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          LA ROCHELLE, OCTOBER 1573

        

      

    

    
      Differences in opinions have cost many lives: especially true in the field of beliefs. This is dramatically evident in the country at large and the town of La Rochelle in particular. Protestants assume that the Pharisees are the Catholics who have made Christianity a legalistic dogma, while we Catholics think they are self-righteous and use God’s free grace as an excuse for their sinful discrimination and hatred, the prisoner contemplated.

      

      A gnawing scratching noise, low, but distinct, woke Lanval. He sat bolt upright and squinted in an attempt to focus in the gloom of his cell. His gaze fell on the cause of the sound: a fat brown rat, some ten inches long. The voracious rodent rocked to-and-fro on its haunches, its front claws digging into the fabric of the filthy straw palliasse that served as a bed, its strong slender tail extended behind it for balance. Unaware of Lanval’s attention, the omnivorous creature feasted on residual grain and chaff inside the mattress, its furry cheek flaps expanding as it chewed and swallowed. Now sensing the man’s presence, it froze then raised its head in a single sudden movement, deep dark eyes challenging, sharp yellow incisors bared, a soft hissing escaping through its open jaws.

      Lanval got slowly to his feet and sent it scurrying away with a violent kick. It leapt through the bars of the grille that imprisoned the man and made off down the tunnel.

      

      His uninvited guest dispatched, and alone again, Lanval Aubert lay down on the bed. They had put an iron shackle, tight, around his left ankle, fixed by a heavy chain to a ring set into the wall. He reached down and moved it slightly up and down, hoping to ease its chaffing against his skin.

      ‘I don’t understand why they’ve chained me up like this…it’s not as if I’m a murderer or a rapist…nothing of the kind. I still can’t believe how I’ve ended up thus…still, not much I can do about it.’ A maelstrom of disjointed thoughts raced through his head, sometimes in the present, sometimes in the past, but all contributing to his painful confusion and despair.

      Curly blond locks either side of a broad forehead, searching blue eyes, a slender nose and even white teeth: he presented a handsome young man of some thirty years, strong of body and spirit, which ne needed to be in this soul-destroying dungeon.

      

      The cave was rough-hewn rock, three walls supporting a domed roof. The sturdy iron-barred front with its hinged door provided no protection from icy draughts, vermin and foul odours that rose from the open sewer running down the middle of the tunnel floor. The darkness, whether day or night, confirmed to Lanval that he was incarcerated underground. Had he required further proof, water dripped incessantly from the roof and down the walls rendering the cave dank and musty.

      After sentencing, the sergeant had tied a cloth close over his eyes and he was led out of the courtroom. Two burly court officers took his arms and marched him through the streets, such that he became disorientated. For all he knew, he could have been near the barracks to the north or the Tour de la Lanterne to the south of La Rochelle town. He heard a door creak open, then they dragged him down a flight of stone steps. The officers only removed the blindfold as they pushed him roughly into the cave and threw him onto the mattress. He blinked, bewildered and afraid.

      “Not so brave now are you, Aubert?”

      Lanval did not answer, one officer continued,

      “Get undressed!”

      “What? What do you…”

      A vicious slap to his temple sent him reeling.

      “Boots, belt, tunic! They’ll fetch a pretty price and you’ll not be needing ‘em where you’re going.”

      The wretch had no choice but to follow the order. He sat, shivering and naked, at the men’s mercy. They both laughed out loud, their guffaws reverberating in the confined space.

      “Put that on!” came the instruction, the guard pointing towards a heap in the corner – a head to foot shapeless sackcloth nightshirt.

      “That’s better, isn’t it? A crown of thorns on your head and you could pass for Jesus getting ready for the cross!”

      Again, they erupted into cruel laughter.

      “Hey, don’t forget to chain him.”

      “No, we don’t want him running about his new home. So, that’s the job done and we’ll leave you in peace to enjoy your stay, courtesy of His Honour, Judge Boivin.” A key turned ominously in the door and they left Lanval’s hole in the rock. He pulled on the rough garment, eager to cover his body against the bitter cold.

