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ONE


Versailles, France
July 25, 1779



The emerald eyes of the golden horse looked down at her, as if he knew her every hope, her every sorrow, Juliette thought. Lips parted in a smile of fierce joy, filigree wings folded back against his body, the Pegasus stood on a tall marble pedestal in the gallery, deserted now. Juliette could hear the tinkling music of a clavichord and women singing, but she paid no attention to anything except the beautiful golden horse.

She had caught glimpses of herself in the seventeen mirrors gracing the long gallery as she’d dashed moments ago to the sheltering presence of the Pegasus. How helpless and stupid she looked with tears running down her face, she thought.

She hated to cry as much as she hated to feel helpless. Marguerite, her nurse, liked to see her cry, Juliette had realized recently. When the old woman goaded and tormented until she succeeded in making her break down and weep, she seemed to Juliette to puff up with satisfaction as if those childish tears somehow watered and nourished her. Someday, Juliette vowed, when she was a woman grown like her mother and Marguerite, she would never let anyone see her this helpless or frightened.

She ducked behind the tall pedestal, gathering her nightgown close to her shivering body and crouched on the floor, trying to hide in the shadows. Her breath coming in harsh sobs, she cradled a precious brown clay pot against her chest. She prayed Marguerite wouldn’t find her and soon would stop searching. Then she would run into the garden and find a safe hiding place for the pot in the vast beds of flowers.

She could see only a narrow slice of the long hall glittering with mirrors, the candles shimmering starlike in crystal chandeliers. Juliette had eluded Marguerite in the corridors below, but an army of footmen and at least three Swiss guards would be able to set her nurse on the right path if she stopped to inquire. She peeped cautiously around the pedestal and sighed with relief.

No Marguerite.

“I tell you I did see something, Axel.” A woman’s light voice, very close, faintly impatient. “I looked up from the clavichord and I saw … I don’t know … something.”

Juliette tensed, pressing back against the wall and holding her breath.

“I would not think of arguing with you.” A man’s amused voice. “I’m sure those blue eyes are as keen as they are beautiful. Perhaps it was a servant.”

“No, it was much closer to the floor.”

“A pup? God knows your court seems to abound with them and none of them worth a franc in the hunting field.”

A pair of white satin shoes, diamond buckles gleaming in the candlelight, appeared in Juliette’s line of vision. Her gaze traveled from the gleaming buckles to the hem of enormously wide azure satin skirts decorated with square-cut sapphires set in circlets of violets.

“It was just a glimpse, but I know—Well, what have we here?”

Sparkling blue eyes peered down into the shadows at her. The lady knelt in a flurry of satin skirts. “Here’s your puppy, Axel. It’s a child.”

Wild despair tore through Juliette. It was clear she had been found by a lady of the court. The rich gown and stylish white wig were so like her mother’s. This woman would be bound to find her mother, Juliette thought desperately. She braced herself, the muscles of her calves tensing to spring, her hands clutching the clay pot so tightly her knuckles turned white.

“A very small child.” The lady reached forward and gently touched Juliette’s wet cheek. “What are you doing here, ma petite? It’s almost midnight and little girls should be in bed.”

Juliette drew back, huddling against the wall.

“Don’t be frightened.” The lady drew closer. “I have a little girl too. My Marie Thérèse is only a year old, but later perhaps you and she could play together when …” The words trailed off as the lady looked down at her damp fingertips that had caressed Juliette’s cheek. “Mother of God, there’s blood on my fingers, Axel. The child’s hurt. Give me your handkerchief.”

“Bring her out and let’s have a look at her.” The man came into view, tall, handsomely dressed in a brilliant emerald-green coat. He handed the lady a spotless lace-trimmed handkerchief and knelt beside her.

“Come out, ma petite.” The lady held out her arms to Juliette. “No one is going to hurt you.”

Hurt? Juliette didn’t care about the pain. She was used to pain and it was nothing compared to the disaster facing her now.

“What’s your name?” The lady’s hand gently pushed back the riotous dark curls from Juliette’s forehead. The touch was so tender Juliette wanted to lean into it.

“Juliette,” she whispered.

“A pretty name for a pretty little girl.”

“I’m not pretty.”

“No?”

“My nose turns up and my mouth is too big.”

“Well, I think you’re pretty. You have exquisite skin and lovely brown eyes. You are such a big girl, Juliette.”

“Almost seven.”

“A great age.” The lady dabbed at Juliette’s lip with the handkerchief. “Your lip is bleeding. Did someone hurt you?”

Juliette looked away. “No, I fell against the door.”

“What door?”

“I … don’t remember.” Juliette had learned a long time before that all bruises and cuts must be explained away in this fashion. Why was the lady so interested in her? In Juliette’s experience, adults accepted any untruth that made them most comfortable.

“Never mind.” The lady held out her arms again. “Won’t you come out from behind the Wind Dancer and let me hold you? I like children. Nothing will happen to you, I promise.”

The lady’s arms were as white and plump and well-formed as those on the statues of the goddesses in the garden, although they were not as beautiful as the golden wings of the Pegasus, Juliette thought. Suddenly, though, she was drawn to those open arms as she had been drawn to the statue the lady had called the Wind Dancer.

She inched out of the shadows.

“That’s right.” The lady drew Juliette into her embrace. The scent of violets, roses, and perfumed powder surrounded Juliette. Her mother sometimes smelled of violets, Juliette thought wistfully. If she closed her eyes, perhaps she could pretend this lady holding her with such tenderness was her mother. She would run away soon but it would do no harm to stay for just another moment.

“What a sweet, shy child you are.”

Juliette knew she was not a sweet child. Marguerite always called her an obstinate spawn of the devil. The lady would find out her mistake soon enough and push Juliette away. If her own mother considered her too wicked to be pleasing, she would not be able to deceive a stranger for any length of time.

A mirrored door next to the statue was thrown open, and a burst of laughter and music entered the gallery along with a woman.

“Your Majesty, we miss your lovely voice in our harmonies.”

Her mother!

Juliette stiffened and burrowed her head in the lady’s powdered shoulder.

“In a moment, Celeste. We have a small problem here.”

“May I help? What pro—Juliette!”

“You know this child?” The lady stood up, still holding Juliette by the hand. “It seems she’s in great distress.”

“Juliette is my daughter.” Celeste de Clement came forward, her exquisitely shaped mouth tight with displeasure. “Forgive her, Your Majesty, she’s not usually so naughty and uncontrolled. I’ll send for her nurse who must be searching the palace for her.”

“I’ll go, Your Majesty.” The handsome man rose to his feet, smiled, bowed. “It’s my pleasure to serve you.” He paused. “Always.”

“Thank you, Count Fersen.” A faint smile on her lips, the lady’s gaze followed him as he turned and strode down the hall. When he vanished from sight she looked again at Juliette. “I think we must find out why she’s so unhappy, Celeste. Why were you hiding, child?”

Your Majesty. This lady was the queen? Juliette swallowed. “Marguerite said she was going to take away my paints.”

Marie Antoinette looked down at her. “Paints?”

Juliette held out her clay pot. “I have to have my paints. She cannot take them away.” Tears of helplessness and anger began to well in her eyes again. “I won’t let her do it. I’ll run away and hide them where she’ll never find them.”

“Hush.” Her mother’s voice was harsh. “Have you not shamed me enough with your behavior?” She turned to the queen. “My father gave her an artist’s brush and that pot of red paint when we visited him in Andorra and the child does nothing but cover every scrap of parchment in our apartments with her daubs. I told Marguerite to take them away from her so she wouldn’t disfigure your beautiful walls.”

