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Foreword


In writing this story, The Serpent of the Valois, and its intended sequel, I have attempted to tell the story of Catherine de Medici at the middle and later stages of her life, as she began to emerge as a figure of political and symbolic importance, and became shrouded in the veil of deceiver and murderess.


Her early life was as eventful as her later was to become - sorrow, loneliness and self-preservation were to become the companions of the young infant born to Madeleine de la Tour d’Auvergne on the 13th April 1519.


Both her mother and her father, Lorenzo de Medici, died within days of her birth; responsibility for raising this important orphan fell to her uncle Pope Clement VII, and it was he and an aunt who supervised the education of the child historians would in later years call “the most infamous she-devil to ever hold royal power”.


Clement VII was determined that his return for this “investment” and benevolence would be a most magnificent union, both dynastically and politically.


As the Pope had planned and schemed, Catherine was inevitably married, with great ceremony, to Henri Duc d’Orleans, the youngest son of the King of France. Thus she arrived in the country that was to become her home until her death fifty-six years later.


When the Dauphin died in mysterious circumstances, there began the rumours of Catherine’s association with the subtle art of poisoning; such rumours were to become synonymous with her, and have established her reputation as one of the wickedest figures in history.


By the time Catherine became Queen of France, she had already been subjected to continuous indignities by both the court and, indeed, her husband. Married life for the Queen was certainly not as she had hoped. Her position was being continually usurped by her husband’s mistress, Diane de Poitiers, who supervised both the running of the court and the education and nursery of the royal children to whom Catherine had given birth.


One can only marvel at the way Catherine hid the resentment that she must undoubtedly have felt at this time. However, hide it she did, waiting for the day when she need endure it no longer. Her deliverance came on a fateful afternoon in 1559 when, whilst competing at a jousting tournament, Henri was accidentally killed. Catherine was finally able to dismiss Diane from the court and watch in triumph as her eldest son, François, was crowned the new King of France.


François reigned only one disastrous year under the hard guidance of the family of his wife, Mary Stuart, the young Queen of Scotland. Her uncles, the infamous Cardinal of Lorraine and the ruthless Duke of Guise, were at this time the true rulers of France and again, in a different sense, Catherine could only resign herself to the fact that she was powerless to intervene.


Even though she was Queen Mother of France, the family of Guise and Lorraine held vast estates in the country, and had amassed a fabulous wealth that enabled them to control men and arms in the protection of the realm. With this advantage they were more than assured a voice in the governing of the country. It is therefore at the end of this short reign that Catherine at last began to be recognised as a true and controversial influence in the affairs of France.


During my research of Catherine de Medici, I have attempted to draw on some of the considerable reference available and, from there, come to my own conclusions. One must bear in mind always with Catherine, as indeed with any major figure in history, that propaganda, religious adherence, and even sheer malice can influence the work of even the most celebrated of historians.


Many of the murders attributed to her are without a proper foundation and it is, therefore, only fair to be aware of the available evidence and consider the significance of these actions with the events of the time.


I do not think Catherine was entirely innocent of these crimes and, whilst there is revulsion at the thought of such foul deeds in our modern society, it is important to remember that such crimes were not uncommon at this time - and indeed many such atrocities were evident at every court in Europe.


Catherine must really be considered by the times in which she lived. Her regency and day-to-day involvement in the government of France represented a turning point in the development of her character, and revealed the desperate lengths to which this woman would go in order to protect both herself and her children in an age when, at the highest levels, any crime could be justified.


As far as Catherine’s character is concerned, I have tried to be as fair as possible to a woman whose circumstances throughout her life seemed to determine her way of thinking. Through a solitary childhood to an equally lonely adulthood and old age, she had suffered almost as much as was possible for anyone to endure. She had been unloved, both as a wife and, eventually, a mother, feared rather than admired, and history has, inevitably, only scratched at the surface of this fascinating and complicated woman.


From the day she was born to the day she died, she was involved in controversy and suspicion. She was alone days after she entered the world and was alone long before she left it. The years in between were, however, to become of immeasurable importance to both French and European history.


This story, therefore, attempts only a reconstruction of events at the time, and hopes to bring a few characters to life, without claiming to always understand their motives. The age represented here is one of misadventure and distrust, an era that needs a lifetime of study to understand. I sincerely hope that any readers of this work will appreciate that a personal fascination for this particular historical character has tempted me to weave some of the events of her life into a storyline. It is certainly intended to seem more like an old MGM movie starring Bette Davis and Errol Flynn than a studious biography!


I have, however, to confess to including in this story several of the more extreme theories concerning the Queen Mother. The more popular myths of Catherine’s wickedness were certainly the most enjoyable to write, and in doing so I admit to allowing myself some “artistic license” when relating tales of hidden passageways, magic mirrors and secret cabinets (still on view at the Castle of Blois). I hope readers of this work will forgive my occasional tendency to elaborate on the hypothetical!


