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 § CHAPTER ONE
§

 


Versailles-au-Val-de-Galie

May 1683

 


“Seven thousand
pistoles, madame,” Damien du Plessis said.
He pushed his wager onto the gaming table before the king’s former
favorite, La Montespan. The painted face of the still beautiful
courtesan remained impassive, but then she was accustomed to the
loss of one hundred fifty thousand pistoles in a single evening at cards or cavagnole.

Damien knew what to look for. When uncertain,
she gave herself away by the unconscious tapping of the little
finger of her left hand, that particular nail grown longer, as was
the court custom, for scratching on a door at Versailles, where
knocking was considered rude because there were simply too many
doors in the immense palace.

As a matter of course, the
cynical young man scrutinized his opponents’ little habits—the
absence or intensification of their movements under stress—because
he made his expenses at Versailles, living on the losses of the
royal relatives and attendant nobility at the
appartements held
three nights a week.

Tonight, though, he was
distracted by the young girl costumed in pale pink silk damask who
stood behind La Montespan. A new face among the
dames du palais,
he was certain, for it was a face one did not easily overlook. Hers
was not conventional beauty, though the features were certainly
arresting. It was simply that her whole being radiated surplus
energy.

Damien was the most knowledgeable of young men
when it came to seduction and to women in general. Twenty-six years
before, he had been born to a prostitute in prison. At five, after
he and his mother were released, he was taught to rob the customers
with whom his mother had just lain. In the bagnios, he first
encountered sexual pleasure and would endlessly reencounter
it.

Street life had taught the roughly handsome
young man to laugh when others fretted and to remain at ease when
most shouted their rage. Court life that past year had developed
for him a catholic taste in women—from bored wives of noblemen to a
scrub maid from the palace’s fifth kitchen, from a Moorish servant
woman to her mistress, the wife of the Turkish
ambassador.

None of these adventures had
prepared him for this young woman, who could not have been more
than twenty. She watched him with laughing eyes, the deep,
sparkling blue of the Zuider Zee, that challenged his agate-like
brown ones.

“Monsieur?” La Montespan said, her
overripe lips compressed at his distraction. “I said, I am at the
moment unable to match your wager.”

Damien drew his attention back to
the opulently beautiful blonde across from him. It was whispered
that the marquise had submitted to the Black Mass, offering her
naked body on the altar to Satan and drinking menstrual blood in
exchange for the promise of the king’s affection; that now, with
the king’s waning interest, she had become involved in an affair of
poisoning. Nevertheless, she still wielded some power through the
illegitimate children she had borne the king.

“Madame,” Damien said, “I would
accept a wager of equal value. Your lady-in-waiting.” He inclined
his powdered dark head toward the enchanting demoiselle behind La
Montespan.

The young woman’s blue eyes widened, then
fired salvos of disgust and indignation at him. Courtiers gathered
about the table gasped at the young man’s audacity. One of the
players, the old Comte de Polignac, tittered gaily behind a
beringed hand.

La Montespan glanced over her shoulder at the
woman, then said indifferently, “She is not mine to wager, or I
would.”

Her gaze returned to her opponent
and flickered over the span of his shoulders beneath the dark green
velvet coat that had faded in the creases, before lifting to linger
on his sensitive, wind-marked face. Here was no court fop but a
former soldier with the physique of a gladiator, as evidenced by
the turn of calves that needed no padding to fill his white silk
hose with powerful muscles.

Vaguely, she was aware that
he had seen service with the Mousquetaires and been promoted
to captain of the Guards. For the past four or five years, he had
served as Louis’s grand equerry. Her calculating smile revealed
teeth well-tended by silk thread. “Perhaps I could interest you in
a wager of a similar nature?”

Damien returned her smile, understanding her
meaning. He wasn’t interested in bedding the woman, for no other
reason than that his experience had taught him that silvery blondes
didn’t age well, but he wasn’t so stupid as to offend her. “Madame,
I accept your wager.”

He took up the dice,
applying himself to the cavagnole diligently. When next
he looked up, the enchanting vision he had beheld so fleetingly had
vanished. Fortunately for him, the Comte de Polignac won the
round.

During the following days, Damien searched for
the young woman incessantly, questioning those who had been in
attendance at the entertainment that night. However, in a palace as
vast as Versailles, with its apartments behind apartments and its
secret corridors, one could go weeks without seeing the same face
among its thousands of inhabitants.

Her face.

That single sighting had
captivated him. Her worldly inexperience attracted his peasant’s
lustiness, and her lack of coquetry appealed to his courtier’s
jaded senses. He had become obsessed by her image and was beginning
to think he had imagined her. He didn’t know her name and couldn’t
even remember the color of her hair. Was she a brunette, a redhead,
or a blonde?

Could he be slightly mad, to have
become so infatuated by a single glimpse of the young woman? At
night, he lay in his attic room, which was little more than a hot
and stifling closet, and tossed from one side of the narrow bed to
the other, thrashing in a tangle of sweat-dampened linens. He
fantasized about the mysterious young woman, then cursed his
foolishness when he knew he could have a selection of women yet
wanted none. He succumbed to fantasizing again until fatigue drew
him into a restless sleep.


 


Invariably, dinner at
Versailles was served at one in the afternoon: a ceremonious affair
normally au petit
couvert, restricted to court
attendance, though if open au grand
public, the bourgeois would drive out
from Paris for the spectacle.

Louis sat alone at the
table, seldom talking to those standing in attendance, while he
appeased his enormous appetite with his fingers. In the king’s
presence, only the Dauphin and his family and the princesses, but
not the princes, of blood might sit—and then only on a
tabouret, a
three-legged stool. Everyone else stood. Things were different at
the gaming table: any who could afford the stakes was allowed to
sit.

The pecking order was
inviolable, from black-velveted gentlemen of the chamber pot to the
last lucky courtier who held the candle lighting the royal
performance of the couché, when the king went
through the nightly ritual of undressing for bed before he took
himself to another, more private bed.

A day at court was worth a month’s income; to
live at court could cover a lifetime of debts, with fortunes spent
on costumes alone. Damien’s meager, full-dress wardrobe of brocades
and silks and velvets, lavishly trimmed or embroidered, was
meticulously cleaned and mended by himself in order to make do as
long as possible at court.

Le Grand Louis
had polished court etiquette as if it were a
silver mirror in which daily life, so often dull, glittered like a
medieval pageant. To be close to the king, to speak to and to be
spoken to by him, to take precedence over others in closeness to
him was an honor and ecstasy. The king was France
incarnate.