“I’d never do that.” Juliette looked pleadingly at Marie Antoinette. “I want to paint splendid pictures. I wouldn’t waste my paint on your walls.”

Marie Antoinette burst into laughter. “That relieves me exceedingly.”

“She’s done nothing but wander about the palace, gazing at the paintings and sculptures, since we arrived here at Versailles a fortnight ago.” A veil of tears turned Celeste’s blue-violet eyes moistly brilliant. “I know she’s unruly, but since my dear Henri was taken from me I fear I’ve neglected her supervision. It’s not easy being a woman alone in the world.”

The queen’s expression softened as she looked at Celeste. “I, too, am a woman who knows the trials of being a mother.” She reached out and took Celeste’s hand in both her own and raised it to her cheek. “We’ll have to endeavor to make things easier for you, my dear Celeste.”

“Your Majesty is too kind.” Celeste smiled sweetly through her tears. “Indeed, it’s enough reward to be allowed to be close to you. After all, I’m not even of French birth. I’d heard Spaniards were not popular at Versailles, and I never imagined when I came to court that the honor of being near you would be accorded me.”

How did her mother manage to keep the tears misting her eyes? Why did they not spill over and run down her cheeks? Juliette had noticed this many times before and it baffled her.

“I was a foreigner also when I came here as a bride from Austria. Both you and I became French when we married.” Marie Antoinette pressed an affectionate kiss on Celeste’s palm. “It is but one more bond between us. Our court is infinitely richer for your enchanting presence, Celeste. We would have been devastated if you’d chosen to stay in that horrid château in Normandy.”

The two women exchanged a glance of intimate understanding before the queen reluctantly released Celeste’s hand.

“And now I think we must do something to dry your daughter’s tears.” She dropped to her knees again, grasped Juliette’s shoulders, staring at her with mock sternness. “I do think such a passionate love for beauty should be rewarded, but your mother is right. A paintbrush should be allowed in the hands of a child only under a careful eye. I shall have my friend, Elizabeth Vigée Le Brun, give you lessons. She’s a splendid artist and very kind as well.”

Juliette gazed at the queen in disbelief. “I may keep my paint?”

“Well, you could hardly create pictures without it. I’ll send you more paints and canvases and I’m sure someday you shall paint many splendid treasures for me.” The queen ruffled Juliette’s curls. “But you must meet one condition.”

Disappointment made Juliette almost ill. It wasn’t going to happen. She should have known the queen was toying with her. Grown-ups seldom told the truth to children. Why should this lady be any different?

“Don’t look so tragic.” Marie Antoinette chuckled. “I ask only that you promise to be my friend.”

Juliette went still. “Your … friend?”

“Is that so impossible a task?”

“No!” Her heart was pounding so hard she could scarcely breathe. Paints, canvas, a friend. It was too much. For a brief moment she felt as if she were soaring up to the high-arched ceiling. Quickly she hurtled back to earth. “You probably won’t want to be my friend for long.”

“Why not?”

“I say things people don’t like.”

“Why do you say things people don’t like when you know they’ll be upset with you?”

“Because it’s stupid to tell lies.” Juliette met the queen’s gaze, and her voice held desperation as she continued. “But I’ll try to be whatever you want me to be. I’ll be so good, I promise.”

“Shh, I have no desire for anything but your honesty.” The queen’s voice was suddenly weary. “There’s little enough of that commodity in Versailles.”

“Ah, here’s Marguerite.” Celeste’s voice sounded relieved. But Juliette winced at the sight of the tall, black-gowned figure of Marguerite Duclos, escorted by the handsome man the queen had called Axel.

Celeste took Juliette’s hand. “My dear child must be put to bed. I’m sure your kindness has excited her until it will be impossible for her to sleep. I shall return as quickly as possible, Your Majesty.”

“Do hurry.” Marie Antoinette patted Juliette’s cheek but her gaze was already fixed dreamily on Axel. “I think we shall play a game of backgammon before we retire.”

“An excellent idea.” Celeste pulled Juliette the few paces to where Marguerite waited at a respectful distance from the queen.

Her mother was still angry, Juliette realized. Yet she was so full of joy, she could not worry. Paints, canvas, and a friend!

“You incompetent fool,” Celeste whispered to Marguerite as she released Juliette into the nurse’s custody. “If you cannot raise my daughter to display some semblance of meekness and decorum, I shall send you back to Andorra and find someone who can do so.”

Marguerite’s thin, sallow face flushed in distress. “I do my best. She’s not the sweet girl you were as a child,” she mumbled. “It was those paints. She was like a wild thing when I tried to take them away from her.”

“Well, now you must let her keep them until the queen loses interest in her. If you’d done your duty well, I would not have been put to this embarrassment.”

“The queen didn’t appear angry. I could not—”

“I want no excuses. Punish the child,” Celeste ordered as she whirled on her heel in a fury of violet brocade. “And keep her away from the queen. It’s fortunate Count Fersen was here tonight to put Her Majesty in a felicitous mood. I’ll not have Juliette with her bold ways spoil my chances of becoming the queen’s favorite. I have enough to contend with. That mewling Princess de Lambelle preys on the queen’s sympathy at every turn.” She paused, glaring at Juliette. “You’re staring at me again. Why do you always stare at me?”

Juliette averted her gaze. She had displeased her mother again. Usually that knowledge brought an aching sense of loss, but tonight the hurt was less. The queen had not found Juliette either ugly or displeasing.

A brilliant smile lit Celeste’s exquisite face as she swept back down the hall toward the queen. “All is well, Your Majesty. How can I thank you for making my little girl so happy?”

Marguerite propelled Juliette forward, her clasp cruelly tight. “Are you satisfied now, you imp from hell? Making your sweet mother unhappy and disturbing the queen of France.”

“I didn’t disturb her. She liked me. She’s my friend.”

“She’s not your friend. She’s the queen.”

Juliette was silent, still in a warm, cozy haze of delight. No matter what Marguerite said, the queen was her friend. Hadn’t she held Juliette in her arms and dried her tears? Hadn’t she said she was pretty and sweet? Wasn’t she going to have her taught to paint beautiful pictures?

“And do you think your mother will really let you have those nasty paints after you’ve been so naughty?” Marguerite’s lips tightened until they formed a thin line. “You don’t deserve gifts.”

“She’ll let me have the paints whether I deserve them or not. She won’t want to displease the queen.” Juliette gave a hop and skip to keep up with Marguerite’s long stride as they moved quickly down the Hall of Mirrors. Juliette’s fascinated gaze clung to their images moving from one of the seventeen mirrors to the next as they walked along the gleaming hall. It surprised her to see how small and unimportant she looked. She certainly did not feel small inside now. She felt every bit as big and important as her mother and Marguerite. How unfair that the mirror did not reflect the change. Marguerite looked much more interesting, Juliette decided. Her black-gowned body was lean and angled’ like one of the stone gargoyles Juliette had seen on a column of the grand cathedral of Notre Dame. How fortunate she had felt when her mother had instructed the coachman to detour to the cathedral on his way through Paris to Versailles. Perhaps, she could persuade Madame Vigée Le Brun to show her how to paint Marguerite as a gargoyle.

“Your arms are going to be black and blue for a fortnight,” Marguerite muttered with satisfaction. “I’ll show you that you can’t shame me in front of your mother.”

Juliette looked down at the long, strong fingers of Marguerite’s hand holding her own and felt an instant of fear. She drew a deep breath and quickly suppressed the terror before it overcame her. The pain of the pinching would be over quickly, and all the time she was undergoing it she would be thinking of her paints and canvas and the lessons to come.

