” The groom helped Louise to rise, brushed at leaves and dirt on her skirt. “He did say we were not to speak of this.” Her conduct was, of course, not his concern. He could still see the musketeer’s cold eyes. His own mouth was sealed. He was no fool.

“Obscene,” said Louise, “that thing on his head, as if he were a monster instead of a man. Not even a man. A boy. What can he have done to deserve such a fate?” In her eyes were tears of distress and pity.

The groom held his hands so she could hoist herself into the saddle. Her legs were slim and colored blue by the stockings she wore. The sight of them—she had to ride astride now, as men did, rather than on a sidesaddle—softened him for a moment, as did the tears and her fresh prettiness. He decided to warn her again.

“The musketeer commanded silence, and his master is master of us all, the great cardinal,” he repeated.

Reviled, feared, obeyed, Cardinal Mazarin was the most powerful man in the kingdom of France, first minister to the young king and lover, it was said, to the queen mother.

Louise didn’t answer. She was a tenderhearted girl, too gentle really for the court she was about to join. But in her was an untested streak of sword’s steel. One day, it would move her from the glamorous, wicked salons of court to an isolated nun’s cell. It would keep her from going mad with grief at all that was no longer hers and bring her to a solace deeper than she could imagine, but that was years ahead, ten or more, a world away from this moment. This moment, this day, she was just a girl who—like all wellborn girls of the time—would blaze brightly a moment or two before she married, except that only the blazing was in Louise’s stars. And it was just as well she didn’t know it.
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THE HALF-WILD, lanky boy in his iron mask was all she could think about on the ride back to the château where she was visiting. She couldn’t wait to find her cousin, Choisy, to tell him what she’d seen. Leaving the groom in the château’s stable, she walked through ornate halls and antechambers looking for her cousin, but he was not to be found. His mother was busy with guests in the grand salon.

“Women’s virtue is man’s greatest invention,” she heard Madame de Choisy say to a burst of laughter. Madame de Choisy was one of those women who knew everyone and thrived on the whispers and webs of intrigue that were court life. The only way she had consented to leave Paris was to make certain a steady stream of visitors would journey out into the forest—in the middle of nowhere, she’d lamented, but my suppers will be worth it—to visit her. The Choisys were an important family in France, swirling around the throne like bees, and Louise felt fortunate that Madame de Choisy had taken such a liking to her. She peeped into the salon and saw guests gathered around their hostess, as always, enthralled and amused by whatever it was that she was saying—and she was always saying.

She had an opinion about everything and everyone, her family having been near kings and queens for generations. But she was so good-natured and so genuinely amused by life and its variables that no one minded. Certainly not Louise. There was a kind vibrancy about her that Louise found irresistible. Madame de Choisy’s humor and laughing eyes were like balm, especially when contrasted to Louise’s mother’s tight, thin smile and tight, thin heart. Your mother’s a merchant. As she had said those words, Madame de Choisy had held up a hand to stop any argument that might come from Louise. I hate to say it, she had continued, but it’s true. Blue blood does not guarantee a noble heart. For her, all is transaction. Truth had shown its face then in such a blinding flash-of-light kind of way that Louise hadn’t been able to respond. She was wordless at this older woman’s succinct summation of her mother’s character. So that’s what it’s been, she’d thought to herself, transactions between us all this time. Of course.

In her bedchamber, Louise sat down on the stool in front of her dressing table, thinking about the boy. There were worse sights in Paris on any given day, weren’t there? So she’d seen a mad, nearly grown boy escaped from his captors. It didn’t have to affect her the way it had, as if someone had hit her on the heart. You’re too touchy by far, my girl, she could just hear her mother say. Don’t take your softness to court, her mother had warned. It won’t do there. I certainly hope you are on your knees thanking the saints every night that you attracted Madame de Choisy’s eye. She has launched you, my girl, in a way I could never have done.

It was true. At the end of this month, she would join the new Madame’s household as a maid of honor, something so amazing she couldn’t quite yet imagine it.

This new Madame—well, the fact was she wasn’t Madame yet because she wasn’t officially married—but anyway, she was a princess and would soon be the second most important woman in the kingdom because she was marrying the only brother of the king. Everyone was talking about it. That’s what they’d been speaking of in the salon when Louise glanced in. Talking about how happy Monsieur—which is what the king’s brother had to be called and thus his wife must be called Madame—was, saying how much in love he seemed.

It was as if some delightful spell has been cast over the court, said Madame de Choisy. Never has there been so much fun. An enchanting world is just ahead on the horizon, beckoning, smiling, promising things unnamed, things delightful and beguiling. And you, my Louise, shall be right in the middle of it, she’d said. Everyone must see your charming eyes, and Madame de Choisy had taken Louise’s chin in one hand. Rings all over her fingers—she always wore all her rings; one must exhibit one’s jewelry, she said; our jewels are our medals of valor; the tales I could tell—she had smiled at Louise, as excited as if she herself were going to court for the first time.

I should call my servant, thought Louise, the small mirror propped on the table before her showing her the tangle her hair was in, but she didn’t want the company of another just now. So even though a lady wasn’t supposed to do her own hair, so said Madame de Choisy, scandalized at Louise’s self-reliant—and truth be told, rather shabby—upbringing, she began to search for any pins that might be left among her curls, concentrating as she did so on counting her blessings, as she’d been taught when troubled, so that the echo of the boy’s yowls would still inside her.

Blessing one: She might have been stuck forever serving the whining Orléans princesses if not for dear Cousin Choisy. No more ennui. No more complaint. No more endless prayers and pulled-down faces and long days of nothing to do.

Blessing two: She was going to meet Monsieur, the younger brother of the king, great fun, promised Cousin Choisy, there is no one like him. A prince, a worthy child of France.

Blessing three: Cousin Choisy was fairly certain that the new Madame-to-be was nice. What would that be like? Kindness had not been a feature of the bitter household she’d left. Then there again in her mind was a thought of the boy. It wasn’t kind to put a boy in an iron mask. Why would anyone do so?

She brushed out her hair until it was vibrant with life and springing like a blonde mane all around her head. He had howled like a wolf, like a ghost, like a banshee, sorrow and fear in the sound. She had had the sense that he was near her age. As she began to tame curls around her fingers, to bunch them so they would hang properly, she mulled over what she’d seen. Gangly. Perhaps in that awkward spurt of growth that came to boys somewhere around ten and four—

“Let me do that.”

She leapt off the stool.

Her cousin, Choisy, closed the bedchamber door behind him.

She frowned. “You startled me.”

He motioned for her to sit back down, selected a comb to his liking, and began to create the required long bunched ringlets for the other side of her face. “Your hair is so biddable. Mine always requires a curling iron,” he complained.

It was the style for men to wear their hair long and flowing, but her cousin had his own style, to say the least. The truth was, it was his habit to dress as a woman. Right now, for example, he wore his mother’s dressing gown and diamond earrings and rouge and beauty spots, those little bits of shaped velvet one pasted to the face. During Carnival—when everyone masked and wore costumes and went to party after party as a matter of course—Louise had watched him flirt with other men, none of them aware that the pretty young thing dressed in a low-cut gown and batting eyes behind a fan was a man. It’s a game, he had told her, my particular game. A game his brother despised, which was why they were in the country for a while. There had been an escapade in Paris, something that had enraged his older brother, now head of the family, and his mother, who cosseted Choisy, had whisked him out of sight and reprimand and had brought Louise along to keep him company. Besides, she’d said, I need to train you for court, my dear.

“You were gone a long time,” he said, pouting at her. He was as pretty as she was. They’d compared faces in the mirror and agreed on that.

“I fell from my horse.” And then the story spilled from her pell-mell, the wild gallop, the jump over the tree, the boy in the mask, its terrible simplicity hiding his face, his heartrending howls, the fall, her opening her eyes to see a musketeer, his strange command. A tear rolled down one of her cheeks as she finished.

Intrigued, Choisy pulled a chair forward, sat down so that they were knee to knee. “Describe the thing on his face again.”

She did so.

“Like a disguise,” Choisy said, “a mask made by demons. An iron mask. I love it, the boy in the iron mask. Are you sure he was a boy? Might he not have been a small man, like me? Look how slight I am. The man in the iron mask. Yes. That sounds better. More dashing. And the musketeer was wearing the cardinal’s colors, you say?”

“Yes.”

“Well then, my sweet, you really had best keep silent. It’s a wonderful story, but I’d hate to see something happen to you just when you’re on the threshold of your grand new life because you’ve been foolish enough to repeat it.”

