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In "Queen Margot" (Unabridged), Alexandre Dumas weaves a captivating narrative set against the tumultuous backdrop of the French Wars of Religion. This historical novel intricately blends romance, intrigue, and political betrayal, following the life of Marguerite de Valois, the daughter of Catherine de'Äô Medici, as she navigates the treacherous waters of court politics and religious conflict. Dumas's vivid prose, rich characterizations, and intricate plotting immerse the reader in 16th-century France, highlighting not only the personal struggles of Margot but also the larger societal upheavals that define her era. The novel'Äôs literary style is deeply rooted in Dumas's signature blend of fact and fiction, employing a dramatic flair that keeps readers on the edge of their seats while illuminating the complexities of love and loyalty in a divided nation. Dumas, a renowned 19th-century French writer, is celebrated for his mastery of the historical novel genre. His own life, marked by a multicultural heritage and exposure to diverse cultural narratives, influenced his appreciation for complex characters and multifaceted plots. "Queen Margot" emerges from Dumas's passion for history and his desire to elevate the voices of strong female protagonists, a testament to both his literary skill and his progressive views on women's roles in society. This unabridged edition of "Queen Margot" is a must-read for lovers of historical fiction, as it elegantly combines action, romance, and political intrigue, making it a thrilling exploration of power dynamics in a pivotal period of European history. Dumas'Äôs work invites readers to reflect on the consequences of ambition and devotion while engaging with the scandalous yet transformative life of one of history'Äôs most enigmatic queens.

Start Reading Now! (Ad)




[image: The cover of the recommended book]


Eric Brighteyes (A Novel of Viking Age Iceland)



Haggard, Henry Rider

8596547807926

300

Start Reading Now! (Ad)

Eric Brighteyes, written by Henry Rider Haggard, is a captivating novel set against the backdrop of Viking Age Iceland, blending elements of adventure, romance, and folklore. Haggard's narrative style, imbued with rich, descriptive language and a meticulous attention to historical detail, immerses readers in the stark beauty and turbulent life of medieval Norse society. The plot unfolds around Eric, a young warrior driven by love and honor, as he navigates treachery and conflict in a landscape where gods and men intertwine, showcasing Haggard's penchant for exploring themes of valor and the human condition within a mythic framework. Haggard, an influential figure in the genre of adventure fiction, drew inspiration from his fascination with ancient cultures and legends, which undoubtedly shaped his world-building in Eric Brighteyes. His affinity for exploration and the exotic, bolstered by his travels through Africa and his engagement with historical narratives, equipped him with the narrative tools necessary to create a vivid and compelling story that resonates with the ethos of a bygone era. This novel is highly recommended for readers interested in historical fiction that merges adventure with deep-seated themes of loyalty and honor. Haggard's work not only provides an exhilarating escape into a vibrant past but also resonates with contemporary concerns about identity and cultural legacy, making it a must-read for both enthusiasts of Viking lore and lovers of timeless storytelling.
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Excellent Women, a seminal work in the canon of 20th-century British literature, artfully intertwines elements of social commentary and character study within its narrative. Set in the post-World War II era, the novel delves into the lives of women navigating a patriarchal society, exploring themes of independence, societal expectation, and personal identity. Written in a sharp, observational style characteristic of its literary context, the book juxtaposes the mundane with the profound, often using wit and irony to critique the status quo. The protagonist, Millicent, embodies the tensions of 'excellent women''Äîthose who excel in their roles yet grapple with their own desires for fulfillment beyond domestic spheres. Authored by Barbara Pym, a notable figure in English literature, Excellent Women reflects her own experiences and observations as a single woman in a male-dominated literary world. Pym'Äôs keen insights were shaped by her extensive academic background, particularly her studies in anthropology, which equipped her with a profound understanding of human relationships. Throughout her life, Pym drew inspiration from her encounters with various social circles, infusing her narrative with authenticity and depth. This novel is highly recommended for those seeking to explore the complexities of gender roles and societal standards in mid-20th century Britain. Pym'Äôs deft characterizations and subtle humor invite readers to reflect on the nuances of everyday life, making Excellent Women a compelling read for scholars and casual readers alike.
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In 'The Man in the Queue,' Josephine Tey introduces readers to a compelling mystery imbued with rich characterization and an exploration of societal norms in early 20th-century England. The narrative unfolds when a man is murdered in a queue outside a theater, thrusting Inspector Alan Grant into a labyrinthine investigation where the public's perceptions and prejudices become critical to solving the crime. Tey's skilled use of dialogue and vivid descriptions paints a lively backdrop, while her innovative plotting invites readers to grapple with themes of justice and morality, establishing this work as a trailblazer in the detective fiction genre. Josephine Tey, a prominent figure in the crime literature sphere, was known for her keen psychological insight and ability to weave historical context into her narratives. Her background as an accomplished playwright undoubtedly contributed to her narrative flair, while her personal experiences with social dynamics would have sharpened her understanding of human behavior. 'The Man in the Queue' showcases her ability to comment on the intricate web of social interactions, revealing the interplay between individual motives and collective assumptions. This novel is recommended for readers who appreciate intricate plots laced with social commentary and character depth. Tey's debut not only engages with suspenseful storytelling but also provides a fascinating lens through which to examine societal constructs of her era. A must-read for mystery aficionados and scholars of literature alike.
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In "A Writer's Diary," Virginia Woolf presents a rich tapestry of her reflections on the writing process, weaving together personal insights and literary musings that illuminate the struggles and joys of the creative endeavor. Written with her characteristic stream-of-consciousness style, this collection showcases Woolf's profound understanding of the artistic psyche and the intricacies of literary craftsmanship. Set against the backdrop of early 20th-century modernism, the diary entries reveal Woolf's engagement with contemporary thought, as she grapples with themes of identity, gender, and the complexities of narrative form. Virginia Woolf, a central figure in modernist literature, was not only an accomplished novelist but also a keen observer of her own creative journey. The diary entries span a period of significant literary evolution, offering readers a glimpse into the mind of a writer who sought to challenge societal norms and elevate the voice of women in literature. Her own struggles with mental health and the constraints of her time shaped her perspectives, providing depth to her reflections on both the art of writing and its implications for personal and societal truth. "A Writer's Diary" is an essential read for anyone interested in the mechanics of writing and the inner workings of a literary genius. Woolf's poignant observations resonate with both aspiring writers and seasoned professionals, making this work a timeless exploration of creativity that encourages readers to ponder their own artistic journeys. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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    A royal marriage meant to bind a fractured faith becomes the lit match lowered into a powder keg of pride, ambition, and revenge.

Queen Margot endures as a classic because it compresses the tumult of a nation into the pulse of a story that never stops moving. Alexandre Dumas transforms court politics, religious strife, and private desire into a dramatic engine that feels both grand and intimate. The novel’s vitality—its rapid turns, its vivid set pieces, its human contradictions—has influenced generations of historical storytellers. More than a period piece, it is a model for how fiction can render history legible through character and scene, turning abstract forces into urgent choices that compel readers across languages and eras.

Written by Alexandre Dumas and first published in 1845, Queen Margot opens his Valois trilogy, followed by The Lady of Monsoreau and The Forty-Five Guardsmen. Set in late sixteenth-century France during the Wars of Religion, it introduces Marguerite de Valois, Henry of Navarre, and a court where every vow carries hidden contingencies. The premise is stark: a royal wedding designed to reconcile a divided kingdom quickly reveals the fragility of such hopes. Dumas offers neither a chronicle nor a thesis, but a sweeping historical romance intent on illuminating the human stakes behind political calculation, without foreclosing the complexities that propel events.

Dumas’s purpose is double: to entertain with irresistible momentum and to reflect, through action, on how power corrodes and love resists. He writes as a dramatist of history, not a pedant of dates, shaping archival textures into scenes that breathe. The novel respects historical frameworks while embracing invention to explore motives, masks, and the price of survival. In this fusion lies its originality: a theater of intrigue where personal loyalties intersect with state imperatives. Rather than lecturing, Dumas lets consequences disclose ideas, trusting readers to feel the shock of divided allegiances and to discern the moral weather blowing through the corridors of rule.

The historical setting is integral to the effect. France’s Valois court operates like a labyrinth, its ceremonial brilliance concealing quiet corridors of fear and negotiation. In this world, religion is not merely a creed but a currency; alliances are sealed with hymns, contracts, and daggers. Paris itself presses upon the narrative—streets, churches, and palaces forming a stage where rumor travels faster than truth. Dumas evokes institutions and households, the intimacy of chambers and the pressure of crowds, so that public crisis and private choice continually collide. The resulting atmosphere is not background but atmosphere as fate, a climate that shapes every decision.

As a craftsman of serial narrative, Dumas deploys pacing that feels almost musical: crescendos of peril, interludes of elegance, and reprises of character that deepen with each return. He marries the panoramic with the particular, moving from pageantry to whispered counsel with cinematic fluency. Memorable minor figures brighten and darken the edges, revealing how history is carried by those who fetch letters, unlock doors, and stake their honor on rumors. While he draws on memoirs and chronicles, he refuses mere transcription, preferring scenes that crystalize motives. The result is prose that behaves like theater, generous to spectacle yet anchored by psychological clarity.

The book’s influence can be traced through the evolution of historical fiction and the political thriller. It helped normalize the idea that history could be experienced as breathless narrative, without diluting complexity. Writers and adapters learned from its balancing act: how to braid love, statecraft, and danger without losing momentum. Its persistent presence in translation and its many stage and screen incarnations attest to its adaptability, while its panoramic ensemble paved the way for later sagas that treat power as a living network. Few novels demonstrate so persuasively that entertainment and insight can coexist, each strengthening the other.

At the heart of the story stand figures rendered with equal measures of allure and opacity. Marguerite de Valois, called Margot, emerges as intelligent and poised, negotiating a court that expects obedience yet rewards cunning. Henry of Navarre embodies pragmatism and nerve, a man reading the weather even as others try to control the heavens. Around them, counselors, soldiers, and kin operate under a regime of performance, their words weighed like coin. Dumas refuses pure heroes or villains; instead he composes a gallery of actors whose virtues are tactical and whose flaws are human, making the conflicts feel visceral rather than schematic.

The themes resonate with unsettling familiarity. The novel meditates on the uses of marriage as statecraft, the volatility of sectarian rage, and the compromises demanded by survival. It examines how rumor becomes policy, how oaths are drafted to be broken, and how loyalty fractures under the pressure of fear. Love, in this world, can be a refuge, a weapon, or both. Agency—especially women’s agency—must be exercised within tight constraints, and its exercise alters the political field. Above all, the book contemplates the price of stability: what a kingdom will spend to appear whole, and what individuals must risk to remain intact.

Dumas’s scenes play upon the senses: the hush before a ceremony, the clatter of horses in narrow lanes, the smell of candles in suffocating chambers. He understands the dramaturgy of entrances and exits, using doors, stairways, and thresholds to mark shifts in power. The narrative delights in strategy—coded messages, veiled negotiations, changing disguises—without sacrificing emotional truth. Characters collide not merely with blades but with interpretations, misreadings, and the stubborn opacity of others. Such textures make the novel feel immersive rather than illustrative, a lived experience of contingency in which danger is both external and internal, calculated and eruptive.