But in her very first painting she would most definitely paint Marguerite as a gargoyle.


Ile du Lion, France
June 10, 1787



Jean Marc Andreas strode around the pedestal, studying the statue from every angle. The jewel-encrusted Pegasus was superb.

From its flying mane to the exquisite detail of the gold filigree clouds on which the horse danced, it was a masterful piece of work.

“You’ve done well, Desedero,” Andreas said. “It’s perfect.”

The sculptor whom some called a mere goldsmith shook his head. “You’re wrong, Monsieur. I’ve failed.”

“Nonsense. This copy is identical to the Wind Dancer, is it not?”

“It is as close a copy as could be made, even to the peculiar cut of the facets of the jewels,” Desedero said. “I had to journey to India to locate emeralds large and perfect enough to use as the eyes of the Wind Dancer and spent over a year crafting the body of the statue.”

“And the inscription engraved on the base?”

Desedero shrugged. “I reproduced the markings with great precision, but since the script is indecipherable that is a minor point, I believe.”

“Nothing is minor. My father knows the Wind Dancer in its every detail,” Andreas said dryly. “I paid you four million livres to duplicate the Wind Dancer—and I always get my money’s worth.”

Desedero knew those words to be true. Jean Marc Andreas was a young man, no more than twenty and five, but he had established himself as a formidable force in the world of finance since taking over the reins of the Andreas shipping and banking empire three years before from his ailing father. He was reputed to be both brilliant and ruthless. Desedero had found him exceptionally demanding, yet he did not resent Andreas. Perhaps it was because the young man’s commission challenged the artist in him. Certainly Andreas’s desperation to please his father was touching. Desedero had loved his own father very much and understood such deep and profound affection. He was much impressed by Jean Marc Andreas’s wholehearted zeal for replicating the Wind Dancer to please his ill and aging father.

“I regret to say I do not believe you have gotten your money’s worth this time, Monsieur Andreas.”

“Don’t say such a thing, sir.” A muscle jerked in Andreas’s jaw. “You have succeeded. We’ve succeeded. My father will never know the difference between this Wind Dancer and the one at Versailles.”

Desedero shook his head. “Tell me, have you ever seen the real Wind Dancer?”

“No, I’ve never visited Versailles.”

Desedero’s gaze returned to the statue on the pedestal. “I remember vividly the first time I saw it some forty-two years ago. I was only a lad of ten and my father took me to Versailles to see the treasures that were dazzling the world. I saw the Hall of Mirrors.” He paused. “And I saw the Wind Dancer. What an experience. When you walked into my studio some year and a half ago with your offer of a commission to create a copy of the Wind Dancer, I could not pass it by. To replicate the Wind Dancer would have been sublime.”

“And you’ve done it.”

“You don’t understand. Had you ever seen the original, you would know the difference instantly. The Wind Dancer has …” He searched for a word. “Presence. One cannot look away from it. It captures, it holds”—he smiled crookedly—“as it’s held me for these forty-two years.”

“And my father,” Andreas whispered. “He saw it once as a young man and has wanted it ever since.” He turned away. “And by God, he’ll have it. She took everything from him—but he shall have the Wind Dancer.”

Desedero discreetly ignored the last remark, though he was well aware of the lady to whom Andreas referred. Charlotte, Denis Andreas’s wife, Jean Marc’s stepmother, had been dead over five years. Still the stories of her greed and treachery were much passed about.

Sighing, Desedero shook his head. “You have only a copy of the Wind Dancer to give to your father.”

“There’s no difference.” A hint of desperation colored Andreas’s voice. “My father will never see the two statues side by side. He’ll think he has the Wind Dancer until the day he—” He broke off, his lips suddenly pinched.

“Your father is worse?” Desedero asked gently.

“Yes, the physicians think he has no more than six months to live. He’s begun to cough blood.” He tried to smile. “So it’s fortunate you have finished the statue and could bring it now to the Ile du Lion. Yes?”

Desedero had an impulse to reach out and touch him in comfort, but he knew Andreas was not a man who could accept such a gesture, so he merely said, “Very fortunate.”

“Sit down.” Andreas picked up the statue and started toward the door of the salon. “I’ll take this to my father in his study. That’s where he keeps all the things he treasures most. Then I’ll return and tell you how wrong you were about your work.”

“I hope I’m wrong,” Desedero said with a shrug. “Perhaps only the eye of an artist can perceive the difference.” He sat down in the straight chair his patron had indicated and stretched out his short legs. “Don’t hurry, Monsieur. You have many beautiful objects here for me to study. Is that a Botticelli on the far wall?”

“Yes. My father purchased it several years ago. He much admires the Italian masters.” Andreas moved toward the door, carefully cradling the statue in his arms. “I’ll send a servant with wine, Signor Desedero.”

The door closed behind him and Desedero leaned back in his chair, gazing blindly at the Botticelli. Perhaps the old man was too ill to detect the fraud being thrust upon him. Whole and well, he would have seen it instantly, Desedero realized, because everything in this house revealed Denis Andreas’s exquisite sensitivity and love of beauty. Such a man would have been as helplessly entranced with the Wind Dancer as Desedero always had been. Sometimes his own memories of his first visit to Versailles were bathed in mist from which only the Wind Dancer emerged clearly.

He hoped for Jean Marc Andreas’s sake that his father’s memories had dimmed along with his sight.

Jean Marc opened the door of the library, and beauty and serenity flowed over him. This room was both haven and treasure house for his father. A fine Savonnerie carpet in delicate shades of rose, ivory, and beige stretched across the highly polished parquet floor, and a Gobelin tapestry depicting the four seasons covered one wall. Splendid furniture crafted by Jacobs and Boulard was placed for beauty—and comfort—in the room. A fragile crystal swan rested on a cupboard of rosewood and Chinese lacquer marquetry. The desk, wrought in mahogany, ebony, and gilded bronze with mother-of-pearl inserts, might have been the focal point of the room if it had not been for the portrait of Charlotte Andreas. It was dramatically framed and placed over a fireplace whose mantel of Pyrenees marble drew the eye.

Denis Andreas always complained of the cold these days and, although it was the end of June, a fire burned in the hearth. He sat in a huge crimson brocade-cushioned armchair, reading before the fire, his slippered feet resting on a matching footstool.

Jean Marc braced himself, then stepped into the room and closed the door. “I’ve brought you a gift.”

His father looked up with a smile that froze on his lips as he looked at the statue in Jean Marc’s arms. “I see you have.”

Jean Marc strode over to the table beside his father’s chair and set the statue carefully on the malachite surface. He could feel tension coiling painfully in his every muscle as his father gazed at the Pegasus. He forced a smile. “Well, do say something, sir. Aren’t you pleased with me? It was far from easy to persuade King Louis to part with the statue. Bardot has virtually lived at court this past year waiting for the opportunity to pounce.”

“You must have paid a good deal for it.” Denis Andreas reached out and touched a filigree wing with a gentle finger.

His father’s hands had always been delicate-looking, the hands of an artist, Jean Marc thought. But now they were nearly transparent, the protruding veins poignantly emphasizing their frailty. He quickly looked from those scrawny hands to his father’s face. His face was also thin, the cheeks hollowed, but his eyes still held the gentleness and wonder they always had.