“What could happen?”

“You could disappear like that!” Choisy snapped his fingers. “Do you know what a lettre de cachet is?”

She didn’t know. “A love letter?”

“It is a letter signed by the king that places a person in prison with no record of the arrest. A carriage appears outside your door. Musketeers drag you off, and it’s over. You’re never heard from again. Trust me, the cardinal has used it more than once.”

Choisy would know things like this, thought Louise. His family had been up to its neck in all the intrigue and warfare between the king’s mother and uncle. Not pretty on anybody’s part, as Choisy liked to say, dismissing disloyalty with a shrug.

“And if you do disappear, don’t you dare tell them you said a thing to me, or they’ll take me away, too, and I’d die in prison like a flower plucked before its time.”

He stood up and pantomimed being dragged off by guards, standing in his lonely cell, weeping silently, then he folded forward. “I was meant for the stage. Unfortunate that actors are cursed by the church.” Still folded, he spoke to his knees, his long, dark hair sweeping the stone floor.

“I asked the fairies to bless him.”

He straightened. “Who?”

“The boy in the iron mask.”

“A word to the wise, country mouse. I wouldn’t mention forest fairies when you join the new Madame’s household.”

Louise wished she hadn’t mentioned them to him. “Because they’ll laugh at me?”

“Far worse. They’ll scorn you.”

“Do you scorn me?”

“My darling cousin, I adore you.” He stood in front of her, put his hands on her shoulders, and kissed the top of her head.

Louise felt confused. There was nothing feminine in the grip of his hands on her shoulders. Usually, he was soft and purring, but she didn’t have that impression now.

“Your hair smells sweet,” said Choisy, “as if it has been washed in clear spring water. You’re so pure, so sweet and clean-hearted. I’m half in love with you—”

The door swung open.

“There you two are.” Madame de Choisy walked in and didn’t bat an eye at the sight of her son standing a little too close to Louise, still in his nightgown with her own embroidered and heavily laced dressing robe atop it, as well as her best earrings in his ears.

“Cardinal Mazarin is dead,” she announced. “The Duchess d’Orléans has sent a letter by special messenger. We return to Paris tomorrow. You, my precious, are riding out this afternoon so that you can present our regards to the viscount tonight. Yes, I know your brother will do it, but he’ll wait until everyone in Paris has been there before him, and he’ll say the wrong thing.” She rolled her eyes at Louise, as if everyone knew what a fool the head of the family was. “I should never have left Paris, but I truly thought the cardinal would last longer. You are to present our regards with all the grace and polish imaginable. It is to be your finest performance. Change your clothes, my boy. At once.”

She clapped her hands together, the way one would summon dogs or servants, and obediently, her favorite child left the bedchamber. She turned to Louise.

“We thought he’d live forever,” she said. “Such changes ahead. And here you are about to join the new Madame’s court where you’ll be in the midst of everything. If I were your age, I would be half dead with excitement.” She spoke affectionately.

“Will Monsieur’s marriage be delayed because of the cardinal’s death?” The thought of returning to serve in the household of the Orléans family again was too awful. She couldn’t go back to being a piece of furniture, taken for granted and ignored, after the fun and liveliness and kindness of the Choisys.

“I very much doubt it. Monsieur’s marriage is important for many reasons.” Madame de Choisy reached out to caress Louise’s cheek. “So,” she said, “it’s true.”

“What is?”

“That your cheek has the texture of a rose petal, or so my Choisy says. Has my son told you he loves you yet?”

The question was casual, no heat or accusation in it, but almost cheerful.

“N-no.” Unused to such directness, not wanting to make trouble for Choisy, yet not liking to lie, Louise stammered.

“You really must learn to lie more gracefully, my sweet. He is always falling in and out of love, so don’t take what he says to heart.” Madame de Choisy spoke as if they were discussing the weather or the merits of a horse rather than her adored and spoiled child. “And, of course, you must wait until you’ve been to court before you settle on anyone. And when you do, as all girls must, find someone with more fortune than my Choisy. He is the youngest son, you know.”

Louise could think of nothing to say to this worldly, kind, amusing woman. No one older had talked to her in this manner before with such unarmed frankness, laughter in its corners.

“What lovely eyes you have, child! A man could fall into them. Those naughty boys at court will do so, bad things that they are. What fun. I do so like bad boys. Now come here and give me a hug so I know I’m forgiven for my lecturing. It’s the cardinal’s death that’s made me so dreary. We all knew it would come, and yet, now that it’s here, it is unimaginable.”

Absently, she stroked the curve of Louise’s arm, not bothering to tell her what the kingdom owed the man now gone. The young never cared about the past, did they? she thought, looking past Louise to a window, not to its view, but to all that had been. The young saw only this moment, she thought. The cardinal’s presence had been controversial, war fought more than once because of it, but he’d kept the kingdom cobbled together for France’s young king. And now he was vanquished. All his diamonds, all his tapestries, all his statues from Rome, his palaces and musketeers and affectations, couldn’t keep the dark angel away. So it was now and forever, amen. How grieved the royal family must be.
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CHOISY, WHOSE FULL name was François-Timoléon de Choisy, ran upstairs, Louise’s tale of boys and iron masks forgotten. Born to privilege, he belonged to the cream of the nobility and was as attuned in his own way to the nuances of court as his mother was.

The world as we know it is ending, he thought, initial excitement and surprise turning to elation as possibilities unfolded one after another in his mind. The cardinal was dead. Amazing. For Choisy’s entire life, the cardinal had been alive and in power either directly or indirectly. But there was more than that in his jubilance. For the first time in years, France was in the hands of the young. Did anyone but Choisy comprehend that? The king was only twenty and two. Monsieur, the king’s brother, was twenty. They were young and mettlesome and high-spirited, as he was. He’d ask Monsieur for a place on one of the king’s councils. Why not drop a young man who liked to wear earrings among the old graybeards? It would liven things up. Off with the old, on with the new.

Once he was on horseback, gown gone, diamonds glittering sedately—for him—here and there among his clothing, he told his mother and Louise his intention, and his mother nearly snapped his head off.

“Ask the viscount, my Choisy, not Monsieur! Have you lost your senses? Now, be your most silver-tongued, my angel, your most charming. Even if you have to wait in an antechamber for hours, see the viscount tonight if possible. And call upon the queen mother and tell her I return tomorrow and that I send her my deepest condolences.”

As the sight of Choisy and his horse faded into the distance, Louise and Madame de Choisy turned to walk back, their heels crunching in the gravel of garden paths, birds filling the country silence with a sunset song, the château looming large and grand before them, forest just beyond its gates.

“Does he call upon the Viscount Nicolas?” asked Louise.

“Who else! There is none other who matters!” Madame de Choisy sounded scandalized, and Louise lowered her head in embarrassment as Madame de Choisy stopped right where she was and looked Louise over. “Mother of God, tell me you’re not completely ignorant. Did the Orléans never talk of court?”

The family her stepfather served, this princely house of Orléans, talked of how they’d been wronged over and over again. “I didn’t pay much attention, I’m afraid.”

“The Orléans’s great stalk of a princess could have been the queen of France, you know, only she fired a cannon at his majesty during one of the misunderstandings. I’m appalled that your mother has not prepared you for the court you will grace.”

Misunderstandings? Louise was shocked in her turn by Madame de Choisy’s blithe description of what had been civil wars. This stalk, as Madame de Choisy called her, was the king’s first cousin who had taken up arms against him. So many of the king’s family had done so. It’s the history of our kingdom, her mother said, but it was a history of disloyalty that Louise didn’t understand.

“Was the exile hard for you?” No longer scolding, Madame de Choisy’s expression had shifted from dismay to soft pity, both of which were uncomfortable to Louise.

“You forget I was born in the country. I knew no other life until we came to Paris,” she answered.

“You’ve been in Paris nearly a year,” countered Madame de Choisy. “Surely that’s given you some sense of court.”

Some sense of court? thought Louise. How? The widowed Duchess d’Orléans must mourn by shutting herself away in the Paris family palace, where she must have endless headaches and need her head bathed in lavender essence and be read to and be irritable if the reader became tired, be angry if there were too much laughter or talk. Louise’s life had gone from the freedom of the country, where escape was easy—she might ride wherever she liked, for almost as long as she liked—to a cage bound by the four walls of a Paris palace garden. She knew all the world was just across the river at the palace of the Louvre, where his majesty lived, from which word came of fêtes and parties and dancing and marriage arrangements. The king and his new queen were all that were talked of. To hear of their comings and goings, to be so close and yet so far, had been hard. If Madame de Choisy—well, really Choisy; it was he who had taken an immediate liking to her—had not lifted her out of the purgatory she endured, she didn’t know what she would have done. Strange and very wonderful not to endure anymore, Louise thought, and some of the strain that had played across her face eased. Please, she thought to herself, may my good fortune continue.