To experience this contrived drama
of court routine, noblemen and their wives mortgaged estates and
hastened to the village of Versailles, which was little more than a
cluster of four hundred huts, a rude inn, and a crudely constructed
twelfth-century church. They lived in the village while hoping and
scheming to obtain even an attic room at the palace. Their debts
made them more beholden to the king for his favors, so he
encouraged their extravagances.

If Damien was bored by the
protocol and ritual of Louis XIV’s entourage, if life at court did
not wholly satisfy him, at least it kept him from being easily
satisfied by anything else.

It was all a charade, of course, but for a
courtier suddenly to declare it foolishness would be to declare his
own worthlessness. Damien was certainly no fool.

Or possibly he was, he thought. Across the
Grand Salon, he caught sight again of the elusive young beauty,
possessor of those laughing dark blue eyes, which had haunted him
for two weeks. Studying her now, he realized her looks depended
more on dazzle and expression than on bone structure, a trait
rarely recorded successfully by portraitists. Then, that very
moment, her eyes laughed for the moustached man in the full dress
wig standing next to her.

Stricken by acute jealousy, a condition not
hitherto experienced by Damien, he glared at her companion, an
imposing man of thirty or so who wore a black robe with an
eight-pointed white cross stitched on its breast, signifying that
he was a knight of the Maltese Order. That alone signified
little—the Maltese Order abided by few principles pertaining to the
godly; wealth and the acquisition of property were its major
vows.

Damien knew the man slightly. He
was Claude Fabreville, whose dry wit had gathered about him a
following of bored courtiers, as well as the patronage of Monsieur,
the Duc d’Orléans and brother of the king. Monsieur was a
flamboyant quasi-transvestite.

Unobtrusively, Damien deserted his position
near the fauteuil, the coveted armchair, and threaded his way
toward the damsel. Though the dames of the court dressed in the
bright colors of the peacock, she wore soft pink again, this time a
dress of silk with Mechlin lace flouncing the sleeves and the low
neckline.

Although she didn’t look at him,
he knew she was aware of him. Tall, with a warrior’s build and
blessed with the dark coloring of the people of Anjou, Damien had
had no trouble attracting women who were tired of the court’s
prancing, painted dandies. Nor did he lack confidence.

Without even the courtesy of a bow, he said
with the bluntness of a soldier, “Mademoiselle, you have been ever
in my thoughts.”

At last she turned those
fabulous eyes on him, their blue darkened further by the thick
fringe of lashes and the influence of a black beauty mark placed
beneath the corner of her left eye. Neither a blonde nor a
brunette, he noted; her piled hair beneath the
fontange was the
shade of wet sand along the seashore. The ends of her budlike mouth
twitched with amusement but otherwise didn’t concede any
discomposure at his prosaic and abrupt approach. “How so,
monsieur?”

He forsook a courtier’s flattery for the
obvious. “You are unwed?”

Dimples appeared beneath the rather
indistinctive cheekbones, but before she could reply, her companion
intervened. Looking down his long, narrow nose, Fabreville asked
languidly, “You have intentions toward my cousin,
monsieur?”

Somewhat relieved by the relationship, Damien
replied, “Only the most honorable—marriage.” An absurd reply in a
court where decadence was the norm, but Damien was caught up in the
throes of first love. However, the second the statement left his
tongue he was appalled. It was the last thing in the world he had
intended to say, ever.

Still, at that very moment, the
idea took seed. His aimless life, which moved idly just ahead of
him like his own shadow, suddenly had purpose.

“Ah, then I must
disappoint you,” the young woman said, her eyes twinkling, “for I
intend to be a femme
savante."

“A waste of womanhood,
Mademoiselle . . . ?”

Claude’s nostrils flared, as if detecting an
unpleasant odor, and the ends of his waxed, dark moustache followed
the line of his disdainful smile as he said, “Monsieur of the
Stables, the Marquis de Marchesseau would consider your suit sheer
folly. Come, my dear.”

Damien’s swarthy face blanched.
All that street life had taught him about survival deserted him
momentarily, especially the need to remain at ease in a situation
where anger robbed one of self-control. His hand edged toward the
haft of the broadsword at his left side, but such an act was one of
even greater folly. To engage in a duel in the king’s presence was
to risk banishment from the court, or possibly much, much
more.

A mordant smile pleated the sides of his mouth
as he watched Claude draw the young woman away. Verily, he would
have the girl as his own.

So he began to lay siege to
the young woman. He learned her name, Minette—and that her father
was a wealthy silk merchant of Blois. Of the noblesse
campagnarde, the
nobility of the countryside, her father was born high enough to
climb higher and wealthy enough to purchase a title: Marquis de
Marchesseau.

Comtes, marquises, and barons had
originally been part of a graduated hierarchy, as in the English
peerage, but all trace of differentiation had vanished by the time
Louis Quatorze ascended the throne, and not one of those titles
yielded precedence to another. Only ducs, descendants of the Twelve
Peers of Charlemagne, held higher rank. The titles were all
territorial, attached to the land and not to the individual. When
one of the titled estates was sold, the buyer acquired the title
with the deed.

Since Marchesseau wished a
prestigious marriage for his daughter in order to further the
family name and fortune, Claude, son of the marquis’s younger
brother, had volunteered to sponsor his cousin at court.

Damien forsook the king’s
billiards salon, the gaming tables, and the tennis courts to attend
the Royal Opera or performances of Moliere’s comedies, where he
observed his quarry from afar. Always she was attended by her
cousin. Once Damien found her at an appartement given at the salon
of Les Divines, two femmes savantes
who wished to attract the gifted and the wits of
the court.

Surrounded by would-be suitors,
the object of his affections ignored him totally. She scintillated,
and he eavesdropped in awe as she recklessly tossed names like
Rembrandt, Rubens, and Racine into the conversation. Uneducated,
Damien felt uncomfortable in the circle of philosophes who
frequented the salon. He made no effort to approach her just yet.
Often that evening he seemed occupied by whatever bejeweled lady
claimed his momentary attention. Still, he was rewarded with an
occasional covert flicker from Minette’s bright eyes.

This impasse was totally unknown
to him. Usually, he simply took whatever and whomever he wanted.
But Minette was an intelligent young lady of quality, and he would
be a man of patience, a warrior trained to win the ultimate
battle.

One rainy Sunday, he literally bumped into her
as he descended a twisting back staircase from his third-floor
garret. Behind her hovered her maidservant, a young, peasant girl
who was broad of shoulder and hip.

That part of Versailles was
windowless, and for a moment neither Minette nor Damien recognized
one another as they both stooped to retrieve a book she had
dropped. Their hands closed over the book simultaneously, and
Minette’s fingers jerked away. He rose and stared at the book’s
title for a long moment as he put the letters into words. Slowly, a
grin broadened his mouth.