      

      Thus, began Lanval Aubert’s confinement and he soon lost track of time: no sun to herald the morning, no dusk to announce the night. Food, such as it was, came at no regular point in the day; no-one passed through the tunnel except a sullen brute of a man who would push a cup of water and a crust of bread under the grille. He also emptied the wooden pail, that was a toilet, into the rushing stream outside the cell. Lanval soon lost all hope of conversing with him. But, suddenly, he realised exactly where he was.

      ‘The sewer! There’s only one in the entire town…now…the stream rises near the Place des Armes and flows into the gutter that’s cut into the Rue Saint-Come. Then it becomes the Rue Réaumur and goes underground near the Préfecture, not far from the port. That’s where the gaol is so I must be somewhere underneath it. Yes, I’ve got my bearings now, for what good it will do. Those streets are where the wealthy Huguenots have their fancy residences – how I hate them, with their church services and bibles all in French and priests dressed in plain robes, fornicating with the womenfolk - and all this with the blessing of their God!’

      Lanval’s contempt for the Huguenots was a feeling shared by the great majority of Catholics in the Kingdom of France at that time.

      He sat on the palliasse, leaning back against the rocky wall of his cell, drank a little water that remained in his cup from the previous day, and resumed his thoughts.

      

      ‘Our Catholic brothers and sisters in Paris did a good day’s work last year when they put three thousand Protestants and their sympathisers to the sword – to protect our holy cause from the protesting minority. Ay! They may be few in number but they are still dangerous and not to be trusted. I don’t know how they ever became the ruling class in our town…here, they must exceed us by ten to one…so, did I not have the right to help my fellow believers, even if it has jeopardised my very survival?

      Damned rich Huguenots! They can empty their privies straight into the sewer so their waste is swept away, sparing their houses and delicate nostrils from foul smells, while we poor souls do not know such luxury. We have to leave our chamber pots right outside the front door and the night soil men don’t always come, so our houses stink…sometimes for days!’

      The sound of clinking keys jolted him out of his daydream. The gaoler, bald-headed and swarthy, arrived outside his cell, gave him a toothless grin and proclaimed,

      “Here’s your supper, papist dog! More than you deserve is how I sees it, but you won’t be getting many more of ‘em.’

      A small pitcher of water and a dry crust, as usual, was his meal and the gaoler resumed,

      “You’ll soon be fed as the Lord sees fit and He won’t be as generous as we are, that’s for sure!”

      The brute was leaving when Lanval called out,

      “Gaoler! Guard! A minute of your time!”

      “What is it? I’ve got other duties to be seeing to.” There was malice and disdain in his voice: La Rochelle hated its Catholic population with a rancour that defied any spirit of tolerance advocated in the Bible.

      “Can you tell me…do you know when…”

      “Speak up, man! Your lot isn’t usually slow to mouth off.”

      “When will it be?”

      “Ah, I get it…when? In your situation, Aubert, every day longer is a reprieve, don’t you agree?”

      Lanval nodded, bowing his head, unable to look his guard in the face.

      “Anyhow, His Honour has more pressing matters to attend to right now, unless you hadn’t noticed? You should know that better than most – I’m informed you have the ear of Catherine, herself, and some say even the King! Probably not true, but you can’t deny you’ve stood up in public for their plan to change us all into Papists.”

      “I couldn’t say, but I’ve seen the way the Huguenots treat us as second class citizens: decent jobs are given to your kind, we’re the stuff of hurtful jokes, you encourage your children to not play with ours and – what causes us most to hate you – we’re forced to bury our dead in a graveyard without the town walls, as if we’re lepers or plague-bearers!” He spoke all this with his head still bowed as if he were addressing the ground beneath him, from which he thought he would receive a more sympathetic audience. He concluded,

      “Enough of it all! It’s not my place to express such views. My fate is sealed, that’s the only certain event I can look forward to.”