Finally, a special thank you to my two sons for at least pretending to be interested when asked their opinion on an event from six hundred years ago, and of course, my darling patient wife, to whom this first novel is dedicated.





Peter Mowbray 2013
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Cast of Characters


Catherine de Medici, Queen Mother of France





The House of Valois: her children


François II


Elizabeth, Queen of Spain


Claude, Duchess of Lorraine


Charles IX


Henri III*


Marguerite (Margot), Queen of Navarre


Hercule, (rechristened François) Duke of Alençon


Three other children died in infancy





The House of Châtillon:


Gaspard, Lord of Coligny, Admiral of France


François, Lord of Andelot


Charles de Teligny (the Admiral’s son in law)





The House of Bourbon:


Antoine, King of Navarre


Louis, Prince of Condé (his brother)


Charles, Cardinal of Bourbon (his brother)


Jeanne d’Albret, Antoine’s wife


(Queen of Navarre by her own right)





Note





Henri, later King of Navarre (son of Antoine and Jeanne) *








The House of Guise:


François, Duke of Guise


Charles, Cardinal of Lorraine (his brother)


Henri, later Duke of Guise (son of François) *


Mary Stuart, Queen of France and Scotland, wife of François II


(niece to François, Duke of Guise and Charles, Cardinal of Lorraine)





In order not to confuse either the reader (or, indeed, the author!) I have decided that, with this period seeming to prefer the male Christian name Henri to any other, I will adopt the rule of reverting to family name rather than a forename in order to distinguish who is who! Therefore, Henri of Navarre will become simply Navarre; Henri de Guise will similarly be identified as Guise. It seems both protocol and good manners dictate that King Henri Trois be titled either King or Henri. Or as in the early sections of the story - Alençon.





Some other players:


Cosimo & Lorenzo Ruggieri (Astrologers to the Queen Mother)


Charlotte de Suaves, a member of the Queen Mother’s “escadron”


Isabelle de Limeuil, a member of the Queen Mother’s “escadron”


Bernard de Nogaret, Duke of Épernon (one of Henri III’s mignons)


Anne d’Arques, Duke of Joyeuse (one of Henri III’s mignons)


Elizabeth, Queen of England


William Cecil (later Lord Burghley), her chief minister


Philip II, King of Spain


plus





Assorted other royalty, courtiers and officials, with a generous helping of innocent victims and a sprinkling of spies and assassins.
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THE CASTLE AT BLOIS January 1589  …


Throughout the whole of that Tuesday, the driving rain had continued unabated, drenching the group of men that were gathered together in a corner of the private graveyard at the Castle at Blois.


Most of those that huddled in their thick sodden cloaks were of the King’s Swiss Guard with two others from the castle guard. The men carried closed lanterns to afford better light to a small man digging a grave, hurling out large shovelfuls of mud, as the ground beneath him grew wetter. From time to time, one or two of the guards would turn and, shielding their eyes from the downpour, look up at the ornate, grey walls of the castle.


With the meagre light cast by the shrouded moon, it was just possible to make out the decorative craftsmanship, and handsome architecture of the building as it rose, silhouetted against a sky black and full of rage and power, the omnipotent clouds rumbling now as though the devil would at any time burst from them.


The gravedigger cursed everyone from Lucifer to the Pope himself as he continued to dig. The light mist of cold rain had soon turned ugly, a torrent of hard rain, with which the stirring wind was now playing as it danced in many directions so that all could feel its might.


The man was past the stage when further rain mattered; his leather over-jacket had been cast aside when the warm sweat from exertion made it too uncomfortable to wear. He felt the steam rise from his perspiring body as the cruel rivulets ran down his face and his dark hair clung to his skin like ivy.


From his neck there now ran what seemed to be a small stream that coursed through his shirt to his thick winter breeches, which had now collected so much water they began to weigh him down in this watery bog of a grave.


He had not enquired who would lie within it, but had merely accepted the instructions and asked no questions from the guard who had arrived at his small cottage earlier in the evening and brought him here.


Of course, he had dug many graves; he had lost count after so many years, although he could not recall having dug one in such a gathering storm. He couldn’t fail to pity the poor soul for whom this was a final resting place, although of course it mattered little once you were dead.


Eventually, the gravedigger motioned to one of the waiting men that he had finished his labours, and reached up his hands to accept help from one of the guards to climb out of the muddy pit.


Two of the men then laid boards over the open grave, and gave the digger several coins, advising him to forget his work this night, and indeed to say nothing of it to anyone lest he need to dig his own grave.


Once the gravedigger was gone, the remaining men began to leave the churchyard in some haste, as a crack of lightning coursed loudly through the sky. The devil himself was about that night it was said; come to claim one of his own, for their time on this earth was done. The rain tore through the sky without mercy, and some would later swear that a large black shape could be seen creeping up the walls of the castle as though searching for something  … or someone.