“La Princesse
de Cleves,” he said, not bothering to
hide the triumph in his voice. “The novel all Europe is talking
about. A romantic story, is it not,
mademoiselle?”

She reclaimed the book from his large,
battle-scarred hands. Sudden embarrassment suffused her face with a
rosy hue. “So you can read,” she managed to say.

“Barely,” he acknowledged with a
crooked smile. He kept talking to keep her there with him. Behind
her, the maidservant eyed him coyly, but he heeded her not at all.
“A comrade in arms— a Jesuit who forsook the tonsure for the
helmet—taught me to write my name and read a little. But it comes
hard for me.” He wanted to reach out and touch her lips, fresh,
soft, and unkissed. So different from the bored noblewomen who
schemed to entice him into their beds. “But I am a quick learner,
mademoiselle. Now, if you were willing to teach me . .
.”

How could a young girl resist such
determination in a suitor? There was something about him that
proclaimed him an innocent, though court gossip whispered he was
more than experienced in the art of seduction. That conundrum in
itself was a challenge to her.

“If you will teach me to ride,”
she conceded with just a hint of feminine guile in her smile, “then
I shall teach you to read.” She gathered up her panniers, saying,
“Now, if you will excuse me, monsieur.”

As if the deities had blessed
Damien’s plan, the following day dawned fair and golden. Damien had
a gentle palfrey for Minette waiting at the Baths of Apollo. As
grand equerry, he had his selection of mounts.

When the appointed hour came
and went, he despaired. He stroked his restive Arabian gelding,
silently berating himself as an oaf to take her careless words
literally. Then he saw Minette hurrying toward him along the
allée of live
oaks.

“La!” She laughed when she reached
his side. “I had to rid myself of both my maidservant and my
hawk-eyed cousin, a task, I assure you.”

Was ever a woman so
exciting, so alive, so précieuse? He delighted in
watching her as she chattered about court gossip and Moliere’s
play. “A boring one,” she declared with mock solemnity,
“titled The
Bores."

They bypassed the Parc aux Cerfs,
where Louis XIII once raised stags for his favorite sport of
hunting and which acreage Louis XIV had now broken up into hotels
and gardens for noblemen who had either no place of their own or
for whom there was no room at the palace. Minette sat the
sidesaddle competently upon the little palfrey, and Damien began to
suspect that her request for riding instructions had been a
ruse—that pleased him greatly.

“I have heard you are from Anjou,”
she said, casting him a sidelong glance, “the home of hardheaded
men.”

He grinned. He was enjoying himself immensely.
“I am told the Loire Valley produces the most beautiful girls in
France.”

“Do not flatter me, monsieur.
Beautiful I am not. But . . . perhaps pretty.”

“When the beauties of the court
fade with age, you will still be lovely, mademoiselle.”

She reined in her palfrey and stared at him
wonderingly. “Why, I believe you’re serious!”

“Never more so,” he assured her
gravely.

“You should have been a troubadour
from Languedoc,” she told him without any of the brittle, jesting
tone she displayed in the salons.

He was amazed at himself; his
earlier cynicism was no match at all for the purity of this first
love. Two days later, he submitted himself to her tutoring. They
found a stone bench beneath the chestnut trees that bordered the
Allée de Bacchus in the Versailles gardens and removed from the
noise of the constant construction work. Masons and other workmen,
almost forty thousand of them, were everywhere. Only the year
before had Versailles been completed sufficiently for Louis to move
his court from the Louvre.

“Aristotle, Socrates, Plato,” she
said earnestly, “you must read these philosophers to understand the
true nature of man.”

He wasn’t interested in the nature
of man, only of woman, in particular, this very appealing woman. He
was paralyzed by the power of his feeling for Minette. It was as if
he’d never developed his profound knowledge of women. The heat of
the afternoon sun enhanced the scent of her skin, exciting him
further. He had discovered early how important the true smell of a
woman’s skin was to the overall attraction she held for him, and
the cloying perfumes the women of the court wore usually concealed
this natural stimulant.

“Your cousin, mademoiselle. Your
family entrusts him to find a suitable bridegroom for
you?”

She eyed him surreptitiously, then trilled a
little laugh that made him catch his breath. “If I ever marry,
monsieur, it will be on a sudden impulse, as a man slits his own
throat.”

He studied her, intrigued. “Marriage terrifies
you that much?”

“A wife is
nothing but a chattel. I told you, monsieur, I shall be a
femme savante. I
shall have my own salon and hold small theatricals and balls. Only
the most entertaining will be admitted. In truth, the only thing
that terrifies me is being bored.”

From that point in their relationship, Damien
strove to be unfailingly entertaining. In the early hours of the
morning, when most of the court still slept, he induced her to meet
him in the billiards salon, where he taught her the rudiments of
the game. Sheer paradise awaited him when she leaned over the table
to make a shot and exposed the delectable V of her lace-bound
breasts.

At a reception for a Spanish
grandee, he boldly led her through the figures of a quadrille with
the grace that came from his soldier’s agility. Their shoulders
touching beneath upraised hands, Minette said, “My cousin does not
approve of my dancing with you.”

Damien flicked a careless glance at the
slit-eyed knight and said, “I don’t approve of his relationship
with Monsieur.”

Minette gasped, laughed, then slid
away into the next steps.

On another day, in a secluded grotto of the
gardens, he played the troubadour to which she had compared him and
sang to her: first, romantic odes of ancient heroes; then, at her
pleas, the soldiers’ songs, omitting the bawdier versions. In
return, she read to him from Descartes and Locke and
Scarron.

Sometimes her freethinking startled him. Once
she exclaimed to him, “Have you ever noticed, Damien, that it is
the male who is the peacock, who is encouraged to exhibit and
accentuate his lines? Why we females don’t even possess
legs!”

At a time when it was common to
encounter couples locked together in darkened alcoves of the
palace, the noblewomen’s skirts hitched up like country wenches,
Damien’s courtship of Minette was curiously chaste. Even so, his
insides were strung as tightly as lyre strings by her nearness and
the need to capture her for his own, to couple with her until they
became that mystical one that so far had eluded him in endlessly
meaningless affairs.

Everything about her blared
unawakened passion and sexuality: the full lower lip untempered by
any ingénue smile, the almond-shaped eyes whose lashes could not
disguise untapped sensuality, the breasts that heaved rapidly when
he dared to brush them with his fingertips.

At times, he was certain he could make her
his, could possess her and have done with it. But he wanted more.
He wanted her as his wife and as the mother of his children.
Bourgeois ideas, he knew, but he couldn’t help himself. So he bided
his time, hoping the king would keep his promise of a reward for
Damien’s performance on the battlefields of Flanders and confer on
him a title that would recommend him to the Marquis de
Marchesseau.