“I paid no more than we could afford.” Jean Marc sat down on the chair across from his father. “And Louis needed the livres to pay the American war debt.” At least, that was true enough. Louis’s aid to the American revolutionaries along with his other extravagant expenditures had set France tottering on the edge of bankruptcy. “Where should we put it? I thought a white Carrara marble pedestal by the window. The sunlight shining on the gold and emeralds would make it come alive.”

“The Wind Dancer is alive,” his father said gently. “All beauty lives, Jean Marc.”

“By the window then?”

“No.”

“Where?”

His father’s gaze shifted to Jean Marc’s face. “You didn’t have to do this.” He smiled. “But it fills me with joy that you did.”

“What’s a few million livres?” Jean Marc asked lightly. “You wanted it.”

“No, I have it.” Denis Andreas tapped the center of his forehead with his index finger. “Here. I didn’t need this splendid imitation, my son.”

Jean Marc went still. “Imitation?”

His father looked again at the statue. “A glorious imitation. Who did it? Balzar?”

Jean Marc was silent a moment before he said hoarsely, “Desedero.”

“Ah, a magnificent sculptor when working in gold. I’m surprised he accepted the commission.”

Frustration and despair rose in Jean Marc until he could scarcely bear it. “He was afraid you would recognize the difference but I felt I had no choice. I offered the king enough to buy a thousand statues, but Bardot reported that Louis wouldn’t consider selling the Wind Dancer at any price. According to His Majesty, the queen has a particular fondness for it.” His hands closed tightly on the arms of the chair. “But, dammit, it’s the same.”

Denis Andreas shook his head. “It’s a very good copy. But, my son, the Wind Dancer is …” He shrugged. “I think it has a soul.”

“Mother of God, it’s only a statue!”

“I can’t explain. The Wind Dancer has seen so many centuries pass, seen so many members of our family born into the world, live out their lives … and die. Perhaps it has come to be much more than an object, Jean Marc. Perhaps it has become … a dream.”

“I failed you.”

“No.” His father shook his head. “It was a splendid gesture, a loving gesture.”

“I failed you. It hurt me to know you couldn’t have the one thing you so wished—” Jean Marc broke off and attempted to steady his voice. “I wanted to give something to you, something that you’d always wanted.”

“You have given me something. Don’t you see?”

“I’ve given you disappointment and chicanery and God knows you’ve had enough of both in your life.” Denis flinched and Jean Marc’s lips twisted. “You see, even I hurt you.”

“You’ve always demanded too much of yourself. You’ve been a good and loyal son.” He looked Jean Marc in the eye. “And I’ve had a good life. I’ve been fortunate enough to have the means to surround myself with treasures, and I have a son who loves me enough to try to deceive me ever so sweetly.” He nodded at the statue. “And now why don’t you take that lovely thing out to the salon and find a place to show it to advantage?”

“You don’t want it in here?”

Denis slowly shook his head. “Looking at it would disturb the fine and fragile fabric of the dream.” His gaze drifted to the portrait of Charlotte Andreas over the fireplace. “You never understood why I did it, did you? You never understood about dreams.”

Looking intently at his father, Jean Marc felt pain and sorrow roll over him in a relentless tide. “No, I suppose I didn’t.”

“That hurt you. It shouldn’t.” He once again opened the leather-bound volume he had closed when Jean Marc came into the study. “There must always be a balance between the dreamers and the realists. In this world strength may serve a man far better than dreams.”

Jean Marc stood up and moved toward the table on which he had set the statue. “I’ll just get this out of your way. It’s almost time for your medicine. You’ll be sure to remember to take it?”

Denis nodded, his gaze on the page of his book. “You must do something about Catherine, Jean Marc.”

“Catherine?”

“She’s been a joy to me but she’s only a child of three and ten. She shouldn’t be here when it happens.”

Jean Marc opened his mouth to speak, then closed it abruptly. It was the first time his father had indicated he knew the end was near.

“Please do something about our Catherine, Jean Marc.”

“I will. I promise you,” Jean Marc said thickly.

“Good.” Denis looked up. “I’m reading Sanchia’s journal, about old Lorenzo Vasaro and his Caterina.”

“Again?” Jean Marc picked up the statue and carried it toward the door. “You must have read those old family journals a hundred times.”

“More. I never tire of them.” His father paused and smiled. “Ah, our ancestor believed in dreams, my son.”

With effort Jean Marc smiled. “Like you.” He opened the door. “I don’t have to return to Marseilles until evening. Would you like to have dinner on the terrace? The fresh air and sunshine will be good for you.”

But Denis was once more deeply absorbed in the journal and didn’t answer.

Jean Marc closed the door and stood a moment, fighting the agony he felt. His father’s last remarks shouldn’t have hurt him, for they were true. He was no dreamer; he was a man of action.

His hand clenched on the base of the statue. Then he squared his shoulders. The pain was fading. Just as he had known it would. Just as it had so many times before. He strode across the wide foyer and threw open the door to the salon.

Desedero’s gaze was searching. “He knew?”

“Yes.” Jean Marc set the statue back on the pedestal. “I’ll have my agent in Marseilles give you a letter of credit to our bank in Venice for the remainder of the money I owe you.”

“I don’t wish any more money,” Desedero said. “I cheated you.”

“Nonsense. You did what you were paid to do.” Jean Marc’s smile was filled with irony. “You were given my livres to create a statue, not a dream.”

“Ah, yes.” Desedero nodded in understanding. “The dream …”

“Well, I’m only a man of business who doesn’t understand these idealistic vagaries. It appears a duplicate won’t do, so I will have to get the Wind Dancer for him.”

“What will you do?”

“What I should have done in the beginning. Go to Versailles myself and find a way to persuade the queen to sell the Wind Dancer. I didn’t want to leave my father when—” He broke off, his hands again slowly clenching. “I knew he didn’t have much time left.”

“But how can you expect to succeed when she’s clearly so determined to keep it?” Desedero asked gently.

“Information.” Jean Marc’s lips twisted in a cynical smile. “I’ll find out what she most desires and give it to her in exchange for the statue. I’ll take lodgings in an inn near the palace and before two weeks are gone I’ll know more about the court and Her Majesty than King Louis does himself, even if I have to bribe every groom and maid in the palace.”

Desedero gestured to the statue on the pedestal. “And this?”

Jean Marc avoided looking at the Pegasus as he strode to the door. “I never want to see it again. You may sell off the jewels and melt it down.” He jerked open the door. “God knows, I may need the additional gold to tempt Louis into selling the Wind Dancer.”

The door slammed behind him.


TWO

You’re spoiling the lad.” Marguerite’s thin lips pursed as she gazed at Louis Charles’s fair head nestled against Juliette’s breast. “His nurse won’t thank you for this coddling when we get him back to Versailles.”

“He’s been ill.” Juliette’s arms tightened protectively around the baby’s warm, firm body. Not really a baby any longer, she thought wistfully. The queen’s second son was over two, but he still felt endearingly small and silken in her arms. “He deserves a little extra attention. The motion of the coach upsets his stomach.”

“Nonsense. The doctor at Fontainebleau pronounced the prince fit for travel.”

“That doesn’t mean he’s completely well again.” Juliette glared at Marguerite on the seat across from her. “Only two weeks ago he was running a fever high enough for the queen to fear for his life.”

“Measles don’t always kill. You had them twice and survived.”

Louis Charles stirred and murmured something into Juliette’s shoulder.

Juliette looked down, a smile illuminating her face. “Shh, bébé, we’ll soon have you back with your maman. All is well.”

“Yes, now that we’re returning to Versailles,” Marguerite agreed sourly. “So contrary of you to offer to stay with the child at Fontainebleau when the court returned to Versailles. You knew I’d have to stay with you no matter how much your mother needed my services.”