“What a dear you are,” said Madame de Choisy, who had missed none of the various emotions playing across Louise’s face, “not to complain. I find the Duchess d’ Orléans quite difficult, and as for those daughters of hers—well! I see you’re loyal. Not a word against them has escaped your lips. I commend you upon that; such loyal silence will make you a rarity at court, which I must explain to you—otherwise I will be dropping a lamb among lions, and that will never do.”

Talking all the while about past intricacies of the court to which Louise was going: the queen mother’s widowhood, the cardinal’s rise, the fact that he had been the queen mother’s secret lover, Madame de Choisy swept Louise into a exquisitely appointed little antechamber with bowls of flowers and huge tapestries covering the walls and settled her into a chair as if she were an invalid. Her kind briskness touched Louise to the heart, and she almost couldn’t listen to everything Madame de Choisy was attempting to make certain she understood.

“You must upon all occasions be polite to him,” Madame de Choisy was saying of the Viscount Nicolas. “Cardinal Mazarin, God rest his soul, was his majesty’s foremost minister, and now it is the viscount’s turn. The man is handsome and well enough born and has an eye for art and an ear for music and an ability to conjure funds when there are none, all a first minister should be.”

“Does his majesty desire the viscount as his first minister?”

The sharp precision of that question made Madame de Choisy widen her eyes. “My word, does a mind reside amid all this dewy-eyed beauty I see before me? You surprise me, child. I think he has no choice.”

“But he is the king!”

Geniunely amused, Madame de Choisy laughed. “Your innocence is most charming, but such does not thrive at court. His majesty is not an innocent and is wise enough to do what must be done. I’m certain, therefore, the viscount will be first minister. None of us can get along without him, you know.”

Louise sat up very straight, her clear eyes suddenly brilliant. “I saw his majesty once, when he stopped at Blois.” The moody face under its great hat was unforgettable.

“I’d forgotten his majesty made a visit to the old duke. That was when the world and he traveled to Spain for the royal wedding, wasn’t it? So you saw the one and only, did you?”

“Yes.” It had been the absolute romance of the kingdom, the royal wedding last summer. All the nobility had traveled to see it, one huge, merry entourage, but of course, that did not include the presence of the king’s once rebellious, once very dangerous uncle, the Duke d’Orléans, or his household or, therefore, Louise.

“And?”

Louise began to blush, not some slight flattering coloring of cheeks, but a deep hue that stained her neck and shoulders in splotches, as well as her face. “He’s very handsome, very gallant.”

“Isn’t he though? So, will you flirt with him at court? You’ll see him there, you know, quite often.”

The terrible staining blush deepened. “He-he is married. It would not be proper.”

“Oh … are you going to be proper?”

There was a silence.

Madame de Choisy threw up her hands, the jewels on her rings catching sunlight. “Don’t tell me I’ve selected a secret Huguenot or worse, a devotée—yes, you know them, don’t you? Dry, somber, pruned-up Catholics, not an ounce of fun anywhere. And you going to serve in what I predict will be the most exciting household in court!”

“I will try, of course, to be proper, but I am—” Louise didn’t know the words, but a lovely smile spread across her face in excitement at all that awaited her. The smile was more than lovely; it was incandescent and glowing.

“—charming? Adorable? Fallible?” Madame de Choisy leaned across and pinched her cheek. “And quite extraordinarily beautiful when you smile that way. You take my breath away. I see why Choisy flirts so. You are going to grace Madame’s court and make all the gentlemen swoon, and everyone is going to say to me, where did you find her, my dear? A hidden jewel, that’s what she is, they’ll say. That’s what you’ve been, haven’t you? A shining little diamond hidden under the dreariness of the Orléans. Poor dear. Well, what fun you’re going to have now! Ah, to be twenty again. Thirty … Mother of God, I’d take forty! Come, my sweet, let’s have an early supper, and I’ll tell you all I know about our very handsome king of France.”

“I would like that!”

“So would I!” Madame de Choisy’s infectious laughter pealed out like the clap of bells into the little antechamber, while the sweet light of a cold spring afternoon spilled in to highlight all the beautiful objects placed here and there, to highlight Madame de Choisy with her rings and fashionable gown and lively gestures and love of life, and Louise thought, I can never go back. Never.
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A FEW HOURS later, in a handsome château just on the outskirts of Paris, Choisy sat with one or two others in the Viscount Nicolas’s antechamber. It was late, and most people had gone away to supper and cards, but Choisy waited, as he’d been ordered by his mother.

“Everyone who is anyone has already been here,” said a young nobleman waiting with Choisy. “You should have seen the crowd earlier. Do you know what they’re saying?” continued the young man. He and Choisy knew each other well, were members of the king’s brother’s circle of friends. “They’re saying the king summoned his principal ministers today to tell them he would have no more first ministers, that he would oversee the details of the running of his kingdom himself.”

He raised an eyebrow in disdain, then laughed. Choisy joined him. It was a ridiculous gesture on the king’s part. Overseeing the details of a kingdom was tedious. It was why courtiers were invented, to run the kingdom for a king.

“The Prince de Condé has already sent a message to the viscount, I’m told.”

“Well …” said Choisy. What a delicious piece of gossip. Condé was a formidable prince who’d warred against the king and his mother.

One half of a set of huge doors opened, and Choisy’s name was called. He stood, shook out his hair and the long lace hanging from his sleeves, and smiled significantly at his friend. Even though the other had been waiting longer, Choisy had been admitted first, a testament to the power and high birth of his family.

He walked into a chamber as beautiful as a king’s, thickest velvet draperies, embroidered chairs, armoires of wood patterned with ormolu and filigree, paintings by the finest artists in the world, solid silver candlesticks the size of boys, and bowed to the figure sitting in a chair, awaiting him. The viscount held out his hand, and Choisy knelt, as if the man were a bishop of the church, and made a kissing sound above the slim, white fingers, one of which wore a giant emerald set in a ring.

“I’m not the Holy Father,” protested the viscount, but he smiled, and Choisy knew he had pleased.

That was good. This man was the only man with the wealth and connection and verve to step into the enormous space the cardinal’s death had just created, and so Choisy began the game of court, making certain one’s family was allied with those most influential and powerful, and if that wasn’t possible, making war.


Two months later,
May 1661,
at the royal palace of
Fontainebleau …
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Chapter 1
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[image: ]APIER BLADES HISSED THROUGH THE AIR AND MADE ZINGING sounds when they met one another. The king of France and his brother were both winded, but neither would admit it. They circled each other, and their dueling master thought to himself, thank the merciful mother of Christ there are buttons on the rapiers, or one of them would be bleeding.

Prince Philippe, the younger of the two, stepped back, and Louis, seeing an opening, lunged forward, but Philippe brought his blade singing in under Louis’s arm and into the soft center of the armpit, a deadly accurate gesture that disabled or killed an opponent.

“Done,” cried the dueling master. “His Highness Monsieur wins.”

Louis jerked his head at the dueling master’s decision, and the man closed his eyes and swallowed. His Majesty’s temper was even, but that did not mean he didn’t possess one.

“I won! I won!” Philippe danced around his older brother, waving his rapier and crowing like a rooster, leaping in and out of intricate dance steps they all loved, making the watching circle of friends break into laughter, making Louis himself laugh.

“Say it.” Philippe circled this older brother, this first child of France, this keeper of the faith, this defender of the kingdom, this first of all kings on earth, chosen and appointed by Heaven to extend far and wide the honor and renown of the Lily, this heir to the great Charlemagne, he who had been king of the Franks and first sovereign of the Christian empire of the west. “Let me hear you say it, majesty, I won.”

Louis reached out and pulled the long, dark, curling hair that was his brother’s glory, as thick and beautiful as any woman’s at court.

“Ow!” Philippe yelped, his mocking dance effectively stopped, and those watching laughed louder.

“You won.”

“Let go!”

Louis did as commanded, faced his brother, grabbed his shoulders, kissed each of his cheeks hard, and said, “You won this time,” making the “this time” both a threat and an insinuation.