On lazy, sunny afternoons,
he and Minette strolled easily along the Grand Canal where
jets d’eau flung
two walls of water thirty-five feet high, or they wandered among
the flowered parterres rolled out on both sides of the walkway like
great Oriental rugs. “Did you know that the color of your eyes is
the color of infinity,” he said, tucking a blossom of lavender
behind her ear, “and the color of your soul?
Beautiful.”

“You speak more like a courtier
than a soldier,” she teased lightly, but he heard the
breathlessness in her voice.

Sometimes they visited the village
where the hunters rendezvoused, and carters and wagoneers halted,
their vehicles laden with beef from Normandy bound for Les Hailes
market in Paris. He would take her hand in his and feel a happiness
he had never known.

“Your cousin?”
he asked as they were riding one spring day along the outskirts of
a bosquet,
where the leafy shadows concealed them from prying eyes. “Does he
object any more when you ride out with me?”

For a long moment, Minette said
nothing, and there was heard only the brittle crunch as the horses’
hooves disturbed leftover winter leaves. Then she raised her eyes,
a blinding blue. “He has been keeping my family informed of our
meetings. My father has ordered my return when the court journeys
to Fontainebleau this summer.”

“I see,” Damien said.

He dismounted and came around to
her palfrey. Minette watched him with an inquiring lift to her
thick, straight brows, but he reached up and caught her under her
arms, drawing her off her mount. Instead of releasing her, he held
her against him. She barely reached his chest. His nostrils flared
with the heady scent of her flesh, and through the material of her
peach-colored riding habit, he could feel her heart pounding
erratically.

“Marry me now,” he
demanded.

The deep blue of her eyes darkened
perceptibly. Then she pulled gently away and turned from him for a
moment to tug off her plumed hat, a masculine affair with a
silk-lined apricot brim. He wanted to release her elaborate
coiffure, to tangle his fingers in her ivory-brown hair. “You
didn’t answer me.”

She twirled around to face him. “And what
shall we live on, Damien? Do you win enough at the gaming tables to
support us both?”

“If I leave His Majesty’s service,
I have a soldier’s pension. To supplement it, I could find work as
a mercenary in the Dutch or Austrian army. I could take you to the
capitals of the civilized world, Minette. You would never be
bored.”

“You are an innocent,” she said.
And then, more wearily, “Damien, I don’t want to leave Paris. All
my life I’ve dreamed of court life, of attending the—”

He caught her by her upper arms, pulling her
against him and delighting in the feel of her soft woman’s breasts
pressed flat against the muscular plates of his chest. His lips
nuzzled the tender white flesh of her neck, and he heard the soft
little moan she made.

“Marry me,” he
repeated.

“My father would never countenance
it,” she said in a breathless murmur.

“Then we will wed without his
consent,” he growled, and, unable to contain his passion, captured
her trembling lips, pressing them apart until she capitulated and
granted his tongue entry. The shyly hesitant parry of her own
tongue excited him beyond any polished erotic performance by his
past bed partners.

When his mouth at last released
hers, she drew away from him, her passion-flushed face weighted
with sadness. “The king will never grant his permission. We can’t
fight the entire world, Damien.”

“The king is not the entire
world.”




 § CHAPTER TWO
§



Paris

January 1684

 


The church of St. Pierre aux
Boeufs disregarded all rules imposed on matrimonial candidates. The
Gretna Green of Paris, its priest performed marriages without the
publications of banns and without the consent of
parents.

Wearing pink as usual, a pale rose
velvet, Minette du Plessis had never looked more radiant as she and
Damien made their way by unlit coach back to Versailles that night.
Dawn had not yet broken when, in his little attic room, he tenderly
let down her hair and removed her layers of clothing to expose her
delicate white flesh shadowed by tufts of soft, springy coils
beneath her arms and at the enticing fork of her legs. With
infinite gentleness, he strove to initiate the first virgin he had
ever known into the rites of Venus.

Their heated passion staved off
the chill of the room. After three days closeted away, with only
Minette’s maidservant to bring them food, Damien knew Minette was
not his first love but would forever be his grand love. In
possessing her, he was also possessed. Once the intensity of the
pleasure ebbed into the relaxing afterglow of lovemaking, she
enchanted and entertained him with animated stories of her
childhood adventures and escapades, and songs that she had learned
to play on the harpsichord—and with her own hesitant
inquisitiveness. Never had a paid whore satisfied him as much as
this woman, his wife.

“When I was nine, I fell in love
with my cousin Claude and was desolate when he became a knight of
the Maltese Order.” Languidly, her forefinger tatted the wiry hair
that whorled around one of Damien’s rapidly hardening nipples. “Now
I am glad he did, or I might never have spent such a pleasurable
three days abed.”

His voracious kiss silenced her laughing
lips.

Their respite had to end, and
Damien found himself summoned the following morning to the cabinet
of His Majesty. From the warmth of their rumpled bed, Minette
clutched his hand. Fear glazed her eyes, and her bottom lip was
white with the imprint of her teeth. “I knew this would happen. He
will be furious that we have wed without his permission. Please,
Damien, you must placate him, or it will mean banishment from
court.”

With her pale brown nipples
peeking through the twin ocher veils of her hair, it was difficult
for Damien to be overly anxious about the royal summons. At that
moment, he wanted nothing more than to join her in the warm bed
that was so redolent of their lovemaking.

“And would banishment be so
bad, ma mignonne, my pretty?” he joked. “I am weary of the constant round of
court fetes, divertissements, and
plaisirs. I feel
like I am cooped up in a perpetual house party.”

For what seemed an eternity,
Damien paced the oeil-de-boeuf, the antechamber
to the king’s cabinet. The melancholy eyes in a portrait of a
prominent Florentine woman, Lisa del Giocondo, seemed to follow
him, and he turned his back on the portrait. At last he was
admitted into the presence of le roi
soleil.

Though physically plain and below
medium height, with the purple veins of a dissolute life cobwebbing
his skin, the Sun King still managed to reduce the court’s most
gifted speakers to tongue-tied muteness. An indomitable egoist, he
could thoroughly intimidate with his Bourbon characteristics: the
harsh gaze and hooked nose. A receding chin, caused by the removal
of his teeth, made him appear no less fierce. Especially when he
was irate, as he was at that moment. Beneath hooded lids, his dark
eyes flashed.