      

      The dullard concierge, with his clanking bunch of keys fastened to his belt, gazed hard at his prisoner. If Lanval had looked up he would have seen a countenance that was mellowing with his words, as if he was not aware of these iniquities that the Catholics had to face in La Rochelle on a daily basis. But, he did not comment, only thought,

      ‘Not right for a man like me to show kindness, that wouldn’t do at all. His Honour would soon see me out of work.’ He cleared his throat,

      “Dunno anything ‘bout that. Anyway, eat and drink, you need to keep your strength up.”

      With that, he turned and slouched off into the black malodorous tunnel, still jangling his keys, and disappeared.

      

      Alone, Lanval Aubert felt fear for what laid ahead but he did not regret what he had done. He was proud of his Catholic religion whose scriptures he experienced by the clerics reading them out loud in church – he neither read nor wrote. The good King proclaimed the Faith through his messengers, the priests and, as he was the King’s subject, he followed the same belief. In this pit of despair, he reflected,

      ‘I only seek a life without conflict. I would not be shackled like a madman in a lunatic asylum if she had not betrayed me. How I loved her then, but detest her now. A plague of frogs upon her house! It would not bother me if these damned Protestants prayed in the next church – even in the next house – to me, were they to grant me that same privilege, but they do not! They revile us and we are forced to pray in a decrepit building beyond the woods, and when they are not about, in secret. We will never be equal in La Rochelle, nor in the whole kingdom, without bloodshed and strife.’

      

      His thoughts were immediately confirmed as the ground above him shook violently, sending particles of rock and sand into the cell, filling the air. He covered his mouth and nose with his hands to avoid breathing in the choking dust, his eyes closed tight. The place then fell still, for a minute or so, but for the terrible ear-splitting din above him to resume. It was thus, relentless, every day and night – as far as he could distinguish one from the other – since his confinement in this devil’s cave. The bombardment by the King’s forces, from land and sea, was supposed to save them from the despised Huguenot majority. It had begun the previous year, yet, La Rochelle would not yield.

      

      ‘Lord help me. It was not my intention to commit a crime, but, here I am, condemned. I wish I knew when my end will come: under jagged rock or face to face with the hangman on the gibbet?’

      

      The cave shuddered again.
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          THE CHATEAU OF CHENONCEAU, APRIL 1572

        

      

    

    
      A ghostly figure, dressed from head to toe in a monk’s coarse brown habit, moved silently along the track that hugged the river Cher. The wan light of a vernal moon reflected off the swirls and eddies of the current, surprising an occasional water vole peeking its head out of the reed bed: no sound broke the still of this dark night but the man proceeded with caution as the path widened, heralding the estate of the chateau of Chenonceau, home of Catherine de Médicis. Should he be challenged by a patrolling guard – Catherine had them, as she did spies, everywhere to protect her and report gossip from her court and beyond – his disguise would serve its purpose. He would explain, head bowed, that he had, that day, visited a poor family who bore signs of a plague infection. They had requested his presence to bless the patient and exorcise evil spirits. That, he was confident, would be sufficient to deter the guard from pursuing his enquiry. The mere mention of the word ‘plague’ filled people with horror, even if the scourge had not surfaced in the region for some time. Nobody must know of his identity nor the reason for his presence on the lady’s land in the middle of the night.

      

      To the shrouded figure’s relief, he encountered no guard and, shortly, he reached a bend in the river. Ahead stood the imposing bridge of five spans that supported a gallery and apartments, all designed and financed by Catherine, and united the north side of the river to the chateau and its carefully tended gardens. No welcome light showed in the building but the nocturnal traveller knew what to do now because it was not his first visit to the lady of the residence.

      Leaving the track, he moved through the dense undergrowth, making as little noise as possible. He soon found the fallen tree trunk he sought, then, hidden behind a hawthorn bush, a small wooden door that yielded to his touch. Inside, a flight of six stone steps ascended to the gallery, then more steps to the apartments. He had to squint in order to make out the corridor ahead, lit only by the faintest moonshine that penetrated louvre-shuttered windows. At the far end, he made out a solitary flickering candle in a wall niche that indicated Catherine’s private rooms.