For contemporary readers, Queen Margot speaks to the fragility of plural societies and the perils of politicized identity. Its world of factional media—gossip, pamphlets, whispers—echoes our own struggles with information and fear. The novel neither sanctifies power nor romanticizes defiance; it tests both against consequence. Its insistence that private motives ripple into public crises feels urgently modern. Moreover, Dumas’s inclusiveness—his attention to minor players and their stakes—anticipates today’s appetite for ensemble narratives that complicate simple blame. In a time of sharp polarization, the book’s core question remains piercing: how can conscience survive when survival itself is politicized?

To read Queen Margot is to enter a living laboratory of power, desire, and belief, conducted with the flair of a born storyteller. It captures the duress of history without deadening it, and it renders political calculation as human drama rather than abstract game. That is why it remains engaging: it invites readers to feel the heat of decision, the chill of consequence, and the fragile solace of alliance. Its lasting appeal lies in its breadth of sympathy and its relentless momentum, reminding us that the past is both another country and our mirror, and that courage seldom looks pure in real time.
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    Queen Margot unfolds during the French Wars of Religion, when Paris teems with suspicion and rivalries between Catholics and Huguenots. To reconcile factions, Catherine de' Medici engineers the marriage of her daughter, Marguerite de Valois, to Henry of Navarre, a Protestant prince. The union draws nobles from across France to the Louvre, concentrating ambition and fear within the court. King Charles IX presides uneasily as his powerful mother maneuvers among princes, including the Dukes of Anjou and Alencon, while the formidable House of Guise asserts Catholic leadership. The stage is set for a volatile blend of political calculation, festivity, and latent violence.

Wedding celebrations fill the city, but harmony is fragile. Whispered plots thread through banquets, chapels, and corridors, as rival camps test limits. Henry of Navarre adopts caution, balancing public conformity with private resolve, while Marguerite uses wit and discretion to navigate loyalties on both sides. The Guise network watches for advantage; Catherine measures every smile. Two young swordsmen, the Huguenot La Mole and the Piedmontese Catholic Coconnas, arrive seeking fortune. Their first encounters mirror the city's divisions, yet their parallel paths soon intersect with great houses and hidden passageways, drawing them into the heart of court intrigue.

Violence erupts with the St. Bartholomew's Day Massacre, when tensions ignite into coordinated attacks across Paris. Bells and torches mark a night of pursuit and concealment, turning wedding guests into targets. Huguenot households are swept by searches, while courtiers calculate how to survive shifting orders. Henry of Navarre faces immediate peril; his new marriage offers uncertain protection. Amid the chaos, Marguerite's chambers become a refuge for a wounded stranger, binding her fate tightly to the conflicts around her. At daybreak, fear rules the streets, alliances harden, and the promise of reconciliation yields to a stark struggle for endurance.

In the massacre's aftermath, a brittle calm returns, defined by obedience, surveillance, and private plans. King Charles IX, mercurial and ailing, veers between remorse and fury, while Catherine maintains control through confidants, astrologers, and discreet poisons. Anjou, disciplined and ambitious, and Alencon, restless and calculating, study the succession with different strategies. The Guise faction presses its influence. Henry of Navarre outwardly conforms to the dominant faith to preserve his life and prospects. Marguerite, alert to hazard and opportunity, brokers messages and favors. The court becomes a theater of masks where a misplaced word or look can decide a fortune.

La Mole and Coconnas, initially enemies, discover common ground through shared dangers, forming an unlikely bond that cuts across confessional lines. Their fortunes rise and fall with their patrons. Love complicates loyalty: La Mole is drawn to the independent Duchess of Nevers, whose resources offer both shelter and risk, while Coconnas's bravado pulls him into bold commitments. The pair become messengers, duelists, and confidants, threading the novel's romantic energy through its political web. Their friendship counters factional hatred, showing private courage amid public violence, and connecting low corridors, princely chambers, and city streets.

As plots multiply, letters, rings, and passwords carry perilous meaning. Secret stairways in the Louvre and nocturnal rides beyond the gates mark efforts to secure alliances and escape routes. Hunting parties mask surveillance; street unrest becomes a tool of greater designs. Catherine tests remedies and stratagems to remove rivals without scandal. The Guise leaders push for decisive blows, while the king's brothers weigh advantage in every rumor. Henry of Navarre, watched on all sides, relies on discretion and intermediaries. Marguerite, constrained yet resourceful, works to shield friends and manage information, stitching fragile bridges between camps that mistrust one another.

Anjou departs to claim an elected crown abroad, briefly easing one rivalry while creating a vacuum at home. His absence reshapes court balances, elevating Alencon's ambitions and unsettling the Guise. Envoys, provincial governors, and Parisian guilds sense the shifting winds. Navarre and Alencon explore understandings that might open paths to freedom or authority. Marguerite, navigating kinship and conscience, advances negotiations through coded messages and quiet interviews, aware that any misstep could destroy multiple parties. The king's health deteriorates, giving urgency to plans that have long simmered. The novel's middle act pivots on this unstable equilibrium.

Pressure culminates in betrayals, arrests, and theatrical displays of royal discipline. Trials and ceremonies are staged to confirm authority and intimidate opponents, while private reconciliations collapse under scrutiny. The two adventurers' friendship is tested by orders they cannot refuse and by obligations to protect benefactors in jeopardy. Marguerite's protection extends as far as prudence allows; Navarre's patience is strained by mounting danger. Decisions by the Valois princes and the Guise set in motion irreversible steps. Without resolving every conflict, the narrative drives toward an ordeal that brands reputations and alters courses.

The closing chapters compress illness, succession, and escape into swift transitions that redefine France's leadership and the fates of those at court. Some secure temporary safety; others face consequences that echo the book's early violence. This volume of the Valois saga concludes immediate strands while leaving avenues for continuation. Its central message emphasizes the costs of fanaticism and the precariousness of power, showing how loyalty and love persist, adapt, or fail under pressure. Queen Margot presents politics as human drama shaped by calculation and chance, underscoring the resilience required to endure a realm riven by belief and ambition.
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    Alexandre Dumas sets Queen Margot in late Valois France, primarily in Paris between 1572 and 1574, a period marked by the acute phase of the French Wars of Religion. The narrative moves through court precincts such as the Louvre and the narrow streets around Saint-Germain l’Auxerrois, where civic, religious, and royal spaces collide. Paris functions as a politicized capital with a militant Catholic populace, guild structures, urban militias, and the Parlement shaping public order. The wider kingdom is fragmented: southern and western bastions like La Rochelle shelter Huguenots, while the northeast favors Catholic magnates. Geography and confession intertwine to define loyalties, routes, and survival.

The monarchy, held by Charles IX of the Valois line, operates within a web of factions dominated by Catherine de’ Medici and powerful noble houses, notably the Guises and the Montmorencys. Court ceremonial, patronage, and the distribution of military commands structure power. Foreign pressures from Spain and the Papacy weigh upon royal policy, while fiscal strain, harvest volatility, and inflation intensify urban tensions. Confessional identity shapes sociability and marriage alliances, including dynastic unions engineered to manage conflict. Parisian parishes and confraternities organize civic life; provincial estates and city councils resist or implement royal edicts unevenly. Against this matrix, the novel dramatizes the perilous proximity of throne and street.

The French Wars of Religion (1562–1598) encompass a sequence of civil wars featuring Catholic royalists and Huguenot Protestants led by nobles such as the Condés and Admiral Gaspard de Coligny. Eight distinct wars, punctuation by edicts like Amboise (1563) and Beaulieu (1576), fail to resolve the confessional divide. Estimates suggest Huguenots comprised 7–10 percent of the population, concentrated in towns and the southwest. The conflict intertwines theology with sovereignty, succession, and regional autonomy. Dumas’s book is inseparable from this context: its intrigues, allegiances, and betrayals mirror the unstable coexistence and episodic truces that characterized French political life in the early 1570s.

The Massacre of Vassy on 1 March 1562 ignited open war. Troops of François, Duke of Guise, attacked a Huguenot congregation at Vassy in Champagne, killing dozens and wounding more than a hundred. Catherine de’ Medici’s Edict of Saint-Germain (January 1562) had tried to grant limited Protestant worship outside city walls, but implementation faltered amid local hostility. The massacre catalyzed mobilization on both sides and framed subsequent negotiations. In Queen Margot, the memory of Vassy and the fragile edictary regime form the backdrop to characters’ expectations and fears, explaining why a wedding alliance could be seen both as an olive branch and as a trap.

Catherine de’ Medici’s regency and subsequent dominance (from 1560 into the 1570s) exemplify politique statecraft: balancing factions, distributing offices, and seeking limited toleration to preserve dynastic authority. She convened colloquies, staged royal progresses, and alternated conciliation with force. Italian counselors and a household network supported her influence over Charles IX. Yet her recalibrations stoked resentments among militant Catholics and emboldened Huguenot leaders seeking firmer guarantees. Dumas portrays Catherine as the quintessential operator of raison d’état, dramatizing council rooms where policy swings from peace to purges. The novel’s plots echo the historical oscillation between edictary compromise and ruthless suppression.

The St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre (August 1572) stands at the heart of the book. On 22 August, the Huguenot leader Admiral Coligny was wounded by a shot fired by Charles de Louviers, known as Maurevert, on the rue de Béthisy in Paris. Suspicion fell on the Guise family and on courtiers alarmed by Coligny’s growing sway over Charles IX, particularly his advocacy of intervention against Spain in the Low Countries. Amid feverish councils at the Louvre on 23 August, fears of a Huguenot counterstrike and citywide panic converged. A targeted elimination of Protestant chiefs was resolved upon, a decision that slid into uncontained urban slaughter.

In the early hours of 24 August 1572, the bell of Saint-Germain l’Auxerrois tolled, and armed bands launched coordinated attacks. Henry, Duke of Guise’s retainers killed Coligny in his lodging; the body was defenestrated and mutilated. House-to-house searches, white armbands or crosses as identifying marks, and the mobilization of the city militia produced mass killings. Estimates vary: around 2,000–3,000 deaths in Paris, with total casualties across France ranging from 5,000 to over 10,000, sometimes cited higher by contemporaries. Queen Margot depicts the chaos at street and palace level, the interplay of private vendetta and public policy, and the precarious refuges negotiated in corridors and chapels.

The violence spread to provincial centers—Orléans, Lyon, Rouen, Bordeaux, Toulouse—in waves through late August and September. International reverberations were immediate: Pope Gregory XIII ordered a Te Deum, and a commemorative medal was struck; Protestant courts in England and German principalities recoiled. Henry of Navarre, newly married into the Valois, saved his life by abjuring Protestantism under duress, while many Huguenot nobles were slain. The novel embeds this kaleidoscope of fear, opportunism, and survival: marginal notes in dialogues, passwords, and shifting disguises all mirror the historical blurring of civic authority and mob violence, and the testing of conscience under existential threat.