Damien’s plumed hat swept the
carpet with his bow, but when he fixed his eyes on Le Grand Louis,
he did not quail. Although his sovereign had domesticated France’s
nobility into a framework of servility, Damien was a man of basic
philosophy. Between the whorehouses and the army, he had learned
that all men are the same, with only the pomp of clothing to
elevate their status. Louis’s skinny legs, his thinning hair hidden
by enormous wigs, his rotund girth could be risible—if anyone dared
such a reaction.

“Your Majesty?” Damien
said.

Louis snapped his fingers, and
from behind a tapestry that partitioned his cabinet from a private
apartment emerged his painted and powdered brother, the Duc
d’Orléans, and the black-robed knight, Claude Fabreville, who
inclined his head, his smile thin and mocking.

“My brother and his . . .
companion,” Louis said, “inform me that you have contracted a
marriage.”

Damien never took his eyes off Claude. Other
than tattling, what was the knight’s part in this—and why? “That I
have, Your Majesty. With the knight’s cousin.”

“And without my sanction,” the
king said. He raised his gold- knobbed cane and tapped it on the
parquet floor before Damien. “Last year, my Turkish ambassador was
foolish enough to marry a native of that backward country. And one
not of the noblesse at that. A woman below his birth and rank. Do
you know what happened?”

“You had the ambassador recalled,
I believe,” Damien said. He refused to cringe, but the feeling of
independence that gives a man his identity was being threatened,
and he didn’t know what he could do about it. He had felt he was
his own man, but now he couldn’t simply disappear to lose himself
as a mercenary in the service of some foreign army. Love and
Minette had complicated his life—and at the same time enriched
it.

“And had him banished from court,
Monsieur,” the king’s brother, purred.

Damien bowed. “I am yours to command, sire.”
For him, the punishment would almost be a reward.

“I find your attitude
commendable,” the king said. “But I am not finished. You are to
retire to Blois, your wife’s family estate, where you will engage
in the work of the silk industry until I feel inclined to change my
mind.”

Damien said nothing, could say
nothing. To be forced into a trade, when he was a born soldier,
would be the unmaking of him, he was sure.

Minette waited for him in his
garret, her hands twisting together. “What happened,
Damien?”

He caught her small hands
between his. Her flesh was cold, and he chafed her hands while he
talked. “Your cousin is working mischief, ma mignonne. We have been
banished to your family estate until Louis’s anger passes. Only a
matter of months, I am sure.”


 


The old quarter of Blois, a
picturesque medieval city high above the Loire, had to be
approached by steep flights of stone steps. Above it, on a crest,
the magnificent Marchesseau chateau dominated the entire valley.
Its grounds were said to be as vast as Paris. The splendidly
decorated palace was known all over the province simply as Maison
Bellecour. Rich Gobelin tapestries, as well as expensive blue
wallpaper, kept out the drafts. The woodwork shined like mirror
glass, the porcelain doorknobs gleamed against the carved oak
doors, and the Carrara marble was polished enough to satisfy a
Medici.

More than one nobleman with a duchy title in
Louis XIV’s court coveted the enormous Maison Bellecour and would
willingly have married off a son to the provincial marquis’s only
child. But it was on Damien that such fortune fell.

From the chateau, Damien could
watch the Loire flowing past on its way to the Bay of Biscay and
the world of far-flung countries. Rare, though, were the restless
nights when he stole to the deep-set casement window and viewed
from there the moon-streaked black currents with an indefinable
yearning.

Most nights, he found refuge in
the arms of Minette from the staleness of his days. After his
vagabond, baseborn life, his lively, aristocratic, young wife was a
gift of new life to him, too good to be true. Sometimes he feared
the gods might recant of their generosity, and he worked twice as
hard to keep peace both at the chateau and at the silk
factories.

The peace was a strained one.
Gaston de Marchesseau, a big, blustering man, strove to contain his
contempt for the uneducated soldier who was now his son-in-law as
he introduced him to the workings of the factories; his wife
Claudette, frail but without Minette’s handsomeness, did not get
along well with her daughter. Where Minette sparkled, her rustic
mother wore a look of disenchantment with the world. Claudette was
a dry, duty-bound woman. As for Damien, she refused to acknowledge
his presence, never addressing him directly.

Minette suffered as well, though
it was not so obvious until cousin Claude journeyed down from
Fontainebleau to pay the Marchesseau family a visit. Over supper,
she avidly questioned the knight about court happenings, laughing
with a delight that was rarely heard those days when he would
recount with his sly wit the passions and politics at
court.

For the occasion, a fine Dutch
linen cloth draped the table. A surtout, an exquisite piece of
goldsmith’s art, dominated the table with its accommodation of
salt, pepper, spices, and ivory toothpicks. Utensils with white,
bone handles had been laid.

“You will agree, will you not,”
Claude asked of her, “that Racine’s plays all have the theme that
reason is powerless to resist the swirl of passion?”

Did he intimate that his
cousin had lost her power of reason in la belle passion for a common
soldier? Damien, silent, chewed tender petit pois and listened with
barely suppressed irritation. He was sorely tempted to destroy the
effete handsomeness of the knight.

“Ah, but his heroes are men of
passion,” she said, laying aside her spoon in her enthusiasm for
the discussion. “I prefer Corneille’s men of honor, where there is
a sense of society as an ordered world.”

Her father presided from his
high-backed leather chair, eating steadily, oblivious to the
discussion between his nephew and daughter. Her mother’s mouth was
set petulantly, her food barely touched. Minette belonged to a
world her provincial mother could never understand. In that, her
mother and Damien were nearly alike.

Jealousy of Claude simmered in Damien, for
witty conversation did not come easily to him and became twisted in
his mouth. He was no match for Claude’s eloquence. Still, instinct
told him his wife’s cousin could offer no competition in the
bedroom. There the love between husband and wife banished the
outside threat of reality. After Claude left, Damien returned to
the silk factories with a sigh of relief.

That fall brought no message of
reprieve from the king; what it did bring was the confirmation of
Minette’s pregnancy. With the birth of a son, Philippe, Damien was
at last able to put behind him his yearnings for the military life.
When he saw children, most of whom were younger than seven, working
at the silk factories’ warp webs and frames and looms, he was
thankful that Philippe would not have to live that kind of life,
nor the life he himself had led.

He loved watching Minette nurse
their son, and would sit in the privacy of their bedroom, gaping
upon the Madonna-like scene. Once Minette said to him, “You never
talk of your mother.”

“I told you, she died when I was
young. I’ve been a soldier all my life.”

“But you never said how she died,”
she persisted. “You tell me nothing of your childhood, where you
lived in Anjou, what your father did.”

His fingers played with a vibrant swath of
ivory-colored hair, twining it behind her shell-like ear. He
carefully kept all bitterness from his voice. The past was behind
him. “My mother was a prostitute. I don’t know who my father was,
don’t even know if du Plessis is my real name. My mother died of
the disease of Venus when I was fifteen.”