Philippe grinned, stepped back to bow, and strutted over to the watching courtiers, all men he and his brother had grown up with, Vardes, Vivonne, Brienne, Guiche, Péguilin, Marsillac, others, the pride of the kingdom, these young men, some princes in their own right or sons of dukes, counts, marquises, the best France had to offer of her ancient nobility, her warrior class who defended her boundaries and then warred among themselves if bored. Like Philippe and Louis, they all wore their hair long, flowing, thick to their shoulders or past it. It was the fashion. They wore lace and voluminous shirts and wide, short breeches that showed off their calves, calves they encased in stockings of colored silk. A man was judged as much by the shape of his legs and the way he danced as by his valor on the battlefield. Philippe had set the style for a higher-heeled shoe, with a crimson heel, and every one of them wore those, stiff bows at the front. Knots of ribbons set off shoulders or garters or hatbands.

They were peacocks, all of them, their virility on display in a proud show of fashion and bravado. They drank too much wine, were unfaithful whether married or not, gambled as if their pockets had no bottom, and looked for the slightest affront to their pride. They were rowdy, raucous, witty, and dazzling. There wasn’t a woman around, young or old, whose heart didn’t flutter the minute they came into view. There wasn’t a woman around, young or old, who didn’t wish to be noticed by them. And at their center was their gallant and grave young king, only two months into his solitary reign without his adviser, the cardinal—a king who’d asked none of them to join his councils yet; and they were waiting. They’d grown up with war, within and without the kingdom. They’d seen parents, uncles, aunts, without remorse betray the king’s father, then his mother, the queen regent and her chief minister, the cardinal, afterward gracefully bowing to whoever was victorious. Off their leashes, they were as dangerous as wolves, as heedless, as ruthless, as ravenous.

“Another, your majesty?”

The dueling master knew his king well enough to know he wouldn’t be satisfied until he had won, and sure enough, Louis nodded his head and pointed to the captain of his household guard. The man, short and homely with frizzy hair that stood out from his head like a halo, leapt down several steep steps—they stood in a palace courtyard famous for broad, even exterior steps that led to another level. The man pulled off the tight bolero jacket he wore and threw it to the ground in a dramatic gesture. He bowed to Louis and took a rapier from the dueling master.

“On guard.” Louis spoke softly. He was tired, but he knew this man well. An impetuous, impatient duelist who would soon become bored with Louis’s steadiness and make a flamboyant gesture that would give Louis the opening he needed. And he needed only one.

They were dueling in what was called the fountain courtyard, bordered on three sides by buildings and on the fourth by a large pond. The palace of Fontainebleau had become a favorite royal residence of French kings in the 1500s, in the time of François I, Louis’s ancestor. François had been an avid collector, and so the palace was filled with paintings, sculpture, objets d’art, and books, to which heirs to the throne had made wise and wonderful additions. Various kings and a strong queen or two had built wings and pavilions here and there, even a moat, so that the palace was sprawling and irregular, like a starfish with arms lopped off and new growth meandering off the nubs. But it had been decorated by the finest Italian and then French artists of the Renaissance, who had made it everywhere pleasing and often splendid.

One of its allures was that it sat in the forest. French kings and queens were passionate hunters—Louis was no exception—and forest encircled the palace and could be seen from turrets or second-floor balconies. There was a bit of a village nestled to one side, there to serve the palace and house courtiers, but one good gallop past clearings and outcroppings of rocks and boulders, and a man pulled the reins short to breathe in nature’s leafy, verdant, abundant aroma, while his eyes rested on stands of trees as ancient as the kingdom itself. In the summer the sky usually spread azure hues above majestic branches.

This May morning, that sky was clear of clouds and promised yet another beautiful day. Watching his majesty duel, courtiers who were ranged up and down the famous outside staircase, steep, severe, straight-ramped. They lounged, these friends and members of Louis’s household, at their ease, as if it were their birthright—and it was—to observe majesty. Some leaned over the stone balustrade of the staircase; some sat on its dangerous downward angle. They were deliberate and daring, full of jokes and humor, quick to spot and mock any flaw in accepted behavior, equally as quick to compliment and copy exceptional grace. High-spirited, polished, witty, they were dashing and devil-may-care and dangerous.

Philippe walked up stairs to stand beside his best friend and watch the next duel, and, as was his habit, to talk.

“Did you see that? Can you believe it? I won. I outlasted him. He didn’t think I would. He was counting on my tiring out. Ha. I have you to thank. And I do.” It was seldom that Philippe bested Louis at anything.

His friend, the son of a marshall of France—a marshall being one of the great officers of the crown, a distinct and unique honor—had been tutoring him, dueling with him every afternoon, forcing Philippe to sharpen his mind and his body, lecturing him all the while. You give up too easily. You’re stronger than you realize. You need to force the issue about the rest of your inheritance. You need to insist you be given a place on his council. It’s your right as a prince of France. Yes, lecturing him both about dueling and about the skill required to be a presence at court. Philippe was many things, lively, gregarious, generous, laughing, a raconteur; but he’d been overshadowed by Louis all his life, and this friend was determined he should be honored as befitted the second child of France, heir to the throne until Louis sired a child—which of course, Louis being Louis, he had done, except the child wasn’t born yet, and in this year of 1661 many things could happen.

“Let me reward you. What do you wish, my friend?” Philippe was extremely pleased with himself, with having beaten the sacred, the semi-holy, the one and only Louis in a duel. “Anything. An orange tree. A silver box. A jade vase—”

“A walk with your wife in tonight’s twilight before His Majesty stakes his claim.”

“Done. That will irritate him, won’t it? I’ve bested him there, too.”

“Indeed you have, Monsieur.”

And then his friend, noble and privileged, arrogant and self-sufficient, this son of a duke and marshall of France, bowed and walked down the broad stone steps, weaving in and out of men, leaving without waiting for the king’s dismissal or Philippe’s, for that matter.

Several of the young men on the steps watched his exit, half-admiring, half-scorning his haughtiness. Since the death of the cardinal, his majesty the king seemed to notice deference, or the lack of it, more than he had previously. Some of the bolder among them grumbled that Louis might as well put his royal seal on their backsides, as if they were cattle. But others said, no, it was his majesty’s due. He was their king. The civil wars in which they’d all grown to manhood had soiled the concept of loyalty.

Philippe’s eyes followed his friend until the young man was across the courtyard and walking through an arch, out of sight, and Philippe’s intent expression wasn’t missed either.

“I thought Monsieur was supposed to be madly in love with his new wife,” said one of the young noblemen, a suggestive arch in his eyebrow.

“Some things never change—”

“Be quiet,” another interrupted. “You’re missing the show. His majesty is shaving the lace off Péguilin’s shirt stitch by stitch. You’d think he’d be too tired.”

In a sudden burst of fresh stamina, his blade slashing and hissing and seeming to be everywhere at once, Louis had driven his captain backward into a defensive posture. Péguilin defended himself valiantly, but then he stumbled over an uneven stone in the courtyard and fell, and before he could gather his wits, Louis was standing over him, the rapier’s buttoned tip at his heart.

“Sire, I give up!” he shouted, alarmed at the expression on the king’s face.

Louis smiled, grimness wiped away as if by magic. He brought the rapier to his forehead in a quick gesture of respect and held out his hand to help his friend from the ground.

“Clumsy idiot, Péguilin!” came a shout from among the watchers. “I had a louis on you.” A louis was a gold coin, named, of course, for the man whose image graced its sides.

“More fool you!” Péguilin shouted back. He dusted himself off. “You’d have had me whether I fell or not,” he said to Louis, and their eyes met in that way men display when they’ve had a good, clean fight, and each honors the other for the valor shown. Louis grinned.

Sacred Christ, I’m an ugly fellow, Péguilin thought. The king, by contrast, was tall and lean, his face a little like a hawk’s, same flickering eyes, same slight and hard edge to the mouth.

Louis’s early morning exercise ended now. Except for himself and those friends who chose to wake early, and of course servants, the palace was still asleep. It would rise for Mass, closer to the noon hour, when courtiers would run from one royal set of apartments to the next: the king’s, Monsieur’s, the queen mother’s, the young queen’s. Each household was a nest of servants and ladies or gentlemen in waiting, and courtiers dropped in to be both courteous and practical. Where would that particular household gather in the afternoon? Who had the most interesting plans? Walking at the end of which entourage brought the most advantage?

But now, in this early quiet, a courtier leapt over the balustrade to pick up the king’s jacket from the ground, while Philippe took the linen with which his brother would dry his perspiring face and neck. He held out his hand for Louis’s jacket. That, too, was his right—to hand it directly to the man who was the king of France and Navarre.