The marriage of Henry of Navarre and Marguerite de Valois on 18 August 1572 at Paris, staged at Notre-Dame with ritual compromises for a Protestant bridegroom, sought to cement reconciliation. Brokered by Catherine de’ Medici, it followed the Peace of Saint-Germain-en-Laye (1570), which restored rights to Huguenots. European courts read the union as a sign of French normalization. Four days later, its promise was destroyed by the massacre. Dumas turns the wedding into a dramaturgical hinge—court feasts, pageantry, and smiles that mask daggers—transforming a realpolitik alliance into a study of dynastic calculation colliding with sectarian fear and personal loyalty.

The House of Guise embodied militant Catholic leadership. François, Duke of Guise, had been assassinated in 1563 by the Huguenot Poltrot de Méré, fueling a vendetta culture. His son Henry, Duke of Guise, commanded urban loyalties in Paris and controlled a formidable client network. The Guises opposed concessions to Protestants and wielded influence over clergy and confraternities. In Queen Margot, Guise figures personify intransigence and aristocratic rivalry, shaping the pressure on the crown before and during August 1572. The family’s political theatre—musters, badges, and rumor management—appears in the novel as both public ritual and private orchestration of violence.

Admiral Gaspard de Coligny was a central Huguenot strategist, victor at Saint-Quentin (1557) against Spain and later an advocate of limited toleration and anti-Spanish policy. After the Peace of Saint-Germain (1570), he returned to court, gaining Charles IX’s confidence and urging intervention in the Netherlands. His wounding on 22 August 1572 precipitated the crisis; his murder on 24 August symbolized the breach of royal protection. Dumas uses Coligny’s fate to explore the fragility of patronage and the perils of proximity to power. The admiral’s influence over the young king, mirrored in tense council scenes, underscores the political stakes of confessional policy.

Succession anxieties intensified the turbulence. Henry, Duke of Anjou, brother of Charles IX, led royal forces and was elected King of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1573. After Charles IX’s death on 30 May 1574, Anjou fled Kraków to become Henry III of France. These transnational entanglements created gaps in authority and competing household factions around the remaining Valois princes, notably the Duke of Alençon. The novel tracks these shifting centers of gravity, depicting Henry d’Anjou’s persona, his favorites, and the pageantry masking uncertainty. It situates murders and conspiracies within the vacuum created by illness, succession, and competing claims to royal confidence.

Henry of Navarre’s trajectory illustrates adaptive kingship. Coerced into Catholic conformity in autumn 1572 and held effectively as a court captive, he cultivated survival through diplomacy, hunting parties, and code-switching among factions. In February 1576 he escaped the Valois court and reembraced Protestantism, later becoming Henry IV and issuing the Edict of Nantes in 1598. The novel compresses and dramatizes this arc, focusing on the years 1572–1574, showing his calculation, charisma, and reliance on allies such as Marguerite. His evasions, secret passages, and negotiated loyalties in Dumas mirror historical strategies that sustained a precarious claimant amid mortal danger.

The La Môle and Coconnas affair (1574) blended politics, rumor, and sorcery trials. Joseph Boniface de La Môle and Annibal de Coconas were implicated in a plot linked to the Duke of Alençon and to freeing Henry of Navarre, amid designs to reshape the regency as Charles IX’s health failed. Arrested and tortured, they were executed at the Place de Grève on 30 April 1574. Contemporary pamphlets alleged talismans and horoscopes. Dumas elevates the episode into a study of loyalty and friendship under surveillance, using the conspiracy to expose the porous border between state security, factional ambition, and theatrical displays of justice.

The Siege of La Rochelle (1572–1573) signaled the endurance of Huguenot resistance. Royal forces led by Henry, Duke of Anjou, invested the Atlantic stronghold from November 1572 to July 1573. Intense artillery bombardments, assaults on the bastions of the Saint-Nicolas sector, and fierce urban defense claimed thousands of lives. The Peace of La Rochelle on 6 July 1573 granted restricted liberties, reflecting military stalemate and political necessity. While the novel remains centered in Paris, it alludes to the broader war map: characters reference La Rochelle as a Huguenot refuge and bargaining chip, underscoring how provincial strongholds conditioned court calculations and hopes for reconciliation.

Queen Margot functions as a political anatomy of late Valois rule, interrogating the use of religion as an instrument of power. It exposes how councils manipulate fear, how edicts are crafted as tactical pauses, and how proximity to the monarch determines life or death. The portrayal of Catherine de’ Medici’s balancing acts critiques a system where raison d’état eclipses law, and secret committees overrule public institutions. Parisian crowds are shown as mobilized by elites, not autonomous arbiters, questioning the authenticity of popular will. Through detailed staging of the massacre, Dumas reveals the erosion of royal protection and the perversion of justice into vendetta.

The novel also interrogates social stratification and gendered politics. Marguerite de Valois appears as a dynastic asset, her marriage a transactional mechanism binding rivals; her constrained agency critiques patriarchal statecraft. Urban artisans and servants, swept into factional violence, display how class vulnerabilities are exploited by patrons. Huguenots, portrayed as neighbors and courtiers rather than abstractions, embody a persecuted minority whose civic rights depend on caprice. Dumas, writing under the July Monarchy in 1845, channels a modern critique of factionalism and court favoritism, advocating toleration and rule of law. The book thus exposes structural injustices that made massacre conceivable, warning against confessionalized politics.
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    Alexandre Dumas was a central figure of nineteenth-century French literature, celebrated for historical dramas and adventure novels that reached a vast international audience. Writing across theater, fiction, journalism, and travel, he helped popularize the serialized novel and shaped modern popular narrative with brisk pacing, vivid characterization, and cliffhangers. His best-known works, including The Three Musketeers and The Count of Monte Cristo, established a durable template for swashbuckling romance and moral quest. Energetic, prolific, and entrepreneurial, Dumas moved with ease between stage and press, crafting stories that appealed to both everyday readers and literary contemporaries during a transformative era in French culture.

Born in the early nineteenth century in France, Dumas grew up in a provincial environment and educated himself voraciously through reading, especially history and travel narratives. His father, a distinguished general of mixed African descent who served during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic periods, and his French mother provided a background that exposed him to questions of rank, identity, and mobility—concerns that later surfaced in his fiction. With limited formal schooling, Dumas apprenticed in clerical work, developed a passion for theater, and relocated to Paris in the early 1820s. There he held a position connected to the future Louis-Philippe, gaining access to the capital’s literary and theatrical circles.

Dumas first gained fame as a dramatist. In the late 1820s and early 1830s, his historical plays helped define the Romantic theater, favoring emotional intensity, rapid action, and the mingling of high politics with intimate conflict. Works such as Henri III et sa cour and Antony drew full houses and stirred debate about artistic freedom and historical representation. He shared the era’s admiration for Shakespeare and was influenced by Sir Walter Scott’s method of animating the past through fiction. Buoyed by theatrical success, he broadened his range, writing more plays and prose while cultivating a public persona as a man of letters attuned to current events.

In the 1840s Dumas turned decisively to prose fiction published as newspaper serials, or romans-feuilletons, a format that expanded his readership. He collaborated with researchers and assistants, most notably Auguste Maquet, while maintaining the distinctive narrative voice associated with his name. The Three Musketeers and The Count of Monte Cristo appeared in this period, followed by sequels like Twenty Years After and The Vicomte de Bragelonne, alongside historical novels such as Queen Margot and The Black Tulip. Serialization encouraged tightly engineered plots and suspenseful chapter endings, and Dumas proved a master of the form, combining historical settings with adventure, friendship, loyalty, and quests for justice.

Beyond the marquee titles, Dumas wrote travel books under the banner Impressions de voyage, recording journeys through France, Italy, and the Mediterranean. He also explored culinary culture, assembling a capacious gastronomic dictionary published after his death. His fiction drew on archival research and a reporter’s curiosity, offering portraits of courts, conspiracies, and city streets. The novel Georges addressed race and colonial society, reflecting his longstanding interest in identity and prejudice. Stylistically, he blended the Romantic movement’s appetite for color and emotion with the clarity of journalistic prose, making complex histories accessible. His work’s energy and inclusiveness helped bridge elite literature and mass readership.

Dumas’s public life matched his literary activity. He founded and contributed to newspapers, built an ornate retreat outside Paris often called the Château de Monte-Cristo, and weathered recurrent financial troubles that arose from ambitious projects and generous spending. Disputes over collaboration—especially with Maquet—made him a focal point in debates about authorship and literary labor. Political upheavals in mid-century France shaped his movements and output. He traveled widely and, in the early 1860s, supported Italian unification, spending time in Naples and writing journalism and histories related to the cause. Despite periods of exile and debt, he continued to produce novels, plays, and reportage at a remarkable pace.

Dumas died in 1870, leaving an enormous body of work that has rarely been out of print. In the early 2000s his remains were transferred to the Panthéon in Paris, symbolically recognizing his status in national culture. His novels continue to inspire adaptations for stage and screen, and his characters—musketeers, outcasts, and seekers of justice—remain cultural touchstones. Scholars have examined his collaborative methods and the industrial dimensions of serial fiction, while readers return to his narratives for their verve and moral clarity. Today, Dumas stands as a foundational architect of modern popular fiction, bridging historical imagination with enduring narrative drive.
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On Monday, the 18th of August, 1572, there was a splendid festival at the Louvre.

The ordinarily gloomy windows of the ancient royal residence were brilliantly lighted, and the squares and streets adjacent, usually so solitary after Saint Germain l’Auxerrois had struck the hour of nine, were crowded with people, although it was past midnight.

The vast, threatening, eager, turbulent throng resembled, in the darkness, a black and tumbling sea, each billow of which makes a roaring breaker; this sea, flowing through the Rue des Fossés Saint Germain and the Rue de l’Astruce and covering the quay, surged against the base of the walls of the Louvre, and, in its refluent tide, against the Hôtel de Bourbon, which faced it on the other side.

In spite of the royal festival, and perhaps even because of the royal festival, there was something threatening in the appearance of the people, for no doubt was felt that this imposing ceremony which called them there as spectators, was only the prelude to another in which they would participate a week later as invited guests and amuse themselves with all their hearts.

The court was celebrating the marriage of Madame Marguerite de Valois, daughter of Henry II. and sister of King Charles IX., with Henry de Bourbon, King of Navarre. In truth, that very morning, on a stage erected at the entrance to Notre–Dame, the Cardinal de Bourbon had united the young couple with the usual ceremonial observed at the marriages of the royal daughters of France.

This marriage had astonished every one, and occasioned much surmise to certain persons who saw clearer than others. They found it difficult to understand the union of two parties who hated each other so thoroughly as did, at this moment, the Protestant party and the Catholic party; and they wondered how the young Prince de Condé could forgive the Duc d’Anjou, the King’s brother, for the death of his father, assassinated at Jarnac by Montesquiou. They asked how the young Duc de Guise could pardon Admiral de Coligny for the death of his father, assassinated at Orléans by Poltrot de Méré.