The heavy rain beat loudly against the windows of the Queen Mother’s bedchamber inside the Castle of Blois. The room was dark and smelt strangely as though the chamber were itself in decay. A thin layer of dust nestled in the folds of the fusty, heavy drapes that had been drawn around all but one side of the great bed. The solitary candle that had been lit several hours before would soon be gone, although even that scant light threw large shadows across the walls. In one corner of the chamber, a small, grey-haired man sitting at a desk occasionally glanced at the frail figure in the great state bed.


She had been lying, unable to speak, for several hours; her only movement had been to retch and vomit into a bowl that her attendants presented to her; her breathing had become laboured, and she often had need of the bowl into which she coughed a ghastly mix of greyish green phlegm spotted with deep red blood. Dr Cavriana would then inspect the contents of the bowl and grimace, swirling the foul liquid round once or twice before nodding to the attendant to dispose of it. He watched the Queen Mother’s pale, white face, expressionless and placid, the small beads of perspiration on her forehead highlighting the fever that had struck her down the previous day.


Occasionally, her lips would move as though to speak. Her confessor was with her now, so it would be his ears she would reach with whatever she was thinking in the breaks from her delirium.


The air in the chamber was dank and oppressive; its musty, stifling aroma seemed to cling in the ornate hangings by the windows. The heavy, decaying tapestries that covered almost all the walls had once been colourful masterpieces, but were now dull, threadbare remnants of a bygone era; a once luxurious room, now stark and cold.


Cavriana was just old enough to remember a young bride riding into the city with her husband who was to become King of France. The girl was from Florence - a foreigner - and few had felt any pity when, later, she had become a neglected wife and Queen, whose royal husband preferred his ageing mistress to his young Italian bride. She had given birth to ten children and had now outlived all but two of them.


François had been the first, and even those present who were old enough could only scarcely remember that disastrous year’s reign that followed the tragic death of Henri the Second.


How the great French family, the Guises of Lorraine, had dominated the poor little King with the help of their niece, Mary Stuart, the infamous Queen of Scots, herself two years dead, a victim of Elizabeth Tudor’s executioner.


When François had died, Charles had worn the crown of France. Would the country ever forget the crimes committed during that reign? Now a third son, Henri, ruled the realm, France - suffering still from the civil, religious and power-seeking wars that had wrecked it for so many years.


Whoever sat on the throne, however, there had always been one force of authority, one woman who had schemed, murdered and plotted to achieve her aims.


She sought peace for France, some said; she sought only power for herself and her children, said others. Whatever her particular motives, she would answer for many crimes, whether they had been intentional or not.


How would the old Queen feel, now that she was so near death? Would she, too, look back on those years gone by and reflect on her life in France and the misery and bloodshed she had helped to cause? None would ever know of course, save for her confessor, who had become alarmed when, a short while ago, the Queen Mother had emitted what sounded like a deep chuckle. She had then almost fainted away, as the intended mirth drove into her lungs, and caused such a raucous fit of coughing that her two female attendants had to help her to sit up and vomit into a silver bowl kept at the bedside. It was some time before the physician could ease her distress.


Cavriana gave the confessor a look of such curiosity, that the prelate answered his unasked question in a whispering tone, drawing him near. “I can answer what you would ask me, Monsieur,” he said. “The Queen Mother asked me my name, yes Monsieur, my name. I told her that it is Julien de Saint Germain, and she looked at me in disbelief for a moment or two and then told me as best as she could that if it were so, then she was most certainly dying.”


Cavriana could be of little help to explain, and the small shuffling prelate merely shrugged his shoulders, and returned to his seat by the bedside, where he promptly fell asleep. The physician sighed deeply, and returned to his desk. All was strangely silent.


The Queen Mother knew she was dying, and awaited death with the customary resignation for which she had been renowned. She didn’t know how long she had been lying there, senseless and immobile, with only memories that skipped and danced through her mind while she waited for the cold hand of death to do its work. Such memories she had - how many times since she had been lying there had she recounted her life?


At first, she had remembered an unhappy childhood - orphaned days after her birth, her aunt had told her; fleeing to the safety of a convent to escape the rebellions in Florence, her birthplace. Sometimes she could recall the Convent of the Murate where she had spent her time in peaceful contentment. How much she had wanted to stay with the nuns, she had begged to stay. How different her life would have been had she remained there and not fulfilled her duty to her uncle the Pope, and been married. France, it seemed, was her destiny. Ah, Henri she thought, my husband - who respected me but loved another, Diane de Poitiers.


She could scarcely bring her to mind now. How she had hated that woman, even now when she could barely move, she could feel her own pulse quicken as she recalled the sorrow that the beautiful Duchess de Valentinois had caused her.


She calmed herself again, and her thoughts turned to her children, hers and Henri’s  … the children, she yearned for them all. She fought with her muddled mind, trying desperately to envisage their faces. Yes, she could see François, her first-born, who had saved her from the shame of not having provided an heir for France for the first decade of her marriage.


Yet, it was not the baby François she recalled, it was the King; the political tool of vicious men, the family of the Guise; his sweet wife, Mary Stuart, their niece. The memories became more vivid now; the haze of years gone by began to clear.