Juliette rocked the little boy back and forth, her fingers tangled in his downy, soft curls. It would do no good to argue with Marguerite, she thought wearily. The woman cared for naught but her mother’s comfort and welfare and was never happy except in her presence. It didn’t matter to her that the queen had been worried to distraction when Louis Charles had fallen ill. Marie Antoinette’s baby daughter, Sophie, had died only four months before and Louis Joseph, dauphin and heir to the throne, whose health had always been fragile, was failing rapidly. When Her Majesty’s ever-robust youngest son had succumbed to the measles, she had been in despair.

“Put him down on the seat,” Marguerite ordered.

Juliette’s lips set stubbornly. “He’s still not well. Her Majesty said I was to use my own judgment as to his care.”

“A flighty chit of fourteen has no business caring for a prince.”

“I’m not putting him down.” Juliette’s lips firmed as she avoided Marguerite’s stare and looked out the window of the carriage. She knew silence would serve her better than quarreling, but meekness was never easy for her. Thank the saints they were close to the town of Versailles now and the palace was just a short distance beyond. She would try to ignore Marguerite and think only of the painting in her trunk on the roof of the carriage. Much of the detail on the trees in the work was still to be finished; she could paint sunlight filtering through the top leaves of the trees revealing the naked skeletal spines. It would be an interesting effect, suggesting the lack of truth in the characters of the figures she had painted lolling below the boughs of the trees.

“You always think you know best,” Marguerite grumbled. “Ever since you were a child scarcely older than the prince. Do you believe the queen would have trusted you to stay with Louis Charles if the child’s nurse had not come down with the sickness? Her Majesty will find you out someday. You may amuse her right now with your drawings and bold tongue, but she’s easily bored and will—You’re not listening to me.”

Juliette shifted her gaze to the thick green shrubbery bordering the bluff on the far side of the road. “No.” She wished Marguerite would cease her acid discourse and let her enjoy these moments of holding the little boy in her arms. She had never had anyone of her own to care for, and during the past few weeks she had actually felt as if Louis Charles belonged to her. But his time of recuperation was over now, she thought wistfully, and in only a few hours she would have to return Louis Charles to his mother and the attention of the royal court.

Marguerite’s palm cracked against Juliette’s cheek.

Juliette’s head snapped back, her arms involuntarily loosening about the baby.

“You’re not too old to be punished for your insolence.” Marguerite smiled with satisfaction at Juliette’s stunned expression. “Your mother trusts me to know how to school you in spite of the spoiling Her Majesty gives you.”

Juliette’s arms quickly tightened again around Louis Charles. She had not expected the slap. She had clearly misjudged the degree of anger and frustration building in Marguerite since she had been commanded to stay with Juliette at Fontainebleau. “Don’t ever strike me again while I’m holding the boy.” She tried to keep her voice from shaking with anger. “I could have hurt him badly if you’d caused me to drop him.”

“You’re giving me orders?”

“I think the queen would be interested to know the reason if Louis Charles suffered any harm, don’t you?”

Marguerite’s baleful gaze sidled away from Juliette’s stare. “You’ll soon not be able to hide behind the prince. You never would have gotten so out of hand if your mother hadn’t required my services.”

“I’m not hiding from—”

A horse neighed in agony.

The coach lurched and shuddered to a halt, throwing Juliette to her knees on the floor.

Louis Charles awoke and began to whimper. “Jul …”

“What is it?” Marguerite thrust her head out the window of the carriage. “You fool of a coachman, what—”

The blade of a scythe pierced the wood beside her head, burying its curving length through the side of the coach.

Marguerite shrieked and jerked back from the window.

“What’s happening?” Crouched on the floor of the coach still, Juliette gazed at the blade. She could hear shouts, metal clashing against metal, the screams of the horses.

A bullet suddenly splintered the wooden frame of the door.

“Farmers. Peasants. Hundreds of them. They’re attacking the carriage.” Marguerite’s voice rose in terror. “They’re going to kill me, and it’s all your fault. If you hadn’t insisted on staying with that brat, I’d be safe at Versailles with your mother.”

“Hush.” Juliette had to stem the panic rising in her. She had to think. Stories abounded of carriages and châteaus being attacked by the famine-stricken peasants but never a royal carriage accompanied by the Swiss guard. “We’ll be safe. They can’t overcome the soldiers that—”

“You fool. There are hundreds of them.”

Juliette crept closer to the window and looked for herself. Not hundreds but certainly too many to assess at one glance. The scene was total confusion. Coarsely dressed men and women on foot battled the mounted uniformed Swiss guard with scythes and pitchforks. Men on horseback garbed in mesh armor were plunging through the melee, striking with swords at the peasants on either side of them. Two of the four horses pulling the coach were lying dead and bloody on the ground.

Black Velvet.

Her gaze was caught and held by the only still, inviolate figure in this scene of blood and death. A tall, lean man wearing a sable velvet cape and polished black knee-boots sat on his horse at the edge of the crowd. The man’s dark eyes gazed without expression at the battle.

Another bullet exploded in the wood just above the seat where Juliette had been sitting. She ducked lower, her body covering the sobbing child. If they stayed in the carriage, how long before one of those bullets hit Louis Charles, she wondered desperately. She couldn’t stay and wait for it to happen. She had to do something. All the fighting was taking place to the right of the carriage, so the Swiss guard must have kept the mob from surrounding it. The thicket bordering the bluff …

Juliette crawled toward the door, clutching Louis Charles tightly.

“Where are you going?” Marguerite asked.

“I’m trying to escape into the woods bordering the bluff.” Juliette ripped off the linen kerchief from her gown and tied it around the boy’s mouth, muffling his wails. “It’s not safe here for Louis Charles.”

“Are you mad?”

Juliette opened the door a crack and peered out cautiously. The shrubbery started only a few feet away, and there seemed to be no one in sight.

“Don’t go.”

“Be silent or come with us. One or the other.” Juliette clasped Louis Charles’s small body tighter and opened the door wider. She drew a deep breath, leapt from the carriage, and darted across the dusty road and into the shrubbery. Branches lashed her face and clawed at her arms as she pushed through the bushes.

“Come back to the carriage at once! You can’t leave me.”

Juliette muttered an oath as she bolted through the shrubbery. Even in the cacophony of shouts and clatter of sabers Marguerite’s shrill voice carried clearly. If Juliette could hear it, she would be foolish to believe none of the attackers would.

Louis Charles whimpered beneath the gag, and she automatically pressed him closer. Poor baby, he didn’t understand any of this madness. Well, she didn’t either, but she wouldn’t let those murderers harm either the child or herself.

“Stop!”

A sudden chill gripped her and she glanced over her shoulder.

Black Velvet.

The man who had sat watching the battle was now crashing through the underbrush behind her, his cloak flying behind him like the wings of a great bird of prey.

Juliette ran faster, trying desperately to outdistance the man in black.

Tears were running down Louis Charles’s cheeks.

She jumped over a hollow log, staggered, and almost fell as she landed in an unseen hollow behind it. She regained her balance and ran on. Pain stitched through her side.

“Merde, stop. I mean you no—” The man broke off, cursing.

A glance over her shoulder revealed he had fallen to his knees in the hollow that had almost been her own undoing.

She felt a surge of primitive satisfaction. She hoped the villain had broken his leg. It would serve him well if—

A bullet whistled by her ear, striking the tree next to her.

“The boy. Give me the boy.”