Etiquette was ancient at this court—who might do what was the product of several hundred years and one’s birth—and since Cardinal Mazarin had died, it seemed to have sharpened. Courtiers noticed the king’s slight frown over those who had the privileges of not showing up to wait upon him. This was the beginning of a reign, so to speak, and there were councils and offices and honors waiting to be plundered—and since there hadn’t been a reign in a hundred years that hadn’t produced a favorite and the plunder that came with that—word had spread: His majesty liked tradition upheld. The ambitious packed around him.

“Sire,” said one of Louis’s gentlemen, “I’ve been given word that her majesty is awake.”

“Early bird,” chirped Philippe, not noticing the hooding of his brother’s eyes, as if a mask had dropped suddenly into place. “Madame never rises before noon.” He was proud of his wife, bragging about her, pleased at the impact she was making at court.

“Madame” was the official title of Philippe’s new wife; they weren’t even married two full months. It had been a very quiet affair because of the cardinal’s death, little more than family signing the required documents and a priest saying the proper prayers. With that, she had become the second lady at court after Louis’s queen, except the truth was the royal brothers’ mother was still a commanding figure, so perhaps Madame was really third. It depended upon the queen mother’s mood any particular day. At the moment their mother was in deep mourning for the cardinal, clutching her grief to herself like a holy relic.

Of course Madame sleeps until noon, thought Louis, not a shard of what he was thinking showing on his face. She has danced all night, she has laughed and delighted us and kept us up with her, unlike my wife, who is yawning by ten of the evening, who hasn’t learned French after nearly a year, and who thinks dressing well is putting on more diamonds. Last night he’d come very close to kissing—

He stopped himself. This was a line of thought that led to no good whatsoever. He rubbed his face vigorously on the linen, took his jacket from his brother, accepted his hat from someone else, climbed the steep outside steps two at a time, going into the door at their end, a door which led to that part of the palace where his bedchamber lay.

As in a beehive, where the most important chamber is the queen bee’s, so, in royal palaces, the most important room was the king’s bedchamber. It was the pulsing heart of the palace. When the king journeyed to another of his castles, the pulse ceased to beat. Those left behind kept chambers cleaned and gardens weeded and waited for the next royal arrival. Those who had any standing traveled with the heart. For the nobility, there was no life that was real life without the king’s presence, or so it had been, once upon a time. The wars, the power of royal advisers, first Cardinal Richelieu and then Cardinal Mazarin after him, had shifted and diluted the sense of importance around a king, but the shape of tradition remained. Whether or not the tradition strengthened would be up to Louis.

As he passed through his guardroom, musketeers who were his personal bodyguard stood up at the sight of him and saluted. Their lieutenant had been leaning against a smooth stone wall in the courtyard during the dueling watching not only Louis, but also the great, arched, open entrances from other pavilions. If there was one thing a king of France could depend upon, it was the loyalty of these musketeers. It was their tradition and a prized one.

As Louis walked through the maze of chambers that made up this part of the palace, servants bowed. There was always someone bowing. One creaking step on the intricate parquet of an antechamber, and the massive doors to his wife’s apartments opened as if by magic. Two of her ladies, a sullen brunette and a sunny-faced beauty, stood in his path, their gowns belled around them because of their curtsies.

“Soissons, my dear,” Louis nodded to the brunette of the two, an old friend of his, a childhood playmate, and sometimes more, Olympe, the Countess de Soissons. “How is her majesty this morning?”

But the sunny beauty answered before Olympe could speak. “She slept very well, sire.” The beauty was pert and certain of herself and smiled at Louis.

Surprised, Louis looked directly at her. Her smile widened. He didn’t return it. He didn’t like her, never mind that his friends considered her the most beautiful woman at court. He’d give her that. But she put him on edge, always smiling that bright smile, always watching. And she was bold, like now, speaking to him before he’d spoken to her, answering for the Countess de Soissons, who was superintendent of his wife’s household, which made her first lady of the household and far more important than a maid of honor. He’d known Olympe since they were children, and he had loved the man who’d brought her and her sisters to court as if he were his own father.

The beauty always made him want to stutter. He didn’t have a true stutter, just a slight stalling of words that he had conquered during childhood through sheer willpower. It unnerved him when he felt it in his throat, swelling his tongue. Those around him would laugh, as they’d done when he was a child, and the laughter hadn’t been kind. A king couldn’t afford to be laughed at. It had been part of his father’s downfall, his nervous, limping, coughing father, who twitched when he was upset and stammered spit when he was angry and trusted no one and loved only brightly, briefly, and very dangerously. Somehow those whom his father had loved ended up dead—his father had always believed they’d betrayed him in the end.

Had they? What was betrayal and what was simple human error and what was suspicion sickened to insanity, coloring even good with its darkness?

“She’s up early,” he said to Olympe, ignoring the beaming beauty, who lost some of her shimmer. But the young men following Louis smiled and nodded at her, showing their approval in every way save stomping their feet, so it didn’t take long for her to brighten back to full power.

Louis walked with Olympe through several other rooms, high ceilings, huge fireplaces, intricate woodwork and molding and inlay, thick rugs, big tapestries on the walls, until finally they were in the queen’s bedchamber, the ornate and curtained bed at one end. It was the fashion to have a series of rooms called antechambers that led to the bedchamber, and even the bedchamber wasn’t private. For strict privacy, a person of high birth had to retreat to a room called a closet, where, finally, he or she might be alone. Just as there were layers of chambers between him and his wife, there were layers of people, and, at this moment, he was glad of it.

“So, she slept well?” he asked as they walked through the antechambers, and women fell into curtsies wherever his glance moved. I do care about her, he thought. I do.

“I don’t think so, and she woke irritable. However, the Viscount Nicolas’s gift cheered her.”

“The viscount sent a gift?”

“You know how generous he is, sire.”

“Does that mean you received a gift, also?” Louis was ironic.

Naughty dimples appeared in Olympe’s cheeks. That and her sullenness had kept more than one man awake at night. “Ask me no questions, and I’ll tell you no lies.”

Louis pinched her arm. “You will. You always have.”

Olympe winked at him, and Louis’s queen, sitting up in her bed, excited as she always was that Louis was visiting her, gave a little sigh. Some of the radiant happiness faded from her square, rather fleshy face, but no one noticed. All eyes were on the king, on Olympe. There were wicked rumors about the two of them, but the queen didn’t know of them. Surrounded by a soft bubble of privilege and royalty and lack of speaking French, she was the last to learn of any scandal. Her jealousy was more instinctive. The king was so lean, so grave, so dark-eyed, so kind, that it was impossible not to see other women’s notice of him, and this wasn’t Spain, where young noblewomen were kept in strict seclusion until their marriages, and where even after their marriages they were kept cloistered with other women. This was France, where women were quite amazingly—to her eyes—quite extraordinarily bold. And no one here seemed to mind it.

Dwarves she’d brought with her from her home saw the hurt that moved over her face before she gathered back all of her smile. The dwarves served as her jesters and soothers. Philippe couldn’t stand them, but Louis was more tolerant. His and Philippe’s mother was fond of dwarves. They were a reminder of the strange and intricate and still medieval court both women had left behind forever when they married and journeyed to France. Maria Teresa, who had been the foremost princess of the foremost kingdom of Europe and was now queen of France, was lonely for her native Spain, lonely for the majestic and glacial ritual she’d left behind, lonely for the manners and way of life, so different from here. Unlike her mother-in-law, she was having a hard time embracing that which was French.

Louis bent down and kissed her on the mouth. He was strict about who might kiss her, allowing only his mother and brother, and now, his new sister-in-law, to do so. It wasn’t from jealousy, but from his sense of pride. This was a princess of Spain, most powerful kingdom in the western world, fat with a hundred years of riches from her colonies across the sea. There was no one higher born than she. She is such an important princess that if she doesn’t marry you, she has to marry Christ and take the veil, his dear cardinal had joked with him. You’re the only one of her stature. You’re the only one worthy. Louis’s mother was a Spanish princess, too, aunt to his wife, and she’d planned this marriage when he and Maria Teresa were in their cradles.

France and Spain had been at war for a long time, and this marriage had secured a peace, a peace his dear cardinal had killed himself working toward. For forty-one years, there had been war at some border of France. Take her and defang a faltering Spain. Take her and be the lion of the west. France will supercede Spain. I know it. I feel it. And Mazarin had smiled as he spoke, eyes crinkled in his lively face, a face that was too thin, a face that Louis had seen all his life, literally. One of his first memories was of Mazarin leaning over his baby bed, something loving, something safe radiating from his eyes. He was the handsomest man in the world when he came to court, his mother’s favorite lady-in-waiting liked to gossip. When we first saw him, we all swooned, and even your mother noticed.