Now she saw the sombre procession  … the King was dead. François, her son, had reigned for only a year and now he was gone. There was his widow, Mary, dressed all in white, her dazzling beauty marred by the flush of continuous weeping.


The dying woman could almost hear the mournful voices lamenting the passing of the King. Now the scene was laid before her - she was there, kneeling, praying. François was dead, and she was praying for his soul - quietly, on her own, with only the echoing voices that softly chanted the Te Deum around her.


She closed her eyes and her mind conjured the scene for her to relive again. Letting her talisman bracelet slip between her fingers, she could even feel the cool breeze as it silently drifted down the aisle of the Royal chapel.


Now she could smell the pungent incense and fragrant oils; everything became vivid again. The singing had grown softer, although it seemed that the voices were everywhere, and slowly she seemed to drift back, with the sound of those perfect voices that sang their doleful lament  …




PART ONE
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“To begin with I shall use all gentle means that are open to me. If they fail I shall resolve myself to using sharper and harder ones in order to have the right of the matter.”


– Catherine de Medici
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The sound of soft voices could be heard to echo throughout the Royal chapel of Amboise, as the dark figure of a woman was seen kneeling at prayer. The sombre light shadowed her pale, expressionless features. Her large eyes were sharp, piercing, as dark as the widow’s weeds she wore, and did not betray her recent sadness. Her slightly coloured lips were set in a hard line, as though defying emotion. Her face was lined around her wide mouth, and a pale colouring gave her features a heavy, sombre appearance.


After her prayers she looked up into the high ornamental ceilings and thought how much work there was now to be done; her son was dead and, even as she mourned his departure at so young an age, she was mother to five more royal children; and within the year her second son would mount the throne of France.


She and Antoine, King of Navarre, whose co-operation as a prince of the blood of royals was essential, had already secretly decided that she would be Queen Regent. How would the family of Guise, so recently powerful, accept that situation, she wondered?


Silently, she rose from her kneeling position and turned away from the small altar before walking out, her black silk gown rustling quietly on the stone floor as she mounted the steps that led towards her chambers.


She still dressed only in the clothes of mourning that she had worn since the tragic death of her husband. Many found her appearance oppressive, she knew. Her skin was so pale - almost white – and was only offset by the slight strands of auburn hair that curled around the small black widow’s cap that peaked at the centre of her forehead. A high black collar and stiff white ruff gave her an almost sinister appearance from which it was hard to look away. Upon reaching her presence chamber, she seated herself by the fire and, fingering her rosary beads, awaited the arrival of one of the Guise brothers; she knew one would come, as they had done so several times in the past few days.


It would probably be that wily fox, the Cardinal, she thought. His brother, the Duke was not noted for his subtlety and would be useless in walking the delicate path that the family of Guise must now tread.


So deep in thought was she that she did not hear one of her dwarf attendants enter her chamber, and was slightly startled by his quiet whisper.


“Forgive my intrusion, Your Majesty, but His Grace, the Cardinal of Lorraine begs an audience with you at your earliest convenience. He humbly reminds you that he has been awaiting a meeting with you for two days.”


The woman in black thought for a moment, and smiled slightly. So, she thought, the Guise are ready to treat me with an overdue respect now they no longer have a controlling hand in affairs. So be it. She doubted very much that the wily Cardinal had ever been humble about anything. It had been one of her small pleasures to keep him waiting.


“Allow me some moments to compose myself, and then admit him to me,” she instructed. The attendant bowed low and left as silently as he had entered.


There was no surprise at such an early request for a meeting with her – they were an ambitious family, the House of Guise, and as soon as one reign ended they were more than ready to assume a positive rôle in the next.


Outside, in the corridor, stood the tall figure of the Cardinal of Guise, dressed expensively in lavish red robes, standing straight with a look of dignity and nobility. He was tall and lean, even though all knew he had a love of rich food and good wine, and it was rumoured he had an insatiable appetite for female company.


His eyes were small and heavy-lidded, and his face careworn with an aquiline nose. Lightly greying hair could be seen around the edge of his cap. His smooth, effeminate hands were adorned with gold rings and costly stones, and his carefully manicured nails tapped lightly on the surface of a nearby table as he waited for his presence to be announced.


Events for him and his family had taken a turn for the worse of late. During the reign of the late King François, they had been able to have their say in French affairs through their niece, the now Dowager Queen of France. However, fate had dealt them a severe blow and their plans were now wrecked. François had been dead nearly three months and the dazzling Queen of Scots was in decline.


It was on these and other matters that the Cardinal had come to speak to the woman who would assuredly demand the regency of France, owing to the young age of her son, the new King, Charles the Ninth.


Several moments later, he was ushered into a chamber and there, standing in her familiar black robes, her face expressionless and placid, stood the Queen Mother of France, Catherine de Medici.


“Madame,” said the Cardinal, bowing low over the extended royal hand.