The guttural voice came not from behind but ahead of her!

A huge, burly man dressed in ragged trousers and a coarse white tunic stood only a yard in front of her, holding a smoking pistol in his hand. He threw the empty pistol aside and drew a dagger from his belt.

Juliette froze, her gaze on the gleaming blade of the knife.

She couldn’t go back toward the man in black. She desperately sought some way to escape.

The branch lying on the path a few feet away!

“Don’t hurt me, Monsieur. See, I’m putting the child down.” She set Louis Charles on the ground at her feet.

The huge man grunted with satisfaction and took a step forward.

Juliette snatched up the branch and brought it up between the man’s legs with all her might.

He screamed, clutching his groin and dropping the knife.

Juliette picked up Louis Charles again and darted past her victim.

Only seconds later she heard the man cursing as he pounded after her. How had the lout recovered so quickly? She knew how disabling a blow to that part of a man’s anatomy could be. Only a few months earlier the Duc de Gramont … A stream to jump. Her skirts trailed behind her in the water.

Within seconds she heard the splashing of heavy boots in the water.

He was closer!

A meaty hand grasped her shoulder, jerking her to a halt.

“Bitch! Whore!”

She caught the gleam of metal from the corner of her eye as he raised his dagger to plunge it into her back.

Sweet Mary, she was going to die!

The dagger never fell.

She was jerked and whirled away from the peasant’s blade with such force she fell to her knees on the ground.

Black Velvet.

She gazed in stunned amazement at the bloody stain spreading on the shoulder of the black velvet cloak worn by the man who had thrust her aside to take the peasant’s blade himself.

Pain wrenched the tall, lean man’s features into a grimace even as his own dagger plunged into the other man’s broad chest.

The burly peasant groaned, then slumped to the ground.

The man in black velvet stood there, swaying, before staggering to lean against a pine tree a few feet away. One hand clutched at his left shoulder from which the dagger still protruded. His olive skin had faded to a sickeningly sallow shade, his lips drawn thin. “My dear Mademoiselle de Clement. May … I say.” His voice faded. “That … you … make it damnably hard for a man to … rescue you?”

Her eyes widened. “Rescue?”

“I brought reinforcements to help the guard when I learned of the plan to attack the carriage. If you’d stayed in the coach—” His palm clutched blindly at the bark of the tree as his face convulsed with pain. “The battle should be … over by now.”

“I didn’t know what was going on,” Juliette whispered. “Whom to trust. Who are you? Where did you come from?”

“Jean Marc … Andreas. An inn nearby … Inn of the Blind Owl …” His gaze shifted to the peasant lying on the ground a few feet away. “Not clever. Boots …”

His eyes closed and he slid slowly down the tree trunk in a dead faint.

“Don’t argue with me. You must send for the physician in the village and I’ll need hot water and clean linen.”

Jean Marc opened his eyes to see Juliette de Clement belligerently confronting a large, stout man. Jean Marc dimly recognized him as Monsieur Guilleme, the proprietor of the inn where he had been residing for the last few weeks.

The innkeeper shook his head. “I’ve no wish to offend His Majesty by sending for the physician in the village if Monsieur Andreas truly saved the life of the prince. We must wait for the court physician to arrive.”

“The palace is too far. Do you wish to be responsible if he dies?”

Why, she was scarcely more than a child, Jean Marc realized hazily. When he had first caught sight of the girl running through the forest his only impression had been of a thin, graceful form, a storm of shining dark brown curls and wide, frightened eyes. Now, although she stood with spine straight, shoulders squared as if to compensate for the fact that the top of her head barely came to the third button on the innkeeper’s shirt, it was clear her slim body bespoke only the faintest hint of the maturity to come.

“Can’t you see the man’s lifeblood is pouring onto your floor?”

Jean Marc shifted and became aware he was being held upright by two soldiers dressed in the uniform of the Swiss guard, both of whom were grinning as they watched the confrontation. “What a truly depressing … picture,” he whispered. “I devoutly hope … you’re not referring to myself, Mademoiselle.”

Juliette whirled to face Jean Marc, and an expression of profound relief lightened the tension in her face. “You’re awake. I was afraid …” She turned back to Monsieur Guilleme. “Why do you just stand there? He must have the dagger removed from his shoulder immediately.”

Monsieur Guilleme spoke soothingly. “Believe me, sending for the court physician is best. You’re too young to realize—”

“I’m not too young to realize you’re more afraid for your own skin than for his,” Juliette interrupted fiercely. “And I’ll not have him bleeding to death while you stand there dithering.”

Jean Marc grimaced. “I do wish you’d stop talking about my pending demise. It’s not … at all comforting.”

“Be silent.” Juliette glanced back at him, her brown eyes blazing. “I’m sure speaking is not good for you. You’re behaving as foolishly as this innkeeper.”

Jean Marc’s eyes widened in surprise.

“That’s better.” She nodded to the two soldiers supporting Jean Marc. “Take him to his chamber. I’ll follow as soon as I deal with the innkeeper. And be gentle with him or, by the saints, you’ll answer to me.”

The soldiers’ grins faded and they began to bristle with annoyance as the girl’s fierceness turned on them. Christ, in another minute the chit would have the men dropping him in a heap on the floor. He flinched at the thought and asked hastily, “The prince?”

“I told you not to—” She met Jean Marc’s gaze and nodded curtly. “He’s safe. I sent him on to the palace with my nurse and the captain of the guard. I thought it safer for him.”

“Good.” Jean Marc’s knees sagged and his eyes closed wearily. He let the soldiers bear the brunt of his weight as they half dragged, half carried him toward the stairs.

The next ten minutes proved to be an agony unsurpassed in Jean Marc’s experience, and when he was finally lying naked beneath the covers on the wide bed in his chamber he was barely on the edge of awareness.

“You won’t die.”

He opened his eyes to see Juliette de Clement frowning down at him with a determination that was strangely more comforting than tenderness would have been. “I hope you’re right. I have no—”

“No.” Her fingers quickly covered his lips and he found the touch infinitely gentle in spite of its firmness. “I told the innkeeper you were bleeding to death only to make him move with some haste. He wouldn’t listen to me. He thought me only a stupid child.”

“A grave error in judgment.”

“You’re joking.” She gazed curiously at him. “I think you must be a very odd man to joke with a dagger sticking in your shoulder.”

Her image wavered before him like the horizon on a hot day. “Only because I find myself in an odd predicament. I’m not at all a heroic man, and yet I’m thrown into a position where I must”—he stopped as the room tilted and then began to darken—“act the hero.”

“You do not consider yourself heroic?” Juliette’s tone was thoughtful. “I see.”

“I wish I could. It’s growing fiendishly dark. I believe I’m going to—”

“Go to sleep.” Her hand swiftly moved to cover his eyes. “I’ll stay and make sure no harm comes to you. You can trust me.”

She lied. He could trust no woman, he thought hazily.

But Juliette was not yet a woman, she was still a child. A strong, brave child whose hands were as gentle as her tone was sharp.

Yes, for the moment he could trust Juliette de Clement.

He let go and sank into the waiting darkness.

When he next opened his eyes Juliette was kneeling by the bed. “I was hoping you wouldn’t wake up yet,” she whispered. “The village physician’s here.”

“So you … won.”

“Of course. The man appears even more foppish than the court physician, but I hope he’s not a fool.” She hesitated. “He’s going to pull out the dagger now.”