Moreover, Jeanne de Navarre[2], the weak Antoine de Bourbon’s courageous wife, who had conducted her son Henry to the royal marriage awaiting him, had died scarcely two months before, and singular reports had been spread abroad as to her sudden death. It was everywhere whispered, and in some places said aloud, that she had discovered some terrible secret; and that Catharine de Médicis, fearing its disclosure, had poisoned her with perfumed gloves, which had been made by a man named Réné, a Florentine deeply skilled in such matters. This report was the more widely spread and believed when, after this great queen’s death, at her son’s request, two celebrated physicians, one of whom was the famous Ambroise Paré, were instructed to open and examine the body, but not the skull. As Jeanne de Navarre had been poisoned by a perfume, only the brain could show any trace of the crime (the one part excluded from dissection). We say crime, for no one doubted that a crime had been committed.

This was not all. King Charles in particular had, with a persistency almost approaching obstinacy, urged this marriage, which not only reëstablished peace in his kingdom, but also attracted to Paris the principal Huguenots[1] of France. As the two betrothed belonged one to the Catholic religion and the other to the reformed religion, they had been obliged to obtain a dispensation from Gregory XIII., who then filled the papal chair. The dispensation was slow in coming, and the delay had caused the late Queen of Navarre great uneasiness. She one day expressed to Charles IX. her fears lest the dispensation should not arrive; to which the King replied:

“Have no anxiety, my dear aunt. I honor you more than I do the Pope, and I love my sister more than I fear him. I am not a Huguenot, neither am I a blockhead[1q]; and if the Pope makes a fool of himself, I will myself take Margot by the hand, and have her married to your son in some Protestant meeting-house!”

This speech was soon spread from the Louvre through the city, and, while it greatly rejoiced the Huguenots, had given the Catholics something to think about; they asked one another, in a whisper, if the King was really betraying them or was only playing a comedy which some fine morning or evening might have an unexpected ending.

Charles IX.‘s conduct toward Admiral de Coligny, who for five or six years had been so bitterly opposed to the King, appeared particularly inexplicable; after having put on his head a price of a hundred and fifty thousand golden crowns, the King now swore by him, called him his father, and declared openly that he should in future confide the conduct of the war to him alone. To such a pitch was this carried that Catharine de Médicis herself, who until then had controlled the young prince’s actions, will, and even desires, seemed to be growing really uneasy, and not without reason; for, in a moment of confidence, Charles IX. had said to the admiral, in reference to the war in Flanders,

“My father, there is one other thing against which we must be on our guard — that is, that the queen, my mother, who likes to poke her nose everywhere, as you well know, shall learn nothing of this undertaking; we must keep it so quiet that she will not have a suspicion of it, or being such a mischief-maker as I know she is, she would spoil all.”

Now, wise and experienced as he was, Coligny had not been able to keep such an absolute secret; and, though he had come to Paris with great suspicions, and albeit at his departure from Chatillon a peasant woman had thrown herself at his feet, crying, “Ah! sir, our good master, do not go to Paris, for if you do, you will die — you and all who are with you!”— these suspicions were gradually lulled in his heart, and so it was with Téligny, his son-inlaw, to whom the King was especially kind and attentive, calling him his brother, as he called the admiral his father, and addressing him with the familiar “thou,” as he did his best friends.

The Huguenots, excepting some few morose and suspicious spirits, were therefore completely reassured. The death of the Queen of Navarre passed as having been caused by pleurisy, and the spacious apartments of the Louvre were filled with all those gallant Protestants to whom the marriage of their young chief, Henry, promised an unexpected return of good fortune. Admiral Coligny, La Rochefoucault, the young Prince de Condé, Téligny — in short, all the leaders of the party — were triumphant when they saw so powerful at the Louvre and so welcome in Paris those whom, three months before, King Charles and Queen Catharine would have hanged on gibbets higher than those of assassins.

The Maréchal de Montmorency was the only one who was missing among all his brothers, for no promise could move him, no specious appearances deceive him, and he remained secluded in his château de l’Isle Adam, offering as his excuse for not appearing the grief which he still felt for his father, the Constable Anne de Montmorency, who had been killed at the battle of Saint Denis by a pistol-shot fired by Robert Stuart. But as this had taken place more than three years before, and as sensitiveness was a virtue little practised at that time, this unduly protracted mourning was interpreted just as people cared to interpret it.

However, everything seemed to show that the Maréchal de Montmorency was mistaken. The King, the Queen, the Duc d’Anjou, and the Duc d’Alençon did the honors of the royal festival with all courtesy and kindness.

The Duc d’Anjou received from the Huguenots themselves well-deserved compliments on the two battles of Jarnac and Montcontour, which he had gained before he was eighteen years of age, more precocious in that than either Cæsar or Alexander, to whom they compared him, of course placing the conquerors of Pharsalia and the Issus as inferior to the living prince. The Duc d’Alençon looked on, with his bland, false smile, while Queen Catharine, radiant with joy and overflowing with honeyed phrases, congratulated Prince Henry de Condé on his recent marriage with Marie de Clèves; even the Messieurs de Guise themselves smiled on the formidable enemies of their house, and the Duc de Mayenne discoursed with M. de Tavannes and the admiral on the impending war, which was now more than ever threatened against Philippe II.

In the midst of these groups a young man of about nineteen years of age was walking to and fro, his head a little on one side, his ear open to all that was said. He had a keen eye, black hair cut very close, thick eyebrows, a nose hooked like an eagle’s, a sneering smile, and a growing mustache and beard. This young man, who by his reckless daring had first attracted attention at the battle of Arnay-le-Duc and was the recipient of numberless compliments, was the dearly beloved pupil of Coligny and the hero of the day. Three months before — that is to say, when his mother was still living — he was called the Prince de Béarn, now he was called the King of Navarre, afterwards he was known as Henry IV.

From time to time a swift and gloomy cloud passed over his brow; unquestionably it was at the thought that scarce had two months elapsed since his mother’s death, and he, less than any one, doubted that she had been poisoned. But the cloud was transitory, and disappeared like a fleeting shadow, for they who spoke to him, they who congratulated him, they who elbowed him, were the very ones who had assassinated the brave Jeanne d’Albret.

Some paces distant from the King of Navarre, almost as pensive, almost as gloomy as the king pretended to be joyous and open-hearted, was the young Duc de Guise, conversing with Téligny. More fortunate than the Béarnais, at two-and-twenty he had almost attained the reputation of his father, François, the great Duc de Guise. He was an elegant gentleman, very tall, with a noble and haughty look, and gifted with that natural majesty which caused it to be said that in comparison with him other princes seemed to belong to the people. Young as he was, the Catholics looked up to him as the chief of their party, as the Huguenots saw theirs in Henry of Navarre, whose portrait we have just drawn. At first he had borne the title of Prince de Joinville, and at the siege of Orléans had fought his first battle under his father, who died in his arms, denouncing Admiral Coligny as his assassin. The young duke then, like Hannibal, took a solemn oath to avenge his father’s death on the admiral and his family, and to pursue the foes to his religion without truce or respite, promising God to be his destroying angel on earth until the last heretic should be exterminated. So with deep astonishment the people saw this prince, usually so faithful to his word, offering his hand to those whom he had sworn to hold as his eternal enemies, and talking familiarly with the son-inlaw of the man whose death he had promised to his dying father.

But as we have said, this was an evening of astonishments.

Indeed, an observer privileged to be present at this festival, endowed with the knowledge of the future which is fortunately hidden from men, and with that power of reading men’s hearts which unfortunately belongs only to God, would have certainly enjoyed the strangest spectacle to be found in all the annals of the melancholy human comedy.

But this observer who was absent from the inner courts of the Louvre was to be found in the streets gazing with flashing eyes and breaking out into loud threats; this observer was the people, who, with its marvellous instinct made keener by hatred, watched from afar the shadows of its implacable enemies and translated the impressions they made with as great clearness as an inquisitive person can do before the windows of a hermetically sealed ball-room. The music intoxicates and governs the dancers, but the inquisitive person sees only the movement and laughs at the puppet jumping about without reason, because the inquisitive person hears no music.

The music that intoxicated the Huguenots was the voice of their pride.

The gleams which caught the eyes of the Parisians that midnight were the lightning flashes of their hatred illuminating the future.

And meantime everything was still festive within, and a murmur softer and more flattering than ever was at this moment pervading the Louvre, for the youthful bride, having laid aside her toilet of ceremony, her long mantle and flowing veil, had just returned to the ball-room, accompanied by the lovely Duchesse de Nevers, her most intimate friend, and led by her brother, Charles IX., who presented her to the principal guests.

The bride was the daughter of Henry II., was the pearl of the crown of France, was MARGUERITE DE VALOIS, whom in his familiar tenderness for her King Charles IX. always called “ma soeur Margot,” “my sister Margot.”

Assuredly never was any welcome, however flattering, more richly deserved than that which the new Queen of Navarre was at this moment receiving. Marguerite at this period was scarcely twenty, and she was already the object of all the poets’ eulogies, some of whom compared her to Aurora, others to Cytherea; she was, in truth, a beauty without rival in that court in which Catharine de Médicis had assembled the loveliest women she could find, to make of them her sirens.

Marguerite had black hair and a brilliant complexion; a voluptuous eye, veiled by long lashes; delicate coral lips; a slender neck; a graceful, opulent figure, and concealed in a satin slipper a tiny foot. The French, who possessed her, were proud to see such a lovely flower flourishing in their soil, and foreigners who passed through France returned home dazzled with her beauty if they had but seen her, and amazed at her knowledge if they had discoursed with her; for Marguerite was not only the loveliest, she was also the most erudite woman of her time, and every one was quoting the remark of an Italian scholar who had been presented to her, and who, after having conversed with her for an hour in Italian, Spanish, Latin, and Greek, had gone away saying:

“To see the court without seeing Marguerite de Valois is to see neither France nor the court.”

Thus addresses to King Charles IX. and the Queen of Navarre were not wanting. It is well known that the Huguenots were great hands at addresses. Many allusions to the past, many hints as to the future, were adroitly slipped into these harangues; but to all such allusions and speeches the King replied, with his pale lips and artificial smiles:

“In giving my sister Margot to Henry of Navarre, I give my sister to all the Protestants of the kingdom.”

This phrase assured some and made others smile, for it had really a double sense: the one paternal, with which Charles IX. would not load his mind; the other insulting to the bride, to her husband, and also to him who said it, for it recalled some scandalous rumors with which the chroniclers of the court had already found means to smirch the nuptial robe of Marguerite de Valois.

However, M. de Guise was conversing, as we have said, with Téligny; but he did not pay to the conversation such sustained attention but that he turned away somewhat, from time to time, to cast a glance at the group of ladies, in the centre of whom glittered the Queen of Navarre. When the princess’s eye thus met that of the young duke, a cloud seemed to over-spread that lovely brow, around which stars of diamonds formed a tremulous halo, and some agitating thought might be divined in her restless and impatient manner.

The Princess Claude, Marguerite’s eldest sister, who had been for some years married to the Duc de Lorraine, had observed this uneasiness, and was going up to her to inquire the cause, when all stood aside at the approach of the queen mother, who came forward, leaning on the arm of the young Prince de Condé, and the princess was thus suddenly separated from her sister. There was a general movement, by which the Duc de Guise profited to approach Madame de Nevers, his sister-inlaw, and Marguerite.