Catherine smiled slightly at the red velvet cap as the Cardinal bent his head. “Welcome, Monsieur. We have missed your presence here at Court these past few days. I swear it has done my heart good to learn of your return.”


The Cardinal inclined his head in gratitude but he was not in the least flattered. He had been at odds with Catherine for some time now and he knew that her soft words could mean only danger to him. They hated each other intensely, these two wily characters. Catherine could not completely understand the typically French cunningness of this devout Catholic statesman, any more than he could fully comprehend the teachings of Machiavelli, which she studied so keenly.


“Some domestic affairs, Madame, have unfortunately delayed my return before now.” Catherine smiled again as she motioned him to sit by her, near the fire.


“Madame,” said the Cardinal, deciding to come straight to the purpose of his visit. “The Queen of England has refused my niece safe conduct through her realm to Scotland, as you may know.” Catherine nodded. “And I am of the opinion,” he continued, “that it may be in all our interests if Mary were to remain in France for the rest of the year until we can negotiate a more stable entry into England.”


Catherine felt an impulse to slap that pious face and tell him that, under no circumstances, would she permit the Dowager Queen to stay on French soil a moment longer than necessary. How she had always hated the child; precocious and fawned over like a pretty doll. When she spoke, however, she was calm and controlled.


“Unfortunately, my dear Cardinal, it is not within my power to stall her Scottish subjects any longer. Why, already they implore her to return to the land of her birth and become their Queen, in truth as well as in name  … Nay! Let me finish, Monsieur. As for her safe conduct, she has only to sign the Treaty of Edinburgh to secure that.”


“The Treaty of Edinburgh!” the shocked Cardinal cried. “But Madame, there are conditions …”


“I am well aware of the contents of the Treaty!” Catherine interrupted. “It demands that your niece should give up her rights to the throne of England and, I must say, there would be much wisdom in the signing of such a document.”


“That would declare Mary’s rights non-existent!” the Cardinal cried. “They are hereditary rights which your late husband, of blessed memory, encouraged her to proclaim.”


Catherine stared coldly at him and spoke sternly. “English sovereigns are not dethroned merely by a claim of illegitimacy, one does not simply enter London and demand the keys to  … what is it called? The Tower of London? No Monsieur, if one does not have the loyal force of arms that will turn Elizabeth Tudor out of her kingdom, one must play with the only hand that is left. Your niece should sign, and make use of a powerful ally. Later, when she is stronger and safer, it may then be the right time to act - when Mary has the backing of a loyal army.”


“And the signed document?” asked the Cardinal, sarcastically.


“Monsieur,” Catherine smiled as she answered. “Do you believe Elizabeth Tudor would be so foolish as to refuse to sign such a statement, were she in the same position? One has to remember that, although the daughter of a whore, she has steered a path through great dangers. It has, throughout the history of great nations, been the case that much has been signed and then repudiated. Surely the throne of England is worth the heavy burden of guilt upon your niece’s conscience!”


The Cardinal grimaced. “It would seem you admire the usurper Elizabeth, Madame.”


Catherine sniffed with annoyance, but smiled nevertheless. “One could not help but admire the cunning of the woman, be she heretic, usurper or otherwise; I speak merely as a comparative example.”


The Cardinal was about to answer further, but she had turned away to the window. He sighed, and toyed anxiously with one of the large rings on his forefinger. He agreed, to a certain extent, with what Catherine had said, but he knew Mary was too ignorant of the world of politics and intrigue to be able to act as deviously as Catherine would; it was obvious that the Queen Mother would not let Mary remain in France - apart from her personal dislike of her, it was of no political advantage to Catherine to let her stay.


Mary had been a charming enough Queen, but easily led by her ambitious uncles. She had grown up in France with the other royal children, pampered and adored by her young husband and the court of Henri the Second. All had seemed safe and carefree, until that fateful day in 1559.


Henri and the court had been celebrating the Peace of Cateau-Cambresis, and the marriage by proxy of his daughter Princess Elizabeth to King Philip of Spain. He had jousted tirelessly, but insisted on a final challenge with his Captain of the guards, Montgomery.


Many begged him not to, but he ignored their warnings. Several minutes later, Henri Valois, King of France, lay with a splinter of lance deeply embedded in his skull. He had died, after enduring ten days of immeasurable pain.


“Monsieur!” the Cardinal’s train of thought was suddenly broken by a sharp voice. He looked up to see Catherine’s face staring down at him coldly.


The Cardinal bowed his head meekly. “Forgive me, Madame, I was thinking of the past, my thoughts ran on. My apologies.”


Catherine smiled with indifference. “We are all guilty of reminiscing, Monsieur le Cardinal, it is a luxury that we should all permit ourselves in times of need.” She paused and studied the nobleman’s face before she spoke again. “However, we have more serious matters with which to attend. Firstly, there is my son, the King. He is young and I am of the opinion that there is much he needs to learn of state affairs before we can safely leave the running of the country in his hands.”