Somehow, the events of his life he never meant
to tell slid past his tongue. “Her death freed me from my role as a
thief. At fifteen, I sought out the life of a soldier, which at
least promised daily food in my belly. A priest-turned-soldier is
the closest I have to a family.”

He didn’t add that until he fell in love with
her, he had trusted no one, made no friends. All his life, he had
been a loner—and had been desperately lonely. Now he had her; now
he had a son; now he had his own family.

“I was sent to the wars in the
Netherlands,” he continued in a casual tone, “where I was fortunate
enough to distinguish myself with the Normandy
Regiment.”

“And since
then, mon petit, your father’s rise through the ranks has been meteoric,”
she said with a tender smile to the babe suckling at her breast.
“Straight up to the captain of the Guard in the Black Musketeers,
then grand equerry to the king. You see, I tried to find out all I
could about the relentless young man who pursued
me.”

The infant united both father and
grandfather in a common interest, and life eased for Damien at
Maison Bellecour. When his towheaded son began to crawl, both
Gaston and Damien toasted the occasion. Damien’s mother-in-law
carefully removed herself from their presence as the two men grew
pleasantly intoxicated.

He spent longer days at the
factories, taking over some of Gaston’s more laborious tasks. His
efforts at reforming the labor conditions for the children brought
a mild but plaintive scoff from Minette. “You want to change the
world, Damien; I want to live in it.”

Not too long afterward, Claude
paid the chateau another visit. Unable to abide the viper-tongued
knight, Damien escaped to the chateau’s forest to hunt, returning
at sunset. Claude had already retired to the room provided for him,
and Damien, putting away his short-barreled arquebus, sought out
Minette. He found her in their bedroom packing clothing into a
trunk. She looked up at him where he stood frozen in the doorway
and, unable to meet his accusing gaze, returned to folding her
clothes.

“You’re leaving,” he
said.

“Yes.”

“Why?” Agony rasped his
voice.

At last she straightened, her
expression locking with his. In the wavering candlelight, her eyes
glistened. “Damien . . . ,” she began in a faint voice, then, more
strongly, “Damien, I’m dying by degrees here. Can’t you see it? I
miss the excitement of court life, the intrigues, the witty chatter
of the salons.”

“The king—”

“He has given me permission to
return, if I so desire.”

Her long, lovely fingers fidgeted with a
chemise, and he knew there was more. “And I?”

The garment knotted beneath her fingers. Her
voice was barely a whisper. “You have been refused.”

“You would leave me?”

At the stark look of incredulity
on his lean face, she dropped the chemise and flung herself at him,
burying her face against his chest where the quilted jerkin was
unlaced. Her tears dampened the wiry hair matted there. “I don’t
know . . . I didn’t know . . . that loving could be so horribly
difficult.” She drew a deep breath and continued shakily, “I feel
so torn, like two different women . . . and I feel so guilty . . .
but I don’t know what to do. I feel like the blood is slowly being
sucked from my veins by leeches. The chateau is so deadly quiet, so
dark, so empty . . . so boring!”

He stroked her hair, staring at
nothing over her head. “You were born here, Minette, you grew up
here. It just takes time to get used to the life here again after
court life.”

She drew back her head and looked
at him. “Oh, Damien, I’ve always hated it here! When I saw myself
in the cheval glass, I knew I was destined to be more than wife and
mother in a provincial little town! When I was a child and Claude
would tell his tales of the royal court, I knew with absolute
certainty I would one day be a part of it.”

He set her from him. “And Philippe,” he
blurted coldly. “You would leave him, too?”

“I’m taking him with
me.”

“Is that any place for a child?”
he demanded, trying to rein in his runaway anger. “Have you learned
yet what happens to the boys who are raised there? They become
playthings for those jaded fops!” he said, his voice rising in a
mixture of fear and rage.

“I know, I know. Don’t you think I
love our son and want the best for him? Claude has found a nurse in
Chion to look after him. The village is close enough for me to
visit often. Every day if I want. Oh, Damien, please don’t look at
me like that!”

“You will not give away our son to
be raised by a stranger. He is mine also. And he is your parents’
grandchild. I will raise him here at Blois.”

She turned from him, burying her face in her
hands, and he knew there was more that she had not told him. “What
else are you holding back?” he growled, jerking her around to face
him.

Tears streamed down her cheeks.
“You are being sent out with the Carignan-Saliéres regiment to
protect the frontier of New France.”
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The fort of Ville Marie de
Montréal, a rude little settlement, perched on the west bank of the
St. Pierre River just beyond the formidable St. Lawrence Rapids.
The incredible growth of the fur trade due to the demand for beaver
hats had resulted in a corresponding growth in population that had
made it impossible to build within the fort walls. So Sieur Damien
du Plessis had constructed a well-palisaded frame of two stories
out where the rue St. Joseph ended. Once a muddy pasture, now the
area was abustle with the trading post and warehouses of du Plessis
and his partner.

His house, though larger than
others on the oval-shaped island of Montréal, resembled them in
that it had a steep-pitched roof and was whitewashed. The
industrious white of the houses was relieved by doorways painted in
bright colors. Where other doors were red or blue or even purple,
Damien had had his painted yellow—denoting a traitor or a cuckolded
husband.

No one dared to ask the taciturn
fur merchant what the color stood for. But he had brought no wife
with him, nor had he taken a wife from among the women of the
straggling colony, as had his fellow Carignan-Salières soldiers,
veterans of the Turkish wars who had settled New France like Roman
legionnaires.

Not that the settlement’s women weren’t
attracted to the man.

At forty-three, while other males
his age slouched about with protruding bellies, he carried himself
with the severe carriage of the soldier he had once been. He
preserved the lean, muscled tone of his body by daily, arduous
physical labor, despite the fact he was veritable ruler of a small
fiefdom. His dark brown hair was peppered with silver, but his
moustache, as well as other hirsute areas of his body, as quite a
few women could verify, was still pure brown.

If he wasn’t, therefore, a
deceived husband, the alternative of traitor remained. However the
colonists had already ruled out that possibility. Du Plessis had
served the colony well, first as a valiant officer of the
Carignan-Salières and later as a fur merchant, who, two years
before, had been appointed governor of the colony by Frontenac, the
governor of New France. Du Plessis now carried the title of
baron.

Baron. The title and the wealth he had worked
hard to acquire meant little to him; the two things that mattered
most were both a great distance away. His wife and his son. For
them, he had worked like an ant and made something of his
life.