      

      Two soft knocks brought an equally soft ‘enter’ and he stood before Catherine de Médicis. He pulled back his hood and bowed.

      “Good evening, my lady.”

      “Evening?” she snapped, “it’s night, as dark as the world that besets me, so I trust your visions will cast light on these difficult times. You were not followed?”

      “I was not, do not fear, and if I might be so impudent as to remind you that prophecies come not from the heart but from the alignment of the stars and the situation of the planets. I hold no sway over the heavens, I simply interpret their will -”

      “Quite, Ruggieri. So, will you take wine with me, even at this hour?”

      “With pleasure.” Côme Ruggieri, a gaunt-featured soothsayer and astrologer, with close-set eyes and grey straggly hair and beard, made his living from offering generalised prognostics to wealthy clients. He had learned his trade by word of mouth from the old master necromancer, Nostradamus, now retired on the fortune he had amassed. Ruggieri spoke in such a sincere tone that people – kings, queens, dukes or duchesses – readily believed his forecasts, especially in hours of need when they clutched at straws.

      

      Catherine beckoned him to sit at her desk, drawn close to the warmth of the fireplace where dying embers still glowed. Taking the stopper out of a glass decanter she filled two goblets and, in her turn, sat, saying not a word. Instead, she stared hard at the man, a stare that was well practised over much dealing with men, usually of a lesser intellect than her own. She broke the silence,

      “Tell me, Ruggieri, how do your stars augur for my horoscope of the year ahead?” Catherine was, by nature, pragmatic and – even if she regarded this presaging lark with some scepticism – she felt sorely in need of whatsoever reassurance for the events of August 21st to come.

      The seer withdrew a small pouch from his habit, loosened the string and emptied the contents onto a parchment sheet, marked with a circle of the twelve signs of the zodiac that she had laid out earlier. A number of white raven’s bones and three talisman coins fell randomly. He leaned over the chart to better examine their pattern, glanced at Catherine, then lowered his head in silent contemplation.

      “Well?”

      He maintained his silence until she prompted him a second time.

      “Speak, man.”

      “Ma’am, your star sign is Aries, the ram. Be aware that different elements of your nature are dominant in different seasons. The crossing of the bones and resting place of the coins reveals to me that, from the present to the advent of winter, you may benefit from your intelligence -”

      “Yes! Yes! But what do you see for the month of August?”

      “It is not regular to anticipate the prospects of any particular month but, pray, a moment. He picked up three bones from the sheet and let them drop onto the others.

      “This chart tells me that, in addition to your Arian qualities of intelligence, passion and strength, you will face any new challenge directly and will not tolerate failure.”

      “Ruggieri, you have brought me good news. Here, take this.”

      She pressed two gold pieces into his hand and gestured towards the door. Having put the bones and talisman coins back into his pouch, he nodded his thanks and left Catherine’s study without further ado. That was just about the easiest money I’ll ever make, he chuckled.

      

      Alone, she refilled her goblet, stirred the ashes in the fireplace into life with a poker, and drank more wine. Leaning back in the chair, she mused,

      ‘Ruggieri is right! There is, indeed, a challenge to be met and, by God, I will not tolerate failure in its pursuance, just as he said.’

      

      The next morning, she awoke early and summoned her maidservant.

      “You rang, ma’am?”

      I did, Mathilde. Bring breakfast to my chamber and lay out my clothes. You will accompany me around the gardens.”

      “Of course, ma’am.”

      

      Mathilde finished brushing her lady’s hair then twisted and tied the tresses to fit neatly under a velvet bonnet. Placing a shawl around her shoulders, she fastened the gold clasp at the front.

      “Thank you. Meet me shortly, outside.”

      Mathilde nodded and left.

      

      The gardens would be ablaze with vibrant colour