Louis’s kiss opened Maria Teresa the way a knife does a ripe melon. She looked almost pretty, a light flush on her alabaster cheeks.

“I’m so glad to see you, dear heart. I had a bad dream, my husband. I can’t remember it now, but I didn’t like it. It has made me sad. Cats were in it, I think. Stealing my breath. Was it an omen? About dying in childbed?”

Louis sat down on bed covers whose embroidery was so thick that the color of the fabric upon which it was sewn could barely be seen. He took her hands in his, listening thoughtfully, as she continued on, in Spanish, of course.

“I might, you know. Anyway, I just lay here for a while and I thought about my bedchamber at the Alcázar, the vines that grew there in the summer, covering the iron on the balcony. I always smelled them when I woke up, and their smell made me happy. And their color. ‘Cup of gold’ they’re called because they are shaped like a chalice, like the Lord’s chalice at the Last Supper. And then the viscount’s little gift arrived. Do look, dear heart. It’s a fan.”

She spread it open for Louis to see the scene painted across it.

“It’s the Alcázar! It’s just what I needed. Some reminder of home, and so I’ve been fanning myself with it and thinking perhaps I might not eat breakfast. I’m not hungry, you know, which is strange for me. A fever, do you think I might be coming down with a summer fever?”

Louis put his hand on her forehead. “No, sweet, there’s no fever.”

She sighed. Several of the maids of honor sighed too, imagining his touch.

“No fever, dear one,” said Louis, “and as for home, this is your home now. You are France’s queen, and I must have you by my side, and our son is not going to cause any trouble. He is going to pop out like a bean from a pod and say, Mama, Papa, where is my milk? And we’re going to find the strongest, fattest, cleanest wet nurse in France to feed him. Maybe we’ll even send for a Spanish one. Would you like that? A fat Spaniard to feed him when our French one tires?”

All the time he was talking, answering her in Spanish because it comforted her, there was a distant part of him observing, thinking, she should be speaking French, she should be attempting more, I need her to try harder. And as he spoke, he opened and closed the fan slowly, taking in the scene of this palace in Spain, taking in at some level he was not yet ready to allow emotion into, that the Viscount Nicolas reached here, even to his wife’s household.

“And our little French dauphin”—the first son of the king was called the dauphin because three hundred years earlier a king of France had purchased huge territories that carried a hereditary title, taken from the dolphin on the coat of arms—“is going to teach you French.” Pray let someone do so, he thought.

He went on, nothing of what he was thinking showing on his face. He’d learned that early, not to show what he felt if possible. “You’re going to learn it as he does, aren’t you, my sweet? How happy I will be when I hear you speak French well.”

He stroked her hair, wiry with curl, a light brown. The first time he’d seen her he’d been shocked that the portrait of her sent to him lied. Her face was long, her cheeks fleshy, her nose, well, large. But he’d swallowed a quick flash of dismay and concentrated on duty and honor and the fact that she was the greatest pearl among princesses.

“Our little dauphin isn’t going to cause his mother a bit of trouble.” Louis leaned forward and kissed the embroidered bedcovers under which lay his wife’s abdomen and the bud who was their child. “My precious son. This is your father. Grow strong, my boy, my prince, my dauphin. Grow strong, and then come out to greet me. I’m waiting for you.”

Several hearts in the bedchamber beat faster at the sight of this still very young and oh-so-handsome king talking to his wife’s swollen belly with genuine love for the child growing there.

Louis raised his face. “Tell me about the vine. What is its name again?”

“Cup of gold,” said Maria Teresa. “The conqueror Cortés gave one to Montezuma.”

“Who is Montezuma?”

“He was the king of the new world across the sea, great and powerful, but not great enough, not powerful enough to outwit our gentlemen.” She arched her neck in a prideful gesture. Spain owned the new world and much of the old. There was the Spanish Netherlands to the north of France, and to the west, the Hapsburgs, sons of Spanish kings.

“I’ll have cup-of-gold vines planted outside this window.” Louis stood. “I’ll plant them outside the windows of the Louvre and Saint-Germain,” these were other palaces in which they lived during the year, “so that everywhere you go you will wake to their perfume. This is your home, sweet plum. Where I am is your home. What do you do today?”

“I will go with her majesty to a nunnery in the next village. The voices of the nuns are said to be exquisite.”

The “majesty” Maria Teresa referred to was the queen mother, Louis’s mother, who had been queen of France for years, twenty and more before Louis was born, as well as regent after his father died, but was now in the background, not that his mother ever really stayed out of sight or mind. But Mazarin’s death had taken some of her gusto.

Louis felt impatient. While his wife went off to listen to nuns chant, content to be in the shadow of his mother, neither of them noticing or caring that most of their ladies were bored to tears, Philippe’s wife would be on her way with her ladies, huge straw hats on their heads, to the river to swim, gentlemen banished with only their imaginations for company. And then several hours later, the women would return in carriages, and the men would accompany the carriages, leaning down from their horses to talk to enchanting young women whose hair was still wet. And they’d gather near the carp pool by the fountain courtyard for a light picnic in the park with some courtiers playing guitars and others practicing dance steps for the court ballet Madame was presenting in July, her idea, this ballet, and the court poet would walk from group to laughing, talking group as he gathered ideas for the poems about the noble performers that it was his task to write for the ballet. Philippe’s wife had become the light of court. Everyone adored her.

Wouldn’t it be fun, she had said to Louis in her perfect French, her head tilting to one side, and again he was amazed that he’d ever thought her unattractive, wouldn’t it be fun if we gave a ballet, you and me and Monsieur and her majesty? Don’t you think that would be great fun?

Yes. Yes, he did think that would be great fun. There was almost nothing he liked better than music, listening to music, playing music, composing music, hearing music someone else had composed, singing the words to the music. And dance was the beautiful sister of music, his second favorite thing, to dance. He had an innate ear, an innate talent for both. They fed his soul. He was the best dancer of the court. Everyone knew. And they didn’t say it simply to flatter him.

“You’re too good to me,” said Maria Teresa, and startled, his mind a million miles away, Louis took her hand and raised it to his lips.

“So I hope always to be,” he said, his way of speaking gentle and courteous. Courtesy had become his mask to hide a growing dismay with himself, with her. He had vowed to love no others, but others were in his mind, all the time now.

Hauteur in her glance, Maria Teresa cut her eyes to Olympe as if to say, he’s mine.

Outside in the antechamber, Louis rapped out a quick command to his secretary. “Have a fan made with the Louvre as its subject and one of Saint-Germain, and one of Fontainebleau. The most skilled painter in Paris. For her majesty. And have him paint fleurs-de-lis on the end sticks.” The Louvre was his primary palace, and fleurs-de-lis were the lilies of France, an emblem, a symbol of French royalty.

To remind her where her home is, he thought, striding through his throne room and down a set of stairs, his gentlemen and bodyguards following, out into the sun, which he loved. It was kind of the viscount to send her a fan. And clever. Playing upon her homesickness. How had he known of her homesickness? Who in her household is his spy? Louis wondered. The viscount’s spies were everywhere. Someone his dear cardinal trusted had told him so, but he hadn’t quite believed it at first. Now, he had begun to feel that he couldn’t sneeze without the viscount, this powerful minister whom his court treated so deferentially, knowing it and sending an embroidered handkerchief. Or, was he on his way to becoming as sick with suspicion as his father had been?

Louis’s face showed a certain hawkish sharpness, and the men nearest him fell back a little, wondering if they’d displeased. Odd, they’d say to themselves later, how we didn’t used to care so much. Louis had been king for a long time. But the cardinal had also been alive, and in the cardinal, true power had lain.

God, I despise myself, thought Louis, striding across his private courtyard and through the massive arch of a gatehouse out into open grounds behind the palace to where there was a long landscape canal and he could take a decent walk before he held his morning council meeting. He meant to be good to his wife, meant never to hurt her, but his heart was hungry, like a tiger’s. He’d wanted to lay that heart at her feet, wanted to love in the way men loved women in the romances, in the troubadour’s ballads. In his mind was a ballad: Off with sleep, love, up from bed, this fair morn, see for our eyes the rose-red, new dawn is born, now that skies are glad and gay in this gracious month of May, love me, sweet, fill my joy in brimming measure, in this world he hath no pleasure that will none of it.