“His Majesty is surrounded by loyal servants who will help him all they can. Indeed, my brother and I would be more than willing to assist His Majesty in this education.”


Catherine smiled, clearly understanding the meaning behind the Cardinal’s words. So, the Guise would once more try to be the power behind the throne. Well, not again - she would never permit that; so she decided on her surprise attack.


She continued, “I am sure my son will be greatly indebted to you, Monsieur. However, it is my intention - and that of the King - that I should myself become regent of France until my son is of an age to rule in his own right.”


The Cardinal grimaced slightly, he had expected as much. “Madame,” he said as pleasantly as he could, “we could not privately agree to this arrangement without consultation with His Majesty’s council, and Antoine of Navarre would need to be consulted also.”


Catherine inclined her head and smiled. “I have written to the King of Navarre on this matter already. Ah, Monsieur, I can read your thoughts, and anticipate your misgivings, and will rely always on your advice above all. I believe that in guiding my son with this heavy burden, I would be following a precedent set, I believe, by Blanche of Castille many years ago.”


The Cardinal was familiar with that particular period, and felt there was nothing else to be said at the moment. He could, of course, suggest that Catherine might choose to remember that throughout the history of France were periods of great unrest and instability caused by a lack of understanding of the pressures and politics of government.


Nevertheless, he must consult with others before committing himself either to stand with Catherine or to hold out against her. He returned her smile, and rose to leave. “God willing we will all be guided by His great wisdom, and act as our conscience dictates.” The Cardinal kissed the hand that Catherine extended, and bowed stiffly before retreating from the chamber.


When he had gone, Catherine sat again and pondered over their conversation. The years of obscurity she had spent during the reigns of both her husband and her son were now at an end, and she determined that she would no longer have to suffer the slights and sneers of the insufferable Guise family. Nevertheless, she would have to watch them closely and be ever vigilant where they were concerned. They would no doubt try to use the new King as they had used his brother, and she could not permit history to repeat itself.


She rose from her seat and, with her attendant dwarf in close pursuit, made her way to the apartments of the King. Catherine glanced around her cautiously before instructing her servant to wait outside as she entered the room, dismissing her son’s attendants with a wave of her hand.


The young King was lying on the floor with his hounds sniffing around him, lying on their backs trying to nuzzle under his folded arms, or licking his ears in an attempt to rouse his attention.


Charles was ten years old at this time, a pleasant looking child with large brown eyes, set inside a fleshy pale face, and a weak chin that blended into a narrow neck. He had over-large ears and soft brown hair swept over to one side, which he would grasp in his hand and pull at in times of stress. He was often troubled by melancholy thoughts, remembering his father as a giant, distant figure that had seldom played with him and his siblings in the royal nursery.


How long ago it all seemed now. He had been fond of his father, although the memories of him seemed to fade more as each day passed. Charles had to concentrate hard to remember the beautiful Duchesse de Valentinois with her fragrant scent and soft hands who often accompanied the King on those rare visits. Only his mother seemed not to care for the Duchesse and all those in the nursery were aware of unrest when both women were in the same room at the same time.


There seemed to be so much that he did not understand, especially now that he was King; he had believed that he would be excited by the idea, but it brought him only fears and night terrors that awakened him, leaving him crying and lonely. There was so much to learn and so much he could not begin to understand.


He was aware suddenly of blood dripping from his knuckles, which he had been gnawing in his anxiety. He would soon begin to feel the headache that so often plagued him at such times, and which throbbed continuously until his mother administered one of her special draughts that cooled his blood and helped him to drift into sleep. Only his mother seemed to understand his fears, only she could soothe him.


He had started to sway from side to side as the torment and distress began to play on his mind. His mother dropped to her knees beside him, taking hold of his bloody hands and inspecting them closely, before wiping them softly with her handkerchief.


“My son, my son,” she stated with concern, “you are troubled today. Come now, you must calm yourself. Is it the horrid thoughts again?”


Charles nodded, and began to cry as his mother softly stroked his hair, gently drawing it back from his tear-stained cheeks. “Come now my son, I am here now, all is well, do not fear so. I know of these fears you have, but you must be strong. You are a King now, and when people see you they must know that their sovereign is at peace, capable of handling the great honour that was his father’s before him.”


Charles was aware that his mother had not mentioned his brother, who had been King before him, and stared at her, blinking away the tears that welled up in his eyes. “My father was a great King, I often hear my servants talk of him. I was just remembering him visiting the nursery here with  …” Charles felt a cold panic overtake him; he was about to mention the Duchesse and, as he stammered to control his words, his mother’s face looked hardened as though she could read his thoughts. Ah my son, she mused, even you and your brothers and sisters look on that woman as another mother to you. Diane de Poitiers had taken all from her - husband, position at court - and had even supervised the education and upbringing of the royal children, chosen their nurses, supervised their households. That woman had caused her so much grief.