Jean Marc stiffened, his gaze flying across the room. A small, rotund man dressed in a violet brocade coat and wearing an elaborately curled white wig stood by the hearth warming his bejeweled hands before the blaze. “I’ve no doubt I, too, will be wishing I hadn’t regained my senses in a few minutes. I have no fondness for pain.”

“Of course not. You’d be a twisted soul if you did.” Still kneeling, she frowned thoughtfully. “Listen to me. It will hurt, but there are ways of making the pain less. You must try to think of something else, something beautiful.”

The physician straightened his cravat and turned away from the fire. Jean Marc braced himself.

“No, you mustn’t tense, that will only make it hurt more.” Juliette reached out and took both Jean Marc’s hands in her own. “Think of something beautiful. Think of—No, I can’t tell you what to think. It has to be your own beautiful picture.”

Jean Marc watched the physician stroll toward the bed.

“I’m afraid I can’t oblige you,” Jean Marc said dryly. “Would you settle for panic? Beauty evades me at the moment.”

“It shouldn’t. There are a great many beautiful things in the world.” Her hands tightened on his. “I always think of how I feel when I’m painting or when I look at the Wind Dancer.”

“The Wind Dancer?” Jean Marc’s muscles contracted, his gaze shifting from the approaching physician to Juliette’s face.

“You’re heard of it?” Eagerness illuminated her face. “It’s the most beautiful statue in the world. Sometimes I look at it and wonder—” She broke off and fell silent.

“Wonder what?”

“Nothing.”

“No, tell me.”

“It’s just that I don’t see how any man or woman could create such beauty,” she said simply. “It’s more than beauty, it’s—”

“Don’t tell me.” Jean Marc’s lips twisted. “The dream.”

She nodded. “You have seen it. Then perhaps you could think of the Wind Dancer.”

He shook his head. “I regret I’ve never seen your Wind Dancer.”

Her face clouded with disappointment.

“Well, Monsieur, I see you’re awake.” The physician stood beside the bed, smiling cheerfully. “I’m Gaston St. Leure and I’ll soon have that dagger out of your shoulder.” He stepped closer. “Now, brace yourself while I—”

“No, don’t listen to him,” Juliette said fiercely. “Look at me.”

Jean Marc’s gaze was drawn by the sheer intensity of her manner. Her brown eyes were brilliant, sparkling with vitality in her thin face. The high color in her cheeks glowed rose against cream skin, and he could see the tracery of blue veins at her temple pounding with agitation.

“Something beautiful,” she said urgently. “What’s the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?”

“The sea.”

“Then think of the sea.” She shifted her grasp so that his hands encircled her wrists. “Hold on to me and tell me about the sea. Tell me how you remember it.”

“Storm … power … The waves dashing against the ship. Gray-blue water shimmering in th—”

Searing, white-hot pain!

“The sea,” Juliette whispered, her gaze holding his own. “Remember the sea.”

“One more pull,” the physician said cheerfully as his grasp tightened on the hilt of the dagger.

“Hush.” Juliette’s gaze never left Jean Marc’s. “Tell me more about the sea.”

“In the sunlight on a calm day it’s … as if we were floating on a giant sapphire.”

Sparkling brown eyes holding the pain at bay.

He moistened his dry lips with his tongue. “And when the ship draws near the shore …”

Her skin, a rose resting in a bowl of cream, glowing like candlelight.

“The water turns to … emerald. You’re never certain—”

Pain!

Jean Marc’s back arched off the bed as the dagger came free of his flesh.

“That does it.” The physician turned away from the bed, the bloody dagger in his hand. “Now I’ll get rid of this thing and clean and bandage you.”

Jean Marc lay panting, the room whirling about him. He could feel the blood well from the wound and run down his shoulder.

“You’ll have to let me go,” Juliette said.

Jean Marc stared at her uncomprehendingly.

She tugged, wriggling her wrists to escape his grasp. “I can’t help the physician if you don’t release me.”

He hadn’t realized he was still holding her arms. He slowly opened his hands and let her go.

She sat back on her heels. Sighing with relief, she briskly massaged her left wrist. “That’s better. The worst is over now.”

“Is it?” He felt terribly alone without the girl’s touch and wanted to take her hands again and hold on to her. Strange. He couldn’t remember when he had ever accepted solace from a woman. “That’s comforting to know. I should certainly hate to think the worst was yet to come. I told you I wasn’t fashioned of the stuff of heroes.”

“Not many men would have borne such pain without crying out.”

A faint smile touched his lips as his eyes closed. “Why should I bellow? I was thinking of … something beautiful.”

Juliette straightened in the chair, arching her spine to rid it of stiffness. The movement did little to ease her discomfort after the hours of sitting immobile. She really should get up and walk about the chamber, but to do so might wake the man lying on the bed. Andreas’s sleep had been restless and fitful since the physician had left some hours before. Her glance wandered about the large chamber, seeking something to distract her. The furnishings of the room were quite luxurious for a country inn, and the chamber probably the best Monsieur Guilleme had to offer, but it held little of interest to her.

Her gaze drifted back to Andreas’s face, studying it with the same fascination that had caught and held her even in that first moment of panic and danger in the carriage. Mon Dieu, how she would love to paint him.

Excitement banished her weariness as she studied his face. How she wished she had a sketching pad. She had given up painting recognizable likenesses of people because she almost always offended her subjects. So she had decided it was not worth the bother to paint faces from life. Yet she knew that here was a man who would not care how cruelly she portrayed him, how brutally honest her brush strokes. He had no need for flattery because he knew exactly what and who he was and cared not a whit what others thought of him.

His bronze face was too long, his cheekbones too high, his lips too well defined, his dark eyes too sharp and determined beneath straight black brows and heavy lids. His features, taken individually, were all wrong, but fit together in perfect harmony to form a whole far more compelling than one that was merely beauty.

What a challenge he would be to paint, to peel off the cynical armor and see what lay beneath, to solve the mysteries beyond those black eyes. He wouldn’t readily reveal those secrets, yet, given a little time, she was sure she’d be able to paint the man, not the mask.

But what if she were not given the time? Any deep wound was a hazard, and he might well be taken from her before—

His lids flicked open to reveal those black eyes, totally alert and wide awake. “What are you thinking?”

She was startled and blurted out, “I was hoping you wouldn’t die before I could paint you.”

“What a truly touching sentiment. Go to bed.”

She stiffened and then forced herself to relax. “Don’t be foolish. The physician said you might run a fever. Do you think I’d go to such great trouble to save you and then let you die for lack of care?”

He smiled weakly. “My apologies. I’ll try to refrain from departing this temporal plane and causing you to waste your time.”

“I didn’t mean—” She bit her lower lip. “I don’t always put things in the correct way. Marguerite says I have the tongue of an asp.”

“Who’s Marguerite?”

“Marguerite Duclos, my nurse. Well, not really my nurse any longer. She serves my mother more than me.”

“And this Marguerite disapproves of your bluntness?”

“Yes.” She frowned. “You should go back to sleep and cease this chatter.”

“I don’t feel like sleeping.” His gaze searched her face. “Why don’t you amuse me?”

She looked at him in astonishment. “Amuse?”

He started to chuckle and then flinched with pain. “Perhaps you’d better not amuse me. Humor appears exceptionally painful at the moment.”

“Since you refuse to sleep, you might as well answer my questions. You said before you fainted that you had learned of the attack. Who told you?”

Jean Marc shifted in the bed to ease his shoulder. “A servant in the palace at Versailles.”

“How could a servant in the palace know there would be a peasant attack so far from Versailles?”