He could have sent her ladies from the chamber and climbed into bed with her, whispering that ballad to her as his hands roamed her body, fill my joy in brimming measure, he could have said as he touched her, but he didn’t love her that way. He’d made this marriage out of duty and hoped that love would grow. And now he was beginning to understand it never would, not that he didn’t respect her—her nobility was of the highest—not that he didn’t like her. She was an obedient, pious wife. But he didn’t love her. The thought twisted his gut.

Something drove him. Where? To whom? It seemed to him women were everywhere, following him with their eyes, curtsying to him, the tops of their breasts defined and soft above their tight bodices. Why didn’t he just take one of them and satisfy this need the way he had once done with Olympe? What was he longing for? Some spark? Some tenderness? Some depth to answer the depths in his own heart? Where was there a woman whose price for him was above rubies?

“Write to his majesty the king of Spain and beg him to send young cup-of-gold cuttings. Tell him it would be a favor to me if his gardeners sent cuttings from vines that have grown under the windows her majesty once looked out from,” he told his secretary, never pausing in his restless stride. “From those vines only.”

[image: ]

BRIEFLY SNEAKING AWAY from the flutter that was the dressing of her majesty, the sullen Olympe and the beauty, whose name was Athénaïs, leaned out opened windows in a nearby chamber to watch the king stalk through his courtyard.

“Did you see him ignore me? I might as well not exist. I don’t think he likes me.” Athénaïs was truly astonished.

“He’s ripe,” said Olympe. As the queen’s superintendent, she was an important figure at court. But her power was deeper than that. She was among those few whom Louis counted as true friends. And once upon a time, before his marriage, she’d been more than friendly with him in bed. “There is going to be a mistress soon. I can feel it. There’s something around him I sense, a heat.”

“I wish it were me!” Athénaïs brought hands to her mouth as if she’d said something wrong. “Oh, I’m terrible. Not that I would yield; I’m saving myself for marriage, of course. But he is enthralling.”

There was no dishonor in becoming a king’s mistress. In this, as in other things, the court was clear-eyed and unsentimental. It was longstanding tradition that there be one.

You would yield, thought Olympe, with a sharp glance at the maid of honor, younger, fresher than she, but not by much. You would yield, and me, well, I have nothing to save. When he falls, and fall he will, he’s going to be mine.


Chapter 2
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[image: ]OUIS DISMISSED HIS COUNCIL AND WHISTLED FOR HIS DOGS. His valet said his favorite dog wasn’t acting in her usual manner, and he wanted to see for himself.

“Belle,” he called and stroked her sleek head when she appeared, ahead of the pack, as always. “That’s my good girl. Are you sick, my sweet one, my mighty hunter?” He knelt on one knee to take her handsome head in his hands and examine her face. He could see nothing different.

“Your majesty, just a word, if I might.”

He started. He hadn’t realized he’d been followed. He kept his hands on Belle’s head a moment or two longer, his mood suddenly irritable. Business for this morning was over. This man who broke into his privacy could just as easily have spoken to him this afternoon, for he met with his council twice a day, in the mornings and in the late afternoon, had done so since the death of Cardinal Mazarin. Now was his time for pleasure; in his mind he was already atop his horse, riding to the river, to gaze on the guise pleasure had taken, lily-white skin, chestnut hair, an enchanting laugh. A king’s business is never over, he heard his beloved cardinal’s voice echo in his mind, so he stood and pretended that he hadn’t been caught murmuring to a dog by the one man he most wanted to impress.

That man bowed. It was the Viscount Nicolas, his superintendent of finance, whom the court expected to become Louis’s chief minister. The treasury was on the verge of bankruptcy. It was one of the reasons why the viscount was so important. He kept the kingdom from tipping over into the abyss, had done so for years. He was a collector of taxes, a maker of loans, and, also, a maker of men.

“Monsieur does me the honor to ask if I, in my humble way, might make a pleasing argument he be allowed a place at this council. Is there a time when I might make such appealing to you, your majesty?” As always, the viscount was suave and as smooth as honey.

“A bribe,” asked Louis. “Are you attempting to buy me?”

Nicolas blinked, then bowed low, his eyes on the floor. “How clumsy I am. I’ve offended, when all I wished to do was champion a man I think would add much to our governance. His highness, your brother, is your most loyal servant. I’ll say no more.” The viscount unbent and met Louis’s eyes. “Allow me to be of service in another way. I understand you are searching for cup-of-gold vines. It happens that I have some at my estate not far from here. They are yours.”

Good God, thought Louis, how can he know that already?

“I become clumsiness entirely,” Nicolas said as Louis’s silence lengthened. “This is not my morning, is it?”

The viscount referred to an earlier, terse exchange about funds to rebuild the navy.

But Louis laughed. If there was one attribute the viscount possessed—and he possessed many—it was charm. “You surprise me, viscount, that’s all. Can you read my mind? I was speaking of the vines only this morning.”

“I assure you I am not omniscient. The Countess de Soissons was kind enough to tell me.”

“Send every vine you have, then. I accept them with pleasure.”

Nicolas smiled, as if he lived only to please his sovereign, and in spite of himself, Louis smiled back. I could like this man, he thought, but can I trust him?

“My only wish is to serve you to the best of my talents,” the Viscount Nicolas said as if he had read that thought, too.

Feeling awkward and graceless, Louis turned back to his dogs. He knew he should say something equally fulsome, such as how the viscount’s least talent was a treasure, but he just wanted to put distance between himself and this man, who seemed too smooth, too capable, too kind, and—was it simply pique on his part and how he hated that it might be—too certain of himself. It was as if he tolerated Louis’s whim to rule without a chief minister, all the while knowing such was impossible, that it was simply a matter of time before Louis realized it, too. That’s what the court was whispering behind his back. No one believed he could manage without a Mazarin.

Gesturing that he wished no friends as companions, Louis walked not to his wife’s apartments but in another direction altogether, toward a quieter, less-used part of the palace. He passed through halls and unoccupied bedchambers and then through the silent ballroom an ancestor had built. It was a magnificent room, a long chamber with huge, wide, handsome bays on each side to let in light through floor-to-ceiling windowed doors with expensive and rare glass in them. Everywhere were the emblems of its builder-king, his letter “H” embossed and entwined, along with the “C” of his queen, but also the crescent moon of the goddess Diana—Diana, also the name of that king’s mistress. The large frescoes at one end were allegories of Diana also, Diana and the hunt, that king’s favorite things. Two huge bronze satyrs embellished each side of the enormous fireplace, the satyrs signifying lust, the lust that king had felt for a woman.

Lust. Thou shalt not commit adultery. His heels clicked on the intricately patterned wooden floors. The scratch of his dogs’ nails against the floors was a comfort to his ears. He was on his way to an old, neglected chapel just on the other side of this ornate ballroom. No one used it anymore, there being a far grander one his father had built in another wing, but Louis liked this one. He felt hidden from the world in it. It had become too small for the size of the court, but it was right for him, for his need to have some time alone, some time away from others.

A small, private door led directly into the chapel from here. Motioning to the lieutenant of his bodyguard to leave him, he stepped into the soothing dim of this quiet and sacred space, crossed himself and knelt, his eyes not seeing the stained-glass windows in a half-circle before him nor the gold-and-green gilded dome overhead. Why had he acted rudely to the viscount? Not only was it childish and impolite, but it showed his growing mistrust. Never let another know what you think. Was it possible that he could trust the man, if not completely, then more than he dared at the moment? Yes, said his mother. No, said something in him. So luscious Olympe was the spy in his wife’s household. Of course she would be. Was she the only one? The viscount’s knowledge of his conversation with the queen this morning disturbed. What else did he know? Did he know that Louis had begun to meet someone in secret every night in an attempt to understand finances? Did he know Louis would never, under any circumstances, give Philippe a place on the council? Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife, nor thy brother’s either. But he did, the Blessed Savior help him. He stopped that thought. It led to places wild and uncontrolled, to desires he shouldn’t have.

He prayed for strength, but like a jeer to his prayer, the face of his brother’s wife came into his mind, along with a verse from a poet: As a rose, she lived as roses do. She’d worn rose-colored ribbons last night. He touched the one that was tied around his own wrist, hidden by lush lace at the end of his shirtsleeve that was the fashion. He’d stolen it like some thief in the night, like some besotted fool.

“Henriette,” he whispered, and he repeated her name yet again into the silence around him. He didn’t wish to hurt his brother, and yet his brother’s happiness cut into him like a sword. Would he? Would she? It seemed she felt as he did. Love and war are the same thing, and stratagems and policy are as allowable in the one as in the other, so said his mother’s beloved Spanish writer, Cervantes. Had Cervantes desired his brother’s wife? He prayed for the strength to resist temptation.