Catherine came to her senses. She must not allow these personal thoughts to embitter her further; she had done away with those years and learnt to look forward, not wallow in the pity of the past. She must not allow her bitterness to divert her energies from the rôle that now lay ahead for her.


When she spoke, she was calm. “Indeed my son, the virtues of your dear father, and his father before him, will be remembered for many years to come, you must learn from their legacies.”


Charles looked into his mother’s wide dark eyes. “What of my brother, François, was he not also a great King?” Catherine smiled at him sadly. How could this child understand that François had been used, a pawn for the Guise and their precocious niece Mary Stuart; used as all would use vulnerable royal children who had greatness thrust upon them too early - to further their own ends, glorying in the victories and disowning the mistakes?


Even now the Guise brothers were distancing themselves from the many disasters attributed to a boy who had done nothing without their approval or suggestion. “No my dear one,” she said, “your brother was not a great King.” She smiled pathetically at the thought of him as she spoke quietly to herself. “He was not even a good one.”


Charles studied her for a moment. How sad she seemed. He and his brothers and sisters were accustomed to seeing their mother in complete control, sometimes sharp, and usually devoid of any emotion.


Catherine again seemed to sense his thoughts, and breathed in deeply. “Your brother was the tool of evil men, my son, used to further their own ends.”


The young King felt anger, suddenly. He hated to think of his brother being bullied into making decisions, and being ill-treated. Charles was ever ready to pity others, and felt his emotions strongly. As he thought of his brother he began to cry, but his tears soon turned to anger and anxiety again, and he began to gnaw at the skin on his small knuckles. “They have ever been our enemies, the Guise, I have heard it from you myself. Some say that they would like the throne for themselves  … that they would do anything to take control  … maybe even imprisoning their true King  … maybe even murdering him! That will be me, won’t it? They will kill me!”


It was obvious to Catherine that her son was becoming hysterical. She had seen the signs so often in the past, but they were becoming more frequent, and harder to control. Always at times like this, she would administer a sweet mixture from her own closet to help him sleep. Later, when he awoke, he rarely remembered what had caused his distress.


It was going to be imperative to ensure that he was aware of the problems the country faced so that when he came of age he would not underestimate the position of kingship.


Of course he was young yet, and could not begin to comprehend the business of running a country and, more importantly, the factions all around him, vying for his favour and using their positions to enforce their own deeds.


Charles had begun to shake now, and had broken away from his mother’s embrace. He paced the room, pushing away his hounds, banging his fist against the walls and throwing objects around in his distress. “How dare the family of Guise make my brother so unhappy  … they are little less than traitors! I am King now, I shall have them arrested  … all of them. I shall banish them from court  … yes, yes, that’s what I shall do  … where are my guards? I will send for them now!”


Catherine caught hold of his sleeve in an attempt to restrain him. “Come now, my son, no good can come of this hysteria, Calm yourself, I say.” Charles allowed himself to be led to his couch where his mother smoothed his brow maternally.


“What you suggest is madness my little King, men such as these cannot be removed so simply. Your every action, all your emotions, are tempered with the greatest danger. Remember, Charles, that the revenues of these men are valuable to us.” Charles looked puzzled as she attempted to explain to him. “The south and west of the realm are controlled by the Bourbon family, the east is under the protection of the Guise, whilst the centre of France is controlled by the Montmorency-Chantillon family.


The support of these people is essential to the future of our own dynasty. It is, of course, because of these same men and women that we have the religious conflict that threatens to erupt at any moment. Fanatics, all of them, not willing to compromise.”


Charles looked at her in wonderment. He knew something of these matters. He had always been taught to honour the Catholic faith and brought up to believe it was the true faith. “But surely, ma mere, the Huguenots are heretics, are they not? Have you not always told us that our true faith will guide us to the right way in life?”


Catherine had a mind to tread cautiously, even with her own son. Charles and indeed all her children had been brought up to hold to certain beliefs, and asking him to suddenly tolerate another was maybe going further than she had intended for the present. “Of course, my child, the Catholic faith is the true faith, and I would be the first to die for it, but times change, and men will always be attracted by a new faction, by new ideas and doctrines. We must be prepared for those who would change their beliefs as soon as often as they change their shirts. The wars in Europe, all in the name of faith, have only just been settled by the Peace of Cambresis - wars that have left our realm bankrupt and in need of steady and absolute government.”


Catherine left her son and walked to the window where she stared out at the ornate gardens with their patterned walkways and carefully edged lawns. She permitted herself to think idly for a few moments before turning round to the boy again. She watched him for several seconds, swallowing the surge of emotion she felt as she studied his pale face, troubled and frightened. She felt the obscure need to hold him in her arms and soothe him.


Hers was not an emotional maternal instinct. Indeed, she was unsure at times whether she even believed in genuine affection. Even with her own children she had learned to hold these feelings in check and had not allowed herself the luxury of bonding with her sons and daughters as other mothers would. She had been allowed little time for that; no sooner had she recovered from their birth than they were in the hands of attendants and servants, wet nurses who would suckle them, and provide that warmth and comfort in those most important early days.