“An interesting question. One might also ask how some of the lads in the mob came to have pistols rather than their pitchforks.” His lips twisted. “And why the poor starving peasant who slipped a dagger into my shoulder appeared exceedingly well fed and wore boots made of finer leather than my own.”

So that had been the reason for those last cryptic words he had uttered before he had collapsed, Juliette thought. “Or why the servant came to you instead of His Majesty with the information.”

“That’s no mystery. Money.” Jean Marc smiled mockingly. “King Louis gives medals and expressions of eternal gratitude for such loyalty. I let it be known I’d give fat bribes for any information of interest regarding the royal family. Money buys comfort and a fast horse to take the informant far away from the swords of the people he’s betrayed.”

“And this servant didn’t tell you who was responsible for the attack?”

“A man in high place. He would say nothing other than that the carriage bearing the prince and Mademoiselle de Clement would be set upon enroute to Versailles. I gathered a company of hirelings and set out like a grand chevalier to the rescue.”

She studied his face. “Are you never serious? You saved the life of the prince.” She paused. “And my life also.”

“Not because of my nobility of soul.” He gazed at her calmly. “I’m a man of business who never takes action without the promise of return. I’ll even admit I was most annoyed with you when you made my task so difficult.”

“And what return do you expect to receive from rescuing the prince?”

“Her Majesty’s profound gratitude and good will. I have a favor to ask of her.”

She gazed at him without speaking for a moment. “I think you’re not so hard as you’d like me to believe. You were truly concerned about Louis Charles though you were nigh out of your head with pain.”

“I have no liking for child killers.”

“And you took the knife thrust meant for me. Is that the behavior of a man who never takes action without the promise of return?”

He grimaced. “No, that’s the behavior of a man who acted on impulse and was soundly punished for it.” He shook his head. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking me something I’m not. I’m neither a warrior nor a hero.”

“I’ll think what I please.” She frowned uncertainly as she studied his face. “But I can’t read you. I don’t know what you’re thinking.”

“And that disturbs you?”

She nodded. “I usually have no problem. Most people are easy to read. It’s important that I be able to see beneath the surface.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m going to be a great artist,” she said simply.

He started to laugh, then stopped as he met her clear, steady gaze. “I recall you said something about painting me when I first awoke. You wish to be an artist?”

“I am an artist. I am going to be a great artist. I intend to study and work until I’m as great as Da Vinci or Del Sarto.”

“I admire your confidence.”

A sudden smile lit her face. “You mean you think I have no modesty. Artists can’t have modesty or their talent withers. Men persist in believing women can paint only shallow daubs. I do not—Why are you looking at me in such a peculiar way?”

“I was wondering how old you are.”

She frowned. “Four and ten. What does that matter?”

“It may matter a great deal.” He closed his eyes.

“What do you mean?”

“I think I can sleep now. Run along to your own chamber.”

She did not move.

He opened his eyes again. “I said for you to go. I think it will be for the best if you leave for the palace tomorrow morning.”

She felt an odd pang. “You want me to go?”

“Yes.” His voice was rough. “I have no need of you here.”

Her jaw set stubbornly. “You do need me. Look at you, weak as a babe and still mouthing nonsense. I won’t leave you. Do you think I want to remember I owed you my life and let you die before I could repay you? I’m not my mother. I take nothing without giving something in return.”

His gaze narrowed on her face. “Your mother?”

She shook her head impatiently. “I did not mean to mention her. My mother has nothing to do with this.” She raised her chin. “You did me a service. Therefore, I must do one for you in return. I’ve already sent word to the queen that I’ll stay here until you’re well enough to go to Versailles and receive her thanks.”

“You’ll soon regret staying. I’m not a good patient. I detest being ill.”

“And I detest bad-tempered patients. I shall be as foul-natured as you, and you’ll get well quickly so that you can rid yourself of my services.”

A reluctant smile touched his lips. “There’s something in what you say.” He suddenly gave in. “Stay if you like. Who am I to refuse the gentle ministrations of a damsel for whom I’ve given my life’s blood?”

“I have little gentleness, but on no account will I allow you to die.” She straightened briskly in the chair. “Naturally, I can’t have my painting interrupted while I care for you. I think I shall set up my easel in that corner by the window. The light should be very good there.” She smiled. “I’m sure we’ll deal very well together, and I’m glad you’ve come to your senses.”

“As I told you, I’m a man who seldom denies himself for chivalry’s sake.” He settled more comfortably, wearily closing his eyes. “Someday I may remind you that I tried to send you away.”

“Someday?” She shook her head. “You’ll be well and hearty in a fortnight or so and we shall part. There will be no someday.”

“That’s right. I must not be thinking clearly. Perhaps I do have a fever.”

“Truly?” An anxious frown wrinkled Juliette’s brow as she reached out to touch him. She sighed with relief. “Not yet.”

“No?” His eyes remained closed, but he smiled, curiously, Juliette thought.

“Not yet,” he murmured. “Someday …”

Jean Marc’s temperature began to rise in the late evening.

Juliette bathed him with cool water and tried desperately to keep him from tossing and spilling out of the bed onto the floor.

During the middle of the night the fever receded and severe chills took its place. The chills racked him, and his great convulsive shudders worried Juliette more than the fever had.

“I—have—no liking—for this.” Jean Marc’s teeth were clenched to keep them from chattering. “It should teach me well the foolishness of—” He broke off as another shudder ran through him. “Give—me another blanket.”

“You have three already.” Juliette abruptly made a decision. She stood up. “Move over.”

“What?” He gazed at her blankly.

She drew back the covers, lay down beside Jean Marc, and drew him into her arms. “Be at ease,” she said impatiently as she felt him stiffen against her. “I’m not going to hurt you. I only seek to warm you. I often held Louis Charles like this when he had the night chills.”

“I’m not a child of two.”

“You’re as weak as a puling infant. What difference does it make?”

“I believe a great many people would be happy to enumerate the—differences.”

“Then we shall not tell them. Are you not warmer with me here?”

“Yes, much warmer.”

“Good.” His shivering had almost stopped, she noticed with relief. “I’ll hold you until you go to sleep.” She reached up and gently stroked his hair as she did Louis Charles’s. A few minutes later she said impatiently, “You’re not at ease. I can feel you hard as a stone against me.”

“How extraordinary. Perhaps I’m not accustomed to females slipping into my bed only in order to ‘ease’ me.”

“As you say, the situation is extraordinary.” Juliette levered herself up on one elbow and gazed sternly down at him. “You must not think of me as a female. It’s not good for you.”

His lips twitched. “I’ll endeavor to dismiss your gender from my mind. I’ll think of you as a thick woolen blanket or a hot, warming brick.”

She nodded and again lay down beside him. “That’s right.”

“Or a smelly sheepskin rug.”

“I do not think I smell.” She frowned. “Do I?”

“Or a horse lathered from a long run.”

“Do you have the fever again?”

“No, I was merely carrying the image to greater lengths. I feel much more comfortable with you now.”

“You laugh at the most peculiar things.”

“You’re a most peculiar fem—sheepskin rug.”

“You are feverish.”

“Perhaps.”

But his brow felt only slightly warm to the touch, and the shaking of his body had stopped almost entirely.

“Go to sleep,” she whispered. “I’m here. All is well.”

A few moments later she felt him relax, his breathing deepen.

At last he had fallen into a deep slumber.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Joha_9780307768001_epub_tp_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Joha_9780307768001_epub_L03_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Joha_9780307768001_epub_L02_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Joha_9780307768001_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
Storm Winds

Iris Johansen





OEBPS/images/Joha_9780307768001_epub_cvt_r1.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