Prayer finished, calm restored, at least until he should see Henriette again, he stood to leave and as he walked back toward the small door that had let him in, he caught sight of a white square, obviously slipped under the great front doors of the chapel, which opened from a hall.

For a moment, his heart thudded. Had Henriette dared to write him? Did she accept or berate him for his almost kiss of last night? He felt like a boy, ready to leap to joy or plunge to despair. He picked up the letter, its paper heavy, grained, expensive, and tore past a plain seal of red wax.


Do you know the difference

between His Eminence

and the late Cardinal Richelieu?

The answer is not moot.

The one led his animal.

The other mounts his brute.



Shock held him still. It was a Mazarinade, one of the hundreds of verses and street songs and written words full of scandal and hate that had filled pamphlets and letters, had been shouted from street corners in his boyhood, full of malevolence for the man who had been resented and feared and warred against and yet lived to be one of the saviors of France: Mazarin. Its subject was despicable and lurid, implying his mother was whore to a man who had deeply loved her. It was a dishonor to her and a dishonor to him, but worse, it was an all-too-vivid reminder of the uncertain past behind him and the uncertain future ahead. Peace was fragile. This little jibe reminded him too sharply of that. Beware, it said. Enough wrong moves, and the court would turn on him. They’d done it before. They could do it again.

He wrenched open the front doors of the chapel and stepped into the hall. A musketeer, arms crossed, took his ease at the end of the hall’s long finger on Louis’s right.

“Who came into this hallway?” Louis demanded.

The musketeer stood up straight. “No one, your majesty.”

Back in the chapel, Louis went to the small side door that led to the ballroom. He saw the lieutenant of his musketeers playing ball with the dogs. The lieutenant kept a ball from the tennis court in a pocket.

“D’Artagnan,” Louis shouted, and the dogs turned at the sound of his voice, ran toward him, Belle in the lead.

“There’s another. Down!” As the dogs obeyed, Louis held up the paper. D’Artagnan took the note from him and read it as Louis walked back into the dim of the chapel and through the wide doors to the hall. He stepped out. The musketeer had moved from his place far down at one end and waited for him.

“I repeat, who came into this hall?”

There were narrow staircases for servants with iron railings that circled up into the attic floors. There was a staircase in the pavilion at the end of this hall and a public staircase for the ballroom. And there were secret passages. Only he was supposed to know of them, but their existence was old. Many knew of them, more than he could imagine.

“No one, your majesty. I swear it.”

There was a thin sheen of perspiration on the musketeer’s upper lip, just above a small mustache, matching Louis’s, who’d made such the fashion.

The note still in his hand, D’Artagnan and the dogs were in the hall now. Louis took the paper. His heart felt like it was going to jump right up his throat and out onto the floor. He felt sick to his stomach. He folded the paper into a small oblong and put it into a secret pocket in his jacket.

“That would be the second, your majesty?”

The even tone of D’Artagnan’s question calmed. Shutters were open to Fontainebleau’s forest-blessed air here in this wide hallway, and he took a deep breath of it. The day outlined in the window’s frame was clear, temperate, beautiful. Friends of his, seeing he had skipped Mass, were waiting for him in the courtyard.

“Yes, the second. The first was while we were still at the Louvre.”

“Did you leave your position?” D’Artagnan asked the musketeer.

Sweat now rolling from his hair, the musketeer said, without looking at Louis, “I went into the Tiber pavilion for a moment.” The Tiber pavilion ended this wing of the palace.

“Because?” D’Artagnan’s question was gentle.

“A-a girl. We spoke only for a few moments, sir.”

“Leave us,” ordered D’Artagnan.

The musketeer walked back down the hall, feeling the weight of two sets of eyes on his back.

“It might have happened then,” D’Artagnan said to Louis. Royal palaces were filled with servants, courtiers, priests, officials, visitors. Many chambers were reached only by passing through another chamber, and that included royal chambers. He indicated the plain winding stairs beside them. “Perhaps someone came down the stairs when he wasn’t watching, sire.”

“This is my palace.” I sound shrill, thought Louis.

D’Artagnan didn’t answer. He walked across to a window, looked out. There were musketeers stationed in this courtyard, the oval courtyard, the king’s personal courtyard, and there were Louis’s friends, Philippe’s, loitering, killing time until Louis joined them. It could have been anyone. The king’s grandfather had been killed by a man leaping into his coach. Guards riding near had been unable to prevent it. It was his task to prevent such.

“I don’t like this, D’Artagnan.”

“Nor do I, sire. But I’ll find our little messenger, and I’ll put a new man on duty.”

Louis looked down toward the musketeer. From where he stood, the musketeer could feel the sear of the king’s eyes, and he swallowed and began to sweat again.

“No.” Louis spoke softly, reflectively. “We’ll give him another chance. If he’s a good soldier, and as a musketeer, he is, it won’t happen again. I would imagine I’m safer than I was an hour ago.”

Lieutenant Charles d’Artagnan of his majesty’s royal musketeers, over twenty years service of one kind or another, thank you very much, bowed stiffly and then watched the young king of France, all of twenty and two—D’Artagnan was twice the king’s age and what he’d seen in his time was a story in itself—take another deep inhale, then blow out its air. He watched his sovereign straighten shoulders and shake his head, as if clearing it. The king snapped his fingers and his dogs rose from their sitting position. He knelt among them, patting their heads, receiving kisses, pulling ears. He said their names and grabbed one or another by the scruff, as they milled around him.

“To me,” Louis ordered, and he walked away, dogs a circle around him.

The only creatures he truly trusts, the king’s valet had been known to say when too far gone in drink, those dogs. A king’s role was a lonely one; he might be betrayed by wife, by councilor, by child, and most certainly, by courtiers. This one’s father had been. What memories D’Artagnan had of those old days before his present majesty was born and another cardinal ruled the day and betrayal grew in the bones of everyone. He leaned out the window and called to musketeers that the king was exiting at the Tiber pavilion. Then he took a rare moment away from Louis and stepped into the chapel, where many a king before this one had prayed. For what? Strength? Deliverance? Loyalty? Some glimmer of true love? Bring those he can trust into his life, D’Artagnan prayed. There have to be more than myself.

And then the lieutenant of Louis’s musketeers began a methodical search of the chapel. The note might have already been here, just waiting, placed by someone who knew the king’s habits, where he liked to pray. There was a secret passage here down into the chamber below. D’Artagnan walked down secret stairs, opened a door set so skillfully into its surrounding wood that a maidservant dusting an armoire shrieked and would have fled if D’Artagnan hadn’t stopped her.

“How long have you been here? Was anyone in this chamber when you entered it?”

“Not long, sir. No one was here, sir.” She gulped her answers, her eyes big and blinking.

“You’re certain of that?”

“Oh, yes, sir.” Tears were welling up.

“Be gone with you, now, and not a word of this, any of it, do you understand me, girl?” He was brusque, substantial in the authority he carried, the pride and history of the uniform he wore.

“Yes, sir. Of course, sir.”

Now a maidservant knows there is a secret doorway, D’Artagnan thought as he marched into an adjoining chamber and glared at the walls, as if they might tell him something. Who left this poisonous little message? And why? To frighten? To annoy? To warn? Many a king had been killed by someone he trusted. There was recent blood on nearby floors of this very palace. A visiting queen had ordered a courtier stabbed to death in one of the galleries here. How would his majesty respond if the notes continued? Would he become like his father, secretive and suspicious, killing those around him indiscriminately? The beauty of this king was his young and handsome fearlessness, his walking among his people, or among his soldiers on a battlefield, as the incarnation of France, which he was. The queen mother had used it, displayed him like an icon to the people in those past, perilous days of treachery and war, hoping the sight of him, his innocence, his young, grave, dignified purity, would rally support. By God, it oughtn’t to be tampered with, that innocence, and yet it would be. Time would do that, if nothing else. By God, he, Charles d’Artagnan, part gentleman, part adventurer, all of him loyal soldier, would love to present the name of this latest troublemaker to his most Christian majesty—the beauty of all France in his face—Louis, the fourteenth of that name.

He would bow on one knee and hold the name up like a present, anything to wipe away the memory of the expression on his sovereign, his king, his liege lord’s face—looking for one moment every inch the boy his position had never quite allowed him to be—as he stood in the ballroom and demanded to know who had approached too near, too near on too many levels, without his or D’Artagnan’s knowledge.
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