Her children barely knew her, seeing her as a person to whom they must be subservient. They treated her with awe and respect, but not with a carefree adoration so many mothers enjoyed. Such was life for a mother of Royal children.


Charles sniffed into his sleeve, breaking Catherine’s thoughts. “Maman, how do we survive?” he asked. His mother smiled wanly, suddenly feeling almost overwhelmed by her task, but she pressed on; she could ill afford weakness at such a question, especially from for one still so young and naïve.


“We survive, my son,” she said at last, “by ruling through these men, by using their ability and strength to repair the damage that they themselves do. This will not be an easy task, my darling, we must tread with the greatest of care, and hold only our own counsel.” Catherine pulled him to her suddenly, and held him tight, trying somehow to summon the strength she would need for the tasks that lay ahead, for it was she who would need to be wary for this young king and indeed all her brood.


Both she and Charles were novices in these games of power and intrigue, but she had an advantage; hers had not been an upbringing such as her children had enjoyed. She had known how to listen and wait with patience and deal with the turn of events but she had never known the security of a loving family, adored and fêted by courtiers. No, hers had been a harder school than that, and she had learned to survive. She had learnt early that, at all costs, she must carry on and bring her family through the difficult times that undoubtedly lay ahead.


She was aware that the weight in her arms was heavier, and that Charles’s breathing had slowed to a gentle snore. She watched him for a few seconds. May you always sleep so soundly, my child, she thought, before lying him gently on his couch and slipping out of the chamber before he awoke.


[image: images]


Antoine de Bourbon had always been a weak man, even though he was head of his family; his title had come to him only through his good marriage to Jeanne d’Albret, Princess of Navarre, who, upon the death of her father, became Queen of that principality. He had earned himself quite a reputation in his bachelor days as a lazy man, a rake and a lover of court women, a gambler and an affable rogue.


Antoine was, for all that, both gallant and charming and was easily the most popular man at court. His temperament and attitude to life could not have been more different to that of his wife. Indeed, the contrast in their respective characters had always fascinated the court gossips; Jeanne, cold and aloof, with sharp angular features, fixed mouth and piercing eyes, and Antoine, warm and friendly and handsome; indeed, he was considered by some ladies to be the most desirable man at court. He was tall, with the bearing of a soldier, fair haired with bright, blue eyes and smooth, chiselled features.


He was however, almost devoid of any will power, easily duped and just as easily led. Jeanne’s was a suspicious nature, but with strength of character that even those who despised her puritan ways could not help but admire. Antoine was a slave to his vanity, and could be swayed by a courteous remark and a pretty face.


Catherine had recently met with Antoine, and now paced her private apartments as she recalled their talk whilst walking in the gardens of the Louvre. Catherine chuckled as she recalled how simple a man he had been to win over. Indeed, it had not taken much effort for her to persuade him to see the sense of her becoming Queen Regent until Charles was of an age to rule alone.


“You must realise, cousin,” she had stated, affectionately slipping her arm through his as they walked along the manicured walkways that edged the lush lawns, “that I could not possibly undertake such a task without your guidance and wisdom. The council will also, of course, insist on you accepting the title of Lieutenant General of France. Ah, you cannot be surprised at their choice, you are the first gentleman in the realm, after the King obviously!” Antoine had beamed at this suggestion. Naturally, who else but he should be afforded such an honour? Certainly, not one of the Guise!


Catherine noticed his smugness, however, and sought to temper it slightly, for it would not do for one such as the King of Navarre to feel too much self-gratification. She smiled as she watched his handsome face flush with pride. “Your great family will again have risen to the pinnacle of power in the land, and you can once more enjoy the respect you commanded before the events at Amboise.” Catherine crossed herself as Antoine fidgeted nervously with embarrassment at the mention of the atrocities committed at that place. He needed no reminder of the disastrous attempt to abduct the Royal family, instigated not by himself but by his headstrong brother Louis, the Prince of Condé. The plot had failed, and Amboise had been the scene of a mass slaughter of Huguenot sympathisers.


Antoine was ever eager to ignore any events that he found disturbing, and it was with a grateful eagerness that he responded to Catherine’s enquiry over the welfare of his wife who, she stated, was “like a sister to her”.


Jeanne would have seen through such a ruse as this, Catherine thought, diverting the discussion to matters of domestic trivia in order to avoid an issue over which she had no intention of compromising. Antoine was glad to deal with safer matters that did not involve weighty intellectual discussion.


He could see now only a return to the glory his family had once enjoyed, and the central role he was to play in that revival. He had remonstrated often with his wife that Catherine was not the wily manipulator she imagined. He believed he was justified in his assertion that she would be a worthy ally. It must be obvious even to Jeanne, he believed, that the crown now wanted an alliance with the family of Bourbon instead of the house of Guise, and that, as a result, the cause of the Huguenots that Jeanne held so dearly, would benefit as never before.
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