Madame de Lorraine, who had not lost sight of her sister, then remarked, instead of the cloud which she had before observed on her forehead, a burning blush come into her cheeks. The duke approached still nearer, and when he was within two steps of Marguerite, she appeared rather to feel than see his presence, and turned round, making a violent effort over herself in order to give her features an appearance of calmness and indifference. The duke, then respectfully bowing, murmured in a low tone,

“Ipse attuli[3].”

That meant: “I have brought it, or brought it myself.”

Marguerite returned the young duke’s bow, and as she straightened herself, replied, in the same tone,

“Noctu pro more.”

That meant: “To-night, as usual.”

These soft words, absorbed by the enormous collar which the princess wore, as in the bell of a speaking-trumpet, were heard only by the person to whom they were addressed; but brief as had been the conference, it doubtless composed all the young couple had to say, for after this exchange of two words for three, they separated, Marguerite more thoughtful and the duke with his brow less clouded than when they met. This little scene took place without the person most interested appearing to remark it, for the King of Navarre had eyes but for one lady, and she had around her a suite almost as numerous as that which followed Marguerite de Valois. This was the beautiful Madame de Sauve.

Charlotte de Beaune Semblançay, granddaughter of the unfortunate Semblançay, and wife of Simon de Fizes, Baron de Sauve, was one of the ladies-inwaiting to Catharine de Médicis, and one of the most redoubtable auxiliaries of this queen, who poured forth to her enemies love-philtres when she dared not pour out Florentine poison. Delicately fair, and by turns sparkling with vivacity or languishing in melancholy, always ready for love and intrigue, the two great occupations which for fifty years employed the court of the three succeeding kings — a woman in every acceptation of the word and in all the charm of the idea, from the blue eye languishing or flashing with fire to the small rebellious feet arched in their velvet slippers, Madame de Sauve had already for some months taken complete possession of every faculty of the King of Navarre, then beginning his career as a lover as well as a politician; thus it was that Marguerite de Valois, a magnificent and royal beauty, had not even excited admiration in her husband’s heart; and what was more strange, and astonished all the world, even from a soul so full of darkness and mystery, Catharine de Médicis, while she prosecuted her project of union between her daughter and the King of Navarre, had not ceased to favor almost openly his amour with Madame de Sauve. But despite this powerful aid, and despite the easy manners of the age, the lovely Charlotte had hitherto resisted; and this resistance, unheard of, incredible, unprecedented, even more than the beauty and wit of her who resisted, had excited in the heart of the Béarnais a passion which, unable to satisfy itself, had destroyed in the young king’s heart all timidity, pride, and even that carelessness, half philosophic, half indolent, which formed the basis of his character.

Madame de Sauve had been only a few minutes in the ballroom; from spite or grief she had at first resolved on not being present at her rival’s triumph, and under the pretext of an indisposition had allowed her husband, who had been for five years secretary of state, to go alone to the Louvre; but when Catharine de Médicis saw the baron without his wife, she asked the cause that kept her dear Charlotte away, and when she found that the indisposition was but slight, she wrote a few words to her, which the lady hastened to obey. Henry, sad as he had at first been at her absence, had yet breathed more freely when he saw M. de Sauve enter alone; but just as he was about to pay some court to the charming creature whom he was condemned, if not to love, at least to treat as his wife, he unexpectedly saw Madame de Sauve arise from the farther end of the gallery. He remained stationary on the spot, his eyes fastened on the Circe who enthralled him as if by magic chains, and instead of proceeding towards his wife, by a movement of hesitation which betrayed more astonishment than alarm he advanced to meet Madame de Sauve.

The courtiers, seeing the King of Navarre, whose inflammable heart they knew, approach the beautiful Charlotte, had not the courage to prevent their meeting, but drew aside complaisantly; so that at the very moment when Marguerite de Valois and Monsieur de Guise exchanged the few words in Latin which we have noted above, Henry, having approached Madame de Sauve, began, in very intelligible French, although with somewhat of a Gascon accent, a conversation by no means so mysterious.

“Ah, ma mie!” he said, “you have, then, come at the very moment when they assured me that you were ill, and I had lost all hope of seeing you.”

“Would your majesty perhaps wish me to believe that it had cost you something to lose this hope?” replied Madame de Sauve.

“By Heaven! I believe it!” replied the Béarnais; “know you not that you are my sun by day and my star by night? By my faith, I was in deepest darkness till you appeared and suddenly illumined all.”

“Then, monseigneur, I serve you a very ill turn.”

“What do you mean, ma mie?” inquired Henry.

“I mean that he who is master of the handsomest woman in France should only have one desire — that the light should disappear and give way to darkness, for happiness awaits you in the darkness.”

“You know, cruel one, that my happiness is in the hands of one woman only, and that she laughs at poor Henry.”

“Oh!” replied the baroness, “I believed, on the contrary, that it was this person who was the sport and jest of the King of Navarre.” Henry was alarmed at this hostile attitude, and yet he bethought him that it betrayed jealous spite, and that jealous spite is only the mask of love.

“Indeed, dear Charlotte, you reproach me very unjustly, and I do not comprehend how so lovely a mouth can be so cruel. Do you suppose for a moment that it is I who give myself in marriage? No, ventre saint gris, it is not I!”

“It is I, perhaps,” said the baroness, sharply — if ever the voice of the woman who loves us and reproaches us for not loving her can seem sharp.

“With your lovely eyes have you not seen farther, baroness? No, no; Henry of Navarre is not marrying Marguerite de Valois.”

“And who, pray, is?”

“Why, by Heaven! it is the reformed religion marrying the pope — that’s all.”

“No, no, I cannot be deceived by your jests. Monseigneur loves Madame Marguerite. And can I blame you? Heaven forbid! She is beautiful enough to be adored.”

Henry reflected for a moment, and, as he reflected, a meaning smile curled the corner of his lips.

“Baroness,” said he, “you seem to be seeking a quarrel with me, but you have no right to do so. What have you done to prevent me from marrying Madame Marguerite? Nothing. On the contrary, you have always driven me to despair.”

“And well for me that I have, monseigneur,” replied Madame de Sauve.

“How so?”

“Why, of course, because you are marrying another woman!”

“I marry her because you love me not.”

“If I had loved you, sire, I must have died in an hour.”

“In an hour? What do you mean? And of what death would you have died?”

“Of jealousy! — for in an hour the Queen of Navarre will send away her women, and your majesty your gentlemen.”

“Is that really the thought that is uppermost in your mind, ma mie?”

“I did not say so. I only say, that if I loved you it would be uppermost in my mind most tormentingly.”

“Very well,” said Henry, at the height of joy on hearing this confession, the first which she had made to him, “suppose the King of Navarre should not send away his gentlemen this evening?”

“Sire,” replied Madame de Sauve, looking at the king with astonishment for once unfeigned, “you say things impossible and incredible.”

“What must I do to make you believe them?”

“Give me a proof — and that proof you cannot give me.”

“Yes, baroness, yes! By Saint Henry, I will give it you!” exclaimed the king, gazing at the young woman with eyes hot with love.

“Oh, your majesty!” exclaimed the lovely Charlotte in an undertone and with downcast eyes, “I do not understand — No! no, it is impossible for you to turn your back on the happiness awaiting you.”

“There are four Henrys in this room, my adorable!” replied the king, “Henry de France, Henry de Condé, Henry de Guise, but there is only one Henry of Navarre.”

“Well?”

“Well; if this Henry of Navarre is with you all night”—

“All night!”

“Yes; will that be a certain proof to you that he is not with any other?”

“Ah! if you do that, sire,” cried Madame Sauve.

“On the honor of a gentleman I will do it!”

Madame de Sauve raised her great eyes dewy with voluptuous promises and looked at the king, whose heart was filled with an intoxicating joy.

“And then,” said Henry, “what will you say?”

“I will say,” replied Charlotte, “that your majesty really loves me.”

“Ventre saint gris! then you shall say it, baroness, for it is true.”

“But how can you manage it?” murmured Madame de Sauve.

“Oh! by Heaven! baroness, have you not about you some waiting-woman, some girl whom you can trust?”

“Yes, Dariole is so devoted to me that she would let herself be cut in pieces for me; she is a real treasure.”

“By Heaven! then say to her that I will make her fortune when I am King of France, as the astrologers prophesy.”

Charlotte smiled, for even at this period the Gascon reputation of the Béarnais was already established with respect to his promises.

“Well, then, what do you want Dariole to do?”

“Little for her, a great deal for me. Your apartment is over mine?”

“Yes.”

“Let her wait behind the door. I will knock gently three times; she will open the door, and you will have the proof that I have promised you.”

Madame de Sauve kept silence for several seconds, and then, as if she had looked around her to observe if she were overheard, she fastened her gaze for a moment on the group clustering around the queen mother; brief as the moment was, it was sufficient for Catharine and her lady-inwaiting to exchange a look.

“Oh, if I were inclined,” said Madame de Sauve, with a siren’s accent that would have melted the wax in Ulysses’ ears, “if I were inclined to make your majesty tell a falsehood”—

“Ma mie, try”—

“Ah, ma foi! I confess I am tempted to do so.”

“Give in! Women are never so strong as after they are defeated.”

“Sire, I hold you to your promise for Dariole when you shall be King of France.”

Henry uttered an exclamation of joy.

At the precise moment when this cry escaped the lips of the Béarnais, the Queen of Navarre was replying to the Duc de Guise:

“Noctu pro more— to-night as usual.”

Then Henry turned away from Madame de Sauve as happy as the Duc de Guise had been when he left Marguerite de Valois.

An hour after the double scene we have just related, King Charles and the queen mother retired to their apartments. Almost immediately the rooms began to empty; the galleries exhibited the bases of their marble columns. The admiral and the Prince de Condé were escorted home by four hundred Huguenot gentlemen through the middle of the crowd, which hooted as they passed. Then Henry de Guise, with the Lorraine gentlemen and the Catholics, left in their turn, greeted by cries of joy and plaudits of the people.

But Marguerite de Valois, Henry de Navarre, and Madame de Sauve lived in the Louvre.


Chapter 2.
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The Duc de Guise[4] escorted his sister-inlaw, the Duchess de Nevers, to her hôtel in the Rue du Chaume, facing the Rue de Brac, and after he had put her into the hands of her women, he went to his own apartment to change his dress, put on a night cloak, and armed himself with one of those short, keen poniards which are called “foi de gentilhomme[5],” and were worn without swords; but as he took it off the table on which it lay, he perceived a small billet between the blade and the scabbard.

He opened it, and read as follows:


“I hope M. de Guise will not return to the Louvre to-night; or if he does, that he will at least take the precaution to arm himself with a good coat of mail and a proved sword.”



“Aha!” said the duke, addressing his valet, “this is a singular warning, Maître Robin. Now be kind enough to tell me who has been here during my absence.”

“Only one person, monseigneur.”

“Who?”

“Monsieur du Gast.”

“Aha! In fact, methinks I recognize the handwriting. And you are sure that Du Gast came? You saw him?”

“More than that, monseigneur; I spoke with him.”

“Very good; then I will follow his advice — my steel jacket and my sword.”