From the open shutters of the
windows on the second floor of his house, he could view the wharves
below Montréal’s sun-drenched slopes. The river ice was just
beginning to break up, his cherry trees were swelling with buds,
and the elder bushes were barely beginning to show their leaves.
His grant had a frontage of ninety arpents and double that in
depth. He had managed to purchase the immense grant with his yearly
soldier’s pension of a mere two thousand livres because it was
located on a dangerous neck of land through which Iroquois warriors
passed on their way to and from the Richelieu River. No one else
had wanted it.

With Montréal becoming a great
trading center, and since its rapids couldn’t be bypassed by canoes
bringing the winter pelts down to market, his mercantile business
had profited into a swiftly mounting fortune, enough for him to
build the best home for leagues around. Fort and chateau all in
one, his house was one of the most important seigneuries of New
France. The main bedroom, furnished with imported French furniture,
stood empty, waiting. . . .

He turned away from the
small window toward his bed. On the goose-down mattress lay the
woman who had dedicated her life to serving the Ursuline
nuns. Mère Marie. The middle-aged woman regularly wore a habit of her own
design, an unrelieved gray, rather than that of the Ursulines since
she was not officially of that order. At that moment, Mother Marie
wore nothing. Her body was gaunt, lacking the fashionable dimples
of the times, because she gave away everything she received at the
Hôtel-Dieu, where she served the ill and needy.

Damien found her face a wonderful
oval, remarkable for its harmony of line: an aquiline nose, a
clearly defined and always smiling mouth, limpid eyes veiled by
long, thick lashes. As he moved toward her, she opened herself to
the monolith proclaiming his desire. For the past several years,
she had assuaged his insatiable sexual appetite, and he felt a
curious sentimentality for the woman. He bent over her, his mouth
beginning the erotic love play on breasts that had never known the
mouth of an infant.

Later, as he held himself within her, waiting
for a renewal of his seed, his thoughts turned with anticipation to
the morrow. . . .


 


Seated in the prow of the
forty-foot birchbark canoe, Damien pushed away from the Montréal
wharves. Behind him, thirty two men paddled four more of his gaily
painted canoes, all packed with supplies. The muscles of his arms
and shoulders flexed as he flung his red-bladed paddle from side to
side. It felt good to be battling with nature again.
Par Dieu, it felt
good just to be leaving Montréal!

True, the life of New France’s
seigneurial class and better-established merchants was similar to
the opulence of the leisure classes in France. Shipments from
France were no longer made up of sheer necessities.

Yet with the opulence came French governmental
restrictions, a royal assertion of authority that had been missing
when Damien had first arrived fifteen years earlier.

The lucrative fur trade was
enticing men from their farms and from their duty to raise large
families, the realistic activities that ensured a conquest of the
new land. Habitants were now forbidden to move into town on pain of
being fined fifty livres and having all goods and chattels
confiscated.

It was also illegal for
townspeople to rent houses or rooms to tenants from the country. A
farmer could not own more than two horses and a foal because cattle
and sheep were more important. No one could trade in foreign goods.
Anything purchased abroad, except from France, was seized and
publicly burned.

Only books of a devout nature were permitted,
and public profanity incurred punishment that could bring about the
cutting out of one’s tongue. Rouge was immoral and forbidden to be
sold to colonists, but somehow the wily females of Isle Royale
found their own sources.

Le Grand Louis
had ordered bakers to make dark brown bread,
though no one wanted it, because the king believed the bread to be
doubly nutritious. Damien knew from experience that Louis never ate
anything but white bread. But bake brown bread the bakers
must.

Worst of all, no one could return
to France without royal leave, and the king rarely gave such
permission. To what would he have returned, anyway? Damien asked
himself. He rationalized, not for the first time, that the monotony
of domesticity would suffocate him.

He allowed himself the satisfaction of a
magnificent string of profanities, which made him feel almost
cheerful, then he devoted all his attention to paddling.

The Summer Rendezvous was one of the few
pleasures he allowed himself, though the annual one-thousand-mile
journey was a rigorous one. The extreme physical exertion it
required made him too tired to think, and for several months each
year, he was completely free of bitterness.

The rhythmic singing and shouting
of his voyageurs halted as they neared the first of many rapids.
With quiet, cold concentration, Damien applied himself to the task
of running the dangerous white water. The other canoes followed
single file. As the guide of the canoe brigade, he plunged his
craft into the foaming torrents. Icy water sprayed the paddlers.
The canoe lurched and reared and plummeted like a wild horse
through the tumultuous water.

In each boat, the middle man
paddled furiously in order to hold a steady course, and the bowman
and steersman in the stern flung their long paddles from side to
side, shoving the craft away from menacing rocks and aiming it
through the narrow chutes.

Clear of the rapids, the men
broke into song again, this time the bawdy Rossignolet Sauvage. Each song,
whether sacred or profane, ended with a piercing Indian
yell.

That night, as the rest
would be, was spent on the water with the canoes lashed together.
During the next six weeks, Damien and his voyageurs traveled up the
Ottawa River, down the French River into the Mer Douce, or Freshwater Sea,
which the English called Georgian Bay. From there they traveled up
the north channel of Lake Huron, then portaged across Sault Ste.
Marie into Lake Superior.

On its shore each summer, Damien
met with his partner at the village of Grand Portage. The old man
would have spent the winter trading for furs and, come May,
traveled south to Grand Portage with packs of pelts. They conferred
and celebrated for a month, then exchanged cargoes and returned to
their bases before the watery highways froze solid
again.

As the birchbark flotillas entered
Lake Superior, the paddling stopped momentarily so that the
Montréalers could exchange their homespuns for blue jackets,
red-tasseled caps, and gaudy sashes.

Other canoe brigades, also headed
for Grand Portage, dotted the lake. The rival voyageurs of Quebec
were distinct in their red coats, as opposed to the blue ones from
Montréal.

Damien kept on his long-skirted blue coat with
its turned-up cuffs and immense side pockets. His one concession to
adornment was the scarlet worsted scarf tied about the coat’s
waist. Ten years before, he had put away his soldier’s heavy armor,
soiled doublet, highly polished breastplate, and casque with its
frayed white plume to become a member of the mercantile class. Now
he would dress no other way.

The post of Grand Portage spread out in a
natural amphitheater of rocky hills surrounded by a palisade
fifteen feet high, reinforced with bastions and a heavy gate. As
the canoes neared shore, the men’s excitement became tangible. A
week-long celebration of drink and cards and orgies was just
ahead.

Inside the stockade were a
dozen buildings: the Great Trading Hall, where both dining and
business meetings took place, was surrounded by living quarters,
shops, warehouses, and a stone powder magazine. One of the shops
was the cantine
salope, a harlots’ tavern, and it was
there the voyageurs headed to blow their pay on liquor and on the
large local complement of Indian and half-breed girls. Later,
Damien would have to haul his men out of the jail, which the men
called pot au
buerre, butter tub.