The valet, accustomed to these changes of costume, brought both. The duke put on his jacket, which was made of rings of steel so fine that it was scarcely thicker than velvet; he then drew on over his coat of mail his small clothes and a doublet of gray and silver, his favorite colors, put on a pair of long boots which reached to the middle of his thighs, covered his head with a velvet toque unadorned with feathers or precious stones, threw over his shoulders a dark-colored cloak, hung a dagger by his side, handed his sword to a page, the only attendant he allowed to accompany him, and took the way to the Louvre.

As he went down the steps of the hôtel, the watchman of Saint Germain l’Auxerrois had just announced one o’clock in the morning.

Though the night was far gone and the streets at this time were very far from safe, no accident befell the adventurous prince on the way, and safe and sound he approached the colossal mass of the ancient Louvre, all the lights of which had been extinguished one after the other, so that it rose portentous in its silence and darkness.

In front of the royal château was a deep fosse, looking into which were the chambers of most of the princes who inhabited the palace. Marguerite’s apartment was on the first floor. But this first floor, easily accessible but for the fosse, was, in consequence of the depth to which that was cut, thirty feet from the bottom of the wall, and consequently out of the reach of robbers or lovers; nevertheless the Duc de Guise approached it without hesitation.

At the same moment was heard the noise of a window which opened on the ground floor. This window was grated, but a hand appeared, lifted out one of the bars which had been loosened, and dropped from it a silken lace.

“Is that you, Gillonne?” said the duke, in a low voice.

“Yes, monseigneur,” replied a woman’s voice, in a still lower tone.

“And Marguerite?”

“Is waiting for you.”

“’T is well.”

Hereupon the duke made a signal to his page, who, opening his cloak, took out a small rope ladder. The prince fastened one end to the silk lace, and Gillonne, drawing it up, tied it securely. Then the prince, after having buckled his sword to his belt, ascended without accident. When he had entered, the bar was replaced and the window closed, while the page, having seen his master quietly enter the Louvre, to the windows of which he had accompanied him twenty times in the same way, laid himself down in his cloak on the grass of the fosse, beneath the shadow of the wall.

The night was extremely dark, and large drops of warm rain were falling from the heavy clouds charged with electric fluid.

The Duc de Guise followed his guide, who was no other than the daughter of Jacques de Matignon, maréchal of France. She was the especial confidante of Marguerite, who kept no secret from her; and it was said that among the number of mysteries entrusted to her incorruptible fidelity, there were some so terrible as to compel her to keep the rest.

There was no light left either in the low rooms or in the corridors, only from time to time a livid glare illuminated the dark apartments with a vivid flash, which as instantly disappeared.

The duke, still guided by his conductress, who held his hand, reached a staircase built in the thick wall, and opening by a secret and invisible door into the antechamber of Marguerite’s apartment.

In this antechamber, which like all the other lower rooms was perfectly dark, Gillonne stopped.

“Have you brought what the queen requested?” she inquired, in a low voice.

“Yes,” replied the Duc de Guise; “but I will give it only to her majesty in person.”

“Come, then, and do not lose an instant!” said a voice from the darkness, which made the duke start, for he recognized it as Marguerite’s.

At the same moment a curtain of violet velvet covered with golden fleurs-delis was raised, and the duke made out the form of the queen, who in her impatience had come to meet him.

“I am here, madame,” he then said; and he passed the curtain, which fell behind him. So Marguerite de Valois herself now became the prince’s guide, leading him into the room which, however, he knew already, while Gillonne, standing at the door, had raised her finger to her lips and reassured her royal mistress.

As if she understood the duke’s jealous apprehensions, Marguerite led him to the bedchamber, and there paused.

“Well,” she said, “are you satisfied, duke?”

“Satisfied, madame?” was the reply, “and with what?”

“Of the proof I give you,” retorted Marguerite, with a slight tone of vexation in her voice, “that I belong to a man who, on the very night of his marriage, makes me of such small importance that he does not even come to thank me for the honor I have done him, not in selecting, but in accepting him for my husband.”

“Oh! madame,” said the duke, sorrowfully, “be assured he will come if you desire it.”

“And do you say that, Henry?” cried Marguerite; “you, who better than any know the contrary of what you say? If I had that desire, should I have asked you to come to the Louvre?”

“You have asked me to come to the Louvre, Marguerite, because you are anxious to destroy every vestige of our past, and because that past lives not only in my memory, but in this silver casket which I bring to you.”

“Henry, shall I say one thing to you?” replied Marguerite, gazing earnestly at the duke; “it is that you are more like a schoolboy than a prince. I deny that I have loved you! I desire to quench a flame which will die, perhaps, but the reflection of which will never die! For the loves of persons of my rank illumine and frequently devour the whole epoch contemporary with them. No, no, duke; you may keep the letters of your Marguerite, and the casket she has given you. She asks but one of these letters, and that only because it is as dangerous for you as for herself.”

“It is all yours,” said the duke. “Take the one that you wish to destroy.”

Marguerite searched anxiously in the open casket, and with a tremulous hand took, one after the other, a dozen letters, only the addresses of which she examined, as if by merely glancing at these she could recall to her memory what the letters themselves contained; but after a close scrutiny she looked at the duke, pale and agitated.

“Sir,” she said, “what I seek is not here. Can you have lost it, by any accident? for if it should fall into the hands of”—

“What letter do you seek, madame?”

“That in which I told you to marry without delay.”

“As an excuse for your infidelity?”

Marguerite shrugged her shoulders.

“No; but to save your life. The one in which I told you that the king, seeing our love and my exertions to break off your proposed marriage with the Infanta of Portugal, had sent for his brother, the Bastard of Angoulême, and said to him, pointing to two swords, ‘With this slay Henry de Guise this night, or with the other I will slay thee in the morning.’ Where is that letter?”

“Here,” said the duke, drawing it from his breast.

Marguerite almost snatched it from his hands, opened it anxiously, assured herself that it was really the one she desired, uttered an exclamation of joy, and applying the lighted candle to it, the flames instantly consumed the paper; then, as if Marguerite feared that her imprudent words might be read in the very ashes, she trampled them under foot.

During all this the Duc de Guise had watched his mistress attentively.

“Well, Marguerite,” he said, when she had finished, “are you satisfied now?”

“Yes, for now that you have wedded the Princesse de Porcian, my brother will forgive me your love; while he would never have pardoned me for revealing a secret such as that which in my weakness for you I had not the strength to conceal from you.”

“True,” replied De Guise, “then you loved me.”

“And I love you still, Henry, as much — more than ever!”

“You”—

“I do; for never more than at this moment did I need a sincere and devoted friend. Queen, I have no throne; wife, I have no husband![2q]”

The young prince shook his head sorrowfully.

“I tell you, I repeat to you, Henri, that my husband not only does not love me, but hates — despises me; indeed, it seems to me that your presence in the chamber in which he ought to be is proof of this hatred, this contempt.”

“It is not yet late, Madame, and the King of Navarre requires time to dismiss his gentlemen; if he has not already come, he will come soon.”

“And I tell you,” cried Marguerite, with increasing vexation — “I tell you that he will not come!”

“Madame!” exclaimed Gillonne, suddenly entering, “the King of Navarre is just leaving his apartments!”

“Oh, I knew he would come!” exclaimed the Duc de Guise.

“Henri,” said Marguerite, in a quick tone, and seizing the duke’s hand — “Henri, you shall see if I am a woman of my word, and if I may be relied on. Henri, enter that closet.”

“Madame, allow me to go while there is yet time, for reflect that the first mark of love you bestow on him, I shall quit the cabinet, and then woe to him!”

“Are you mad? Go in-go in, I say, and I will be responsible for all;” and she pushed the duke into the closet.

It was time. The door was scarcely closed behind the prince when the King of Navarre, escorted by two pages, who carried eight torches of yellow wax in two candelabra, appeared, smiling, on the threshold of the chamber. Marguerite concealed her trouble, and made a low bow.

“You are not yet in bed, Madame,” observed the Béarnais, with his frank and joyous look. “Were you by chance waiting for me?”

“No, Monsieur,” replied Marguerite; “for yesterday you repeated to me that our marriage was a political alliance, and that you would never thwart my wishes.”

“Assuredly; but that is no reason why we should not confer a little together. Gillonne, close the door, and leave us.”

Marguerite, who was sitting, then rose and extended her hand, as if to desire the pages to remain.

“Must I call your women?” inquired the king. “I will do so if such be your desire, although I confess that for what I have to say to you I should prefer our being alone;” and the King of Navarre advanced towards the closet.

“No!” exclaimed Marguerite, hastily going before him — “no! there is no occasion for that; I am ready to hear you.”

The Béarnais had learned what he desired to know; he threw a rapid and penetrating glance towards the cabinet, as if in spite of the thick curtain which hung before it, he would dive into its obscurity, and then, turning his looks to his lovely wife, pale with terror, he said with the utmost composure, “In that case, Madame, let us confer for a few moments.”

“As your Majesty pleases,” said the young wife, falling into, rather than sitting upon the seat which her husband pointed out to her.

The Béarnais placed himself beside her. “Madame,” he continued, “whatever many persons may have said, I think our marriage is a good marriage. I stand well with you; you stand well with me.”

“But —” said Marguerite, alarmed.

“Consequently, we ought,” observed the King of Navarre, without seeming to notice Marguerite’s hesitation, “to act towards each other like good allies, since we have today sworn alliance in the presence of God. Don’t you think so?”

“Unquestionably, Monsieur.”

“I know, Madame, how great your penetration is; I know how the ground at court is intersected with dangerous abysses. Now, I am young, and although I never injured any one, I have a great many enemies. In which camp, Madame, ought I to range her who bears my name, and who has vowed her affection to me at the foot of the altar?”

“Monsieur, could you think —”

“I think nothing, Madame; I hope, and I am anxious to know that my hope is well founded. It is quite certain that our marriage is merely a pretext or a snare.”

Marguerite started, for perhaps the same thought had occurred to her own mind.

“Now, then, which of the two?” continued Henri de Navarre. “The king hates me; the Duc d’Anjou hates me; the Duc d’Alençon hates me; Catherine de Médicis hated my mother too much not to hate me.”

“Oh, Monsieur, what are you saying?”

“The truth, madame,” replied the king; “and in order that it may not be supposed that I am deceived as to Monsieur de Mouy’s assassination and the poisoning of my mother, I wish that some one were here who could hear me.”

“Oh, sire,” replied Marguerite, with an air as calm and smiling as she could assume, “you know very well that there is no person here but you and myself.”

“It is for that very reason that I thus give vent to my thoughts; this it is that emboldens me to declare that I am not deceived by the caresses showered on me by the House of France or the House of Lorraine.”

“Sire, sire!” exclaimed Marguerite.

“Well, what is it, ma mie?” inquired Henry, smiling in his turn.

“Why, sire, such remarks are very dangerous.”

“Not when we are alone,” observed the king. “I was saying”—

Marguerite was evidently distressed; she desired to stop every word the king uttered, but he continued, with his apparent good nature:

“I was telling you that I was threatened on all sides: threatened by the King, threatened by the Duc d’Alençon, threatened by the Duc d’Anjou, threatened by the queen mother, threatened by the Duc de Guise, by the Duc de Mayenne, by the Cardinal de Lorraine — threatened, in fact, by every one. One feels that instinctively, as you know, madame. Well, against all these threats, which must soon become attacks, I can defend myself by your aid, for you are beloved by all the persons who detest me.”

“I?” said Marguerite.

“Yes, you,” replied Henry, with the utmost ease of manner; “yes, you are beloved by King Charles, you are beloved” (he laid strong emphasis on the word) “by the Duc d’Alençon, you are beloved by Queen Catharine, and you are beloved by the Duc de Guise.”

“Sire!” murmured Marguerite.

“Yes; and what is there astonishing in the fact that every one loves you? All I have mentioned are your brothers or relatives. To love one’s brothers and relatives is to live according to God’s heart.”

“But what, then,” asked Marguerite, greatly overcome, “what do you mean?”

“What I have just said, that if you will be-I do not mean my love — but my ally, I can brave everything; while, on the other hand, if you become my enemy, I am lost.”

“Oh, your enemy! — never, sir!” exclaimed Marguerite.

“And my love — never either?”

“Perhaps”—

“And my ally?”

“Most decidedly.”

And Marguerite turned round and offered her hand to the king.

Henry took it, kissed it gallantly, and retaining it in his own, more from a desire of investigation than from any sentiment of tenderness, said:

“Very well, I believe you, madame, and accept the alliance. They married us without our knowing each other — without our loving each other; they married us without consulting us — us whom they united. We therefore owe nothing to each other as man and wife; you see that I even go beyond your wishes and confirm this evening what I said to you yesterday; but we ally ourselves freely and without any compulsion. We ally ourselves, as two loyal hearts who owe each other mutual protection should ally themselves; ’t is as such you understand it?”

“Yes, sir,” said Marguerite, endeavoring to withdraw her hand.

“Well, then,” continued the Béarnais, with his eyes fastened on the door of the cabinet, “as the first proof of a frank alliance is the most perfect confidence, I will now relate to you, madame, in all its details, the plan I have formed in order that we may victoriously meet and overcome all these enmities.”

“Sire”— said Marguerite, in spite of herself turning her eyes toward the closet, whilst the Béarnais, seeing his trick succeed, laughed in his sleeve.

“This is what I mean to do,” he continued, without appearing to remark his young wife’s nervousness, “I intend”—

“Sire,” said Marguerite, rising hastily, and seizing the king’s arm, “allow me a little breath; my emotion — the heat — overpowers me.”

And, in truth, Marguerite was as pale and trembling as if she was about to fall on the carpet.

Henry went straight to a window some distance off, and opened it. This window looked out on the river.

Marguerite followed him.

“Silence, sire — silence, for your own sake!” she murmured.

“What, madame,” said the Béarnais, with his peculiar smile, “did you not tell me we were alone?”

“Yes, sire; but did you not hear me say that by the aid of a tube introduced into the ceiling or the wall everything could be heard?”

“Well, madame, well,” said the Béarnais, earnestly and in a low voice, “it is true you do not love me, but you are, at least, honorable.”

“What do you mean, sire?”

“I mean that if you were capable of betraying me, you would have allowed me to go on, as I was betraying myself. You stopped me — I now know that some one is concealed here — that you are an unfaithful wife, but a faithful ally; and just now, I confess, I have more need of fidelity in politics than in love.”

“Sire!” replied Marguerite, confused.

“Good, good; we will talk of this hereafter,” said Henry, “when we know each other better.”

Then, raising his voice —“Well,” he continued, “do you breathe more freely now, madame?”

“Yes, sire — yes!”

“Well, then,” said the Béarnais, “I will no longer intrude on you. I owed you my respects, and some advances toward better acquaintance; deign, then, to accept them, as they are offered, with all my heart. Good-night, and happy slumbers!”

Marguerite raised her eyes, shining with gratitude, and offered her husband her hand.

“It is agreed,” she said.

“Political alliance, frank and loyal?” asked Henry.

“Frank and loyal,” was the reply.

And the Béarnais went toward the door, followed by Marguerite’s look as if she were fascinated. Then, when the curtain had fallen between them and the bedchamber:

“Thanks, Marguerite,” he said, in a quick low tone, “thanks! You are a true daughter of France. I leave you quite tranquil: lacking your love, your friendship will not fail me. I rely on you, as you, on your side, may rely on me. Adieu, madame.”

And Henry kissed his wife’s hand, and pressed it gently. Then with a quick step he returned to his own apartment, saying to himself, in a low voice, in the corridor:

“Who the devil is with her? Is it the King, or the Duc d’Anjou, or the Duc d’Alençon, or the Duc de Guise? is it a brother or a lover? is it both? I’ faith, I am almost sorry now I asked the baroness for this rendezvous; but, as my word is pledged, and Dariole is waiting for me — no matter. Yet, ventre saint gris! this Margot, as my brother-inlaw, King Charles, calls her, is an adorable creature.”

And with a step which betrayed a slight hesitation, Henry of Navarre ascended the staircase which led to Madame de Sauve’s apartments.

Marguerite had followed him with her eyes until he disappeared. Then she returned to her chamber, and found the duke at the door of the cabinet. The sight of him almost touched her with remorse.

The duke was grave, and his knitted brow bespoke bitter reflection.

“Marguerite is neutral today,” he said; “in a week Marguerite will be hostile.”

“Ah! you have been listening?” said Marguerite.

“What else could I do in the cabinet?”

“And did you find that I behaved otherwise than the Queen of Navarre should behave?”

“No; but differently from the way in which the mistress of the Duc de Guise should behave.”

“Sir,” replied the queen, “I may not love my husband, but no one has the right to require me to betray him. Tell me honestly: would you reveal the secrets of the Princesse de Porcian, your wife?”

“Come, come, madame,” answered the duke, shaking his head, “this is very well; I see that you do not love me as in those days when you disclosed to me the plot of the King against me and my party.”

“The King was strong and you were weak; Henry is weak and you are strong. You see I always play a consistent part.”

“Only you pass from one camp to another.”

“That was a right I acquired, sir, in saving your life.”

“Good, madame; and as when lovers separate, they return all the gifts that have passed between them, I will save your life, in my turn, if ever the need arises, and we shall be quits.”

And the duke bowed and left the room, nor did Marguerite attempt to retain him.

In the antechamber he found Gillonne, who guided him to the window on the ground floor, and in the fosse he found his page, with whom he returned to the Hôtel de Guise.

Marguerite, in a dreamy mood, went to the opened window.

“What a marriage night!” she murmured to herself; “the husband flees from me — the lover forsakes me!”

At that moment, coming from the Tour de Bois, and going up toward the Moulin de la Monnaie, on the other side of the fosse passed a student, his hand on his hip, and singing:


“SONG.

“Tell me why, O maiden fair,

    When I burn to bite thy hair,

    And to kiss thy rosy lips,

    And to touch thy lovely breast,

    Like a nun thou feign’st thee blest

    In the cloister’s sad eclipse?




“Who will win the precious prize

    Of thy brow, thy mouth, thine eyes —

    Of thy bosom sweet — what lover?

    Wilt thou all thy charms devote

    To grim Pluton when the boat

    Charon rows shall take thee over?




“After thou hast sailed across,

    Loveliest, then wilt find but loss —

    All thy beauty will decay.

    When I die and meet thee there

    In the shades I’ll never swear

    Thou wert once my mistress gay!




“Therefore, darling, while we live,

    Change thy mind and tokens give —

    Kisses from thy honey mouth!

    Else when thou art like to die

    Thou ‘lt repent thy cruelty,

    Filling all my life with drouth!”



Marguerite listened with a melancholy smile; then when the student’s voice was lost in the distance, she shut the window, and called Gillonne to help her to prepare for bed.


Chapter 3.

  The Poet-King.


Table of Contents



The next day and those that followed were devoted to festivals, balls, and tournaments.

The same amalgamation continued to take place between the two parties. The caresses and compliments lavished were enough to turn the heads of the most bigoted Huguenots. Père Cotton[6] was to be seen dining and carousing with the Baron de Courtaumer; the Duc de Guise went boating on the Seine with the Prince de Condé. King Charles seemed to have laid aside his usual melancholy, and could not get enough of the society of his new brother-inlaw, Henry. Moreover, the queen mother was so gay, and so occupied with embroidery, ornaments, and plumes, that she could not sleep.

The Huguenots, to some degree contaminated by this new Capua, began to assume silken pourpoints, wear devices, and parade before certain balconies, as if they were Catholics.

On every side there was such a reaction in favor of the Protestants that it seemed as if the whole court was about to become Protestant; even the admiral, in spite of his experience, was deceived, and was so carried away that one evening he forgot for two whole hours to chew on his toothpick, which he always used from two o’clock, at which time he finished his dinner, until eight o’clock at night, when he sat down to supper.

The evening on which the admiral thus unaccountably deviated from his usual habit, King Charles IX. had invited Henry of Navarre and the Duc de Guise to sup with him. After the repast he took them into his chamber, and was busily explaining to them the ingenious mechanism of a wolf-trap he had invented, when, interrupting himself —

“Isn’t the admiral coming to-night?” he asked. “Who has seen him today and can tell me anything about him?”

“I have,” said the King of Navarre; “and if your Majesty is anxious about his health, I can reassure you, for I saw him this morning at six, and this evening at seven o’clock.”

“Aha!” replied the King, whose eyes were instantly fixed with a searching expression on his brother-inlaw; “for a new-married man, Harry, you are very early.”

“Yes, sire,” answered the King of Navarre, “I wished to inquire of the admiral, who knows everything, whether some gentlemen I am expecting are on their way hither.”

“More gentlemen! why, you had eight hundred on the day of your wedding, and fresh ones join you every day. You are surely not going to invade us?” said Charles IX., smiling.

The Duc de Guise frowned.

“Sire,” returned the Béarnais, “a war with Flanders is spoken of, and I am collecting round me all those gentlemen of my country and its neighborhood whom I think can be useful to your Majesty.”

The duke, calling to mind the pretended project Henry had mentioned to Marguerite the day of their marriage, listened still more attentively.

“Well, well,” replied the King, with his sinister smile, “the more the better; let them all come, Henry. But who are these gentlemen? — brave ones, I trust.”

“I know not, sire, if my gentlemen will ever equal those of your Majesty, or the Duc d’Anjou’s, or the Duc de Guise’s, but I know that they will do their best.”

“Do you expect many?”

“Ten or a dozen more.”

“What are their names?”

“Sire, their names escape me, and with the exception of one, whom Téligny recommended to me as a most accomplished gentleman, and whose name is De la Mole, I cannot tell.”

“De la Mole!” exclaimed the King, who was deeply skilled in the science of genealogy; “is he not a Lerac de la Mole, a Provençal?”

“Exactly so, sire; you see I recruit even in Provence.”

“And I,” added the Duc de Guise, with a sarcastic smile, “go even further than his majesty the King of Navarre, for I seek even in Piedmont all the trusty Catholics I can find.”

“Catholic or Huguenot,” interrupted the King, “it little matters to me, so they are brave.”

The King’s face while he uttered these words, which thus united Catholics and Huguenots in his thoughts, bore such an expression of indifference that the duke himself was surprised.

“Your Majesty is occupied with the Flemings,” said the admiral, to whom Charles had some days previously accorded the favor of entering without being announced, and who had overheard the King’s last words.

“Ah! here is my father the admiral!” cried Charles, opening his arms. “We were speaking of war, of gentlemen, of brave men — and he comes. It is like the lodestone which attracts the iron. My brother-inlaw of Navarre and my cousin of Guise are expecting reinforcements for your army. That was what we were talking about.”

“And these reinforcements are on their way,” said the admiral.

“Have you had news of them?” asked the Béarnais.

“Yes, my son, and particularly of M. de la Mole; he was at Orléans yesterday, and will be in Paris tomorrow or the day after.”

“The devil! You must be a sorcerer, admiral,” said the Duc de Guise, “to know what is taking place at thirty or forty leagues’ distance. I should like to know for a certainty what happened or is happening before Orléans.”

Coligny remained unmoved at this savage onslaught, which evidently alluded to the death of François de Guise, the duke’s father, killed before Orléans by Poltrot de Méré, and not without a suspicion that the admiral had advised the crime.

“Sir,” replied he, coldly and with dignity, “I am a sorcerer whenever I wish to know anything positively that concerns my own affairs or the King’s. My courier arrived an hour ago from Orléans, having travelled, thanks to the post, thirty-two leagues in a day. As M. de la Mole has only his own horse, he rides but ten leagues a day, and will not arrive in Paris before the 24th. Here is all my magic.”

“Bravo, my father, a clever answer!” cried Charles IX.; “teach these young men that wisdom as well as age has whitened your hair and beard; so now we will send them to talk of their tournaments and their love-affairs and you and I will stay and talk of our wars. Good councillors make good kings, my father. Leave us, gentlemen. I wish to talk with the admiral.”

The two young men took their departure; the King of Navarre first, then the Duc de Guise; but outside the door they separated, after a formal salute.

Coligny followed them with his eyes, not without anxiety, for he never saw those two personified hatreds meet without a dread that some new lightning flash would leap forth. Charles IX. saw what was passing in his mind, and, going to him, laid his hand on his arm:

“Have no fear, my father; I am here to preserve peace and obedience. I am really a king, now that my mother is no longer queen, and she is no longer queen now that Coligny is my father.”

“Oh, sire!” said the admiral, “Queen Catharine”—

“Is a marplot. Peace is impossible with her. These Italian Catholics are furious, and will hear of nothing but extermination; now, for my part, I not only wish to pacify, but I wish to put power into the hands of those that profess the reformed religion. The others are too dissolute, and scandalize me by their love affairs and their quarrels. Shall I speak frankly to you?” continued Charles, redoubling in energy. “I mistrust every one about me except my new friends. I suspect Tavannes’s ambition. Vieilleville cares only for good wine, and would betray his king for a cask of Malvoisie; Montmorency thinks only of the chase, and spends all his time among his dogs and falcons; the Comte de Retz is a Spaniard; the De Guises are Lorraines. I think there are no true Frenchmen in France, except myself, my brother-inlaw of Navarre, and you; but I am chained to the throne, and cannot command armies; it is as much as I can do to hunt at my ease at Saint Germain or Rambouillet. My brother-inlaw of Navarre is too young and too inexperienced; besides, he seems to me exactly like his father Antoine, ruined by women. There is but you, my father, who can be called, at the same time, as brave as Cæsar and as wise as Plato; so that I scarcely know what to do — keep you near me, as my adviser, or send you to the army, as its general. If you act as my counsellor, who will command? If you command, who will be my counsellor?”

“Sire,” said Coligny, “we must conquer first, and then take counsel after the victory.”

“That is your advice — so be it; Monday you shall leave for Flanders, and I for Amboise.”

“Your Majesty leaves Paris, then?”

“Yes; I am weary of this confusion, and of these fêtes. I am not a man of action; I am a dreamer. I was not born to be a king; I was born to be a poet.[3q] You shall form a council which shall govern while you are at war, and provided my mother is not in it, all will go well. I have already sent word to Ronsard to join me; and yonder, we two together, far from all tumult, far from the world, far from evil men, under our mighty trees on the banks of the river, with the murmur of brooks in our ears, will talk about divine things, the only compensation which there is in the world for the affairs of men. Wait! Hear these lines in which I invite him to join me; I wrote them this morning.”

Coligny smiled. Charles IX. rubbed his hand over his brow, yellow and shining like ivory, and repeated in a kind of sing-song the following couplets:


“Ronsard, I am full sure that if you see me not,

    Your great King’s voice by you will shortly be forgot.

    But as a slight reminder — know I still persevere

    In making skill of poesy my sole endeavor.

    And that is why I send to you this warm appeal,

    To fill your mind with new, enthusiastic zeal.




“No longer then amuse yourself with home distractions;

    Past is the time for gardening and its attractions.

    Come, follow with your King, who loves you most of all,

    For that the sweet strong verses from your lips do fall.

    And if Ardoise shall not behold you shortly present,

    A mighty quarrel will break out and prove unpleasant!”



“Bravo! sire, bravo!” cried Coligny, “I am better versed in matters of war than in matters of poetry, but it seems to me that those lines are equal to the best, even written by Ronsard, or Dorat, or even Michel de l’Hôpital, Chancellor of France.”

“Ah! my father!” exclaimed Charles IX.; “would what you said were true! For the title of poet, you see, is what I am ambitious, above all things, to gain; and as I said a few days ago to my master in poetry:


“‘The art of making verse, if one were criticised,

    Should ever be above the art of reigning prized.

    The crowns that you and I upon our brows are wearing,

    I as the King receive, as poet you are sharing.

    Your lofty soul, enkindled by celestial beams,

    Flames of itself, while mine with borrowed glory gleams.

    If ‘mid the gods I ask which has the better showing,

    Ronsard is their delight: I, but their image glowing.

    Your lyre, which ravishes with sounds so sweet and bold,

    Subdues men’s minds, while I their bodies only hold!

    It makes you master, lifts you into lofty regions,

    Where even the haughty tyrant ne’er dared claim allegiance.’”



“Sire,” said Coligny, “I was well aware that your Majesty conversed with the Muses, but I did not know that you were their chief counsellor.”

“After you, my father, after you. And in order that I may not be disturbed in my relations with them, I wish to put you at the head of everything. So listen: I must now go and reply to a new madrigal my dear and illustrious poet has sent me. I cannot, therefore, give you the documents necessary to make you acquainted with the question now debating between Philip II. and myself. There is, besides, a plan of the campaign drawn up by my ministers. I will find it all for you, and give it to you tomorrow.”

“At what time, sire?”

“At ten o’clock; and if by chance I am busy making verses, or in my cabinet writing, well — you will come in just the same, and take all the papers which you will find on the table in this red portfolio. The color is remarkable, and you cannot mistake it. I am now going to write to Ronsard.”

“Adieu, sire!”

“Adieu, my father!”

“Your hand?”

“What, my hand? In my arms, in my heart, there is your place! Come, my old soldier, come!”

And Charles IX., drawing Coligny toward him as he bowed, pressed his lips to his white hair.

The admiral left the room, wiping away a tear.

Charles IX. followed him with his eyes as long as he could see, and listened as long as he could catch a sound; then, when he could no longer hear or see anything, he bent his head over toward his shoulder, as his custom was, and slowly entered his armory.

This armory was the king’s favorite apartment; there he took his fencing-lessons with Pompée, and his poetry lessons with Ronsard. He had gathered there a great collection of the most costly weapons he had been able to find. The walls were hung with axes, shields, spears, halberds, pistols, and muskets, and that day a famous armorer had brought him a magnificent arquebuse[7], on the barrel of which were inlaid in silver these four lines, composed by the royal poet himself:


“Pour maintenir la foy,

Je suis belle et fidèle.

Aux ennemis du Roi,

Je suis belle et cruelle.”1



Charles, as we have said, entered this room, and after having shut the door by which he had entered, he raised the tapestry that masked a passage leading into a little chamber, where a woman kneeling before a priedieu was saying her prayers.

As this movement was executed noiselessly, and the footsteps of the king, deadened by the thick carpet, made no more noise than a phantom’s, the kneeling woman heard no sound, and continued to pray. Charles stood for a moment pensively looking at her.

She was a woman of thirty-four or thirty-five years of age, whose vigorous beauty was set off by the costume of the peasants of Caux. She wore the high cap so much the fashion at the court of France during the time of Isabel of Bavaria, and her red bodice was embroidered with gold, like those of the contadine of Nettuno and Sora. The apartment which she had for nearly twenty years occupied was close to the King’s bed-chamber and presented a singular mixture of elegance and rusticity. In equal measure the palace had encroached upon the cottage, and the cottage upon the palace, so that the room combined the simplicity of the peasant woman and the luxury of the court lady.

The priedieu on which she knelt was of oak, marvellously carved, covered with velvet and with gold fringes, while the Bible from which she was reading (for she was of the reformed religion) was very old and torn, like those found in the poorest cottages; now everything in the room was typified by the priedieu and the Bible.

“Eh, Madelon!” said the King.

The kneeling woman lifted her head smilingly at the well-known voice, and rising from her knees —

“Ah! it is you, my son,” said she.

“Yes, nurse; come here.”

Charles IX. let fall the curtain, and sat down on the arm of an easy-chair. The nurse appeared.

“What do you want with me, Charlot?”

“Come near, and answer in a low tone.”

The nurse approached him with a familiarity such as might come from that maternal affection felt by a woman for her nursling, but attributed by the pamphlets of the time to a source infinitely less pure.

“Here I am,” said she; “speak!”

“Is the man I sent for come?”

“He has been here half an hour.”

Charles rose, approached the window, looked to assure himself there were no eavesdroppers, went to the door and looked out there also, shook the dust from his trophies of arms, patted a large greyhound which followed him wherever he went, stopping when he stopped and moving when he moved — then returning to his nurse:

“Very well, nurse, let him come in,” said he.

The worthy woman disappeared by the same passage by which she had entered, while the king went and leaned against a table on which were scattered arms of every kind.

Scarcely had he done so when the portière was again lifted, and the person whom he expected entered.

He was a man of about forty, his eyes gray and false, his nose curved like the beak of a screech-owl, his cheek-bones prominent. His face tried to look respectful, but all that he could do was to wear a hypocritical smile on his lips blanched with fear.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
QUEEN MARGOT

(His

torical Novel)





OEBPS/Images/frontispiece.jpg





OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/4057664631107.jpg
Various
N =

Excé‘llent
Women





OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/8596547681151.jpg
Virginia Woolf

A WRITER'S
DIARY





OEBPS/Text/GP_Logo.png





OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/8596547807094.jpg
Alexandre Dumas

QUEEN
MARGOT
(Unabridged)






OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/8596547778776.jpg
Josephine Tey L

The Man in the Queue
(Musaicum Vintage
Mysteries)





OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/8596547807926.jpg
'Henry Rider Haggard

— ; G-

Eric Brighteyes (A
Novel of Viking
Age Iceland)