On shore, Damien’s
destination was neither the cantine
salope nor the butter tub but a log
cabin that served as his living quarters while he was at Grand
Portage. Smoke whorling from the clay chimney told him his old
comrade in arms cum-partner, Jean- Baptiste Brissac, was
waiting.

When Damien threw open the door,
he found his partner kneeling before the hearth helping himself to
stew from the great black kettle. The little man in stained
buckskins had received the abbe’s tonsure when he was nine and,
after entering a Jesuit novitiate at seventeen, had renounced the
calling at twenty-five. He was the only soul in the New World who
knew everything about Damien, the only man Damien trusted. The two
flung themselves at each other for a great bear hug.

“Par
Dieu, if you don’t get scrawnier every
time I see you,” Damien said, and stepped back to look at the lean
ascetic. His partner’s frailness of physique had never been a
handicap, for Damien had realized long before that men who lacked
robust health often survived the strains and privations of the
wilds better than those of rugged frame and greater
strength.

“Sacre
bleu, if you don’t look more like
Lucifer every day!” Jean-Baptiste exclaimed, pounding the taller,
bigger man’s shoulders. “It’s that wicked moustache. You must give
up your wild life, mon
ami, and settled down and
marry.”

“I am already married,” Damien
said drily, stepping back.

“Ahh, yes,” Jean-Baptiste
murmured, tugging at his straggly grizzled beard with
embarrassment. “So I forget. Then let us talk of other things. Come
sit at the table while I pour us a tumbler of nectar, the best
rotgut in Grand Portage. I have good news— six hundred of the most
luxurious beaver skins ever taken out of the northwest country. And
not just beaver. We’ve marten, fisher, lynx, fox, and mink! The
plews are already at the warehouse waiting to be
loaded.”

Damien sat back, loosened
his coat, and studied his venerable friend, who continued to
chatter on. The little man had a nose that was too long for his
narrow face, but something benign shone in gray eyes that sloped
from the weight of deep wrinkles. “A rich lode this time, Damien!
With Paris—all Europe—raging over furred balles and busks and puffs . . .
Why, Damien, you’ll be wealthier than you ever
dreamed!”

“Jean-Baptiste.”

His partner halted his
outpouring. “Oui?”

Damien plunked his tankard down, the raw
whiskey tasting like brackish swampwater, and leaned forward.
“You’ve never been so voluble. What’s wrong?”

The intelligent gray eyes ricocheted from
Damien’s piercing dark brown ones.

“Well?” Damien
insisted.

The other rose and went to the rear of the
cabin where a ladder led to the loft. “Rema,” he called out.
“Nicolas.”

Damien sprang to his feet as a thick-bodied
Indian woman in soiled deerskins and leggings slowly descended the
ladder, eyes averted. Behind her came a boy of nine or
so.

Damien’s eyes flashed; his jaw clenched. “How
dare you bring them here!”

Jean-Baptiste stepped quickly
between his friend and the others. “Damien! He is your son, and
it’s time you stopped denying him the right to know his
father.”

Damien didn’t move. His voice was low and
terse. “My son is in France.”

Jean-Baptiste’s crest of salted hair jutted
forward.

“When are you going to acknowledge
the truth—that Minette is nothing but a courtesan, the Duc de
Chartres’s harlot last time we heard; that your son by her knows
nothing about you; that you will never see them again?”

Damien stormed toward the
door, and Jean-Baptiste cried out, “Wait! Alors, mon cher ami, at least
talk with the boy! You owe him that much. Or are you a coward after
all?”

Damien spun, his teeth bared in a
snarl. “All right, I will talk with the boy. Then you will return
him and Rema to the Chipewyan village. Immediately.
Tomorrow.”

Satisfied for the moment,
Jean-Baptiste nodded and stepped aside. Damien, arms akimbo, glared
down at the metis, the half- breed. The boy was thin, but above his
prominent ribs lay a firm sheet of pectoral muscle. His dirty,
shoulder-length hair was blue- black like his mother’s, as were his
eyes. In fact, Damien found little to indicate the boy was
half-white—let alone his. Except, perhaps, for his height, Damien’s
height. The youth appeared tall for a nine-year-old Indian child.
In his bony face, the eyes already seemed old and almost
wizened.

In his mind, Damien counted the number of
times he had seen the boy. Four—five, maybe, the last time three
years before. But always either at the Chipewyan camp or at
Jean-Baptiste’s lodge, both over five hundred miles to the
northwest. Those times with the boy and Rema had been, for the most
part, the early years, when he had gone native; when he and
Jean-Baptiste were trying to put together their string of fur
depots to start their profitable Fur Company of Canada, or Kanata
as the Indians called the country the French had dubbed New
France.

“Come here, boy.”

“His name is Nicolas,”
Jean-Baptiste reminded him. “Nicolas du Plessis. I myself named him
for Saint Nicolas.”

“I know that,” Damien snapped,
hunkering on one knee so that he could better observe the boy.
“Come here, Nicolas.”

The youngster’s opaque eyes flickered. The
Indian woman, her cinnamon-colored face inscrutable, nudged her
son’s shoulder, and the boy stepped forward. Damien frowned. The
twisted foot was little better. He studied the boy as the boy’s
black eyes studied him. The face held little of conventional
beauty, all relentless angles that should have been softened by
childhood. And the head seemed too large for the body.

“Where is France’s center of
government?” Damien asked. Nicolas glanced at Jean-Baptiste.
Receiving an encouraging nod, he replied, “Versailles, for the
present.”

The boy’s melodious voice was
disarming. “The center of government for New France?” Damien
said.

“Quebec.”

Damien glanced at his
partner’s smug face, then rapped, “Who wrote the
Principles of
Philosophy?”

“Descartes.”

Damien straightened to his feet. “You have
done well, Jean- Baptiste. Better than you did by me, I
believe.”

“It was the long, uninterrupted
winters. Your son is even quicker than you, Damien. He has a keen
mind. By the time I finish with him, he will have an education
worthy of the Jesuit College at La Fleche.”

“For all the good it will do the
little savage. Come, matters of business await us at the Trading
Hall.”

Rema’s softly spoken Indian name
for him stopped Damien in midstride. He turned to look at her. Ten
years and a pregnancy had altered her once lithe figure into near
plumpness. The beautiful bone structure of her face was obscured by
thickening jowls, her skin coarsened by harsh weather and campfire
smoke and poor diet. Her braids shone with bear grease. Well, at
least she still had all her teeth, he noted, reminding himself of
the persistent ache in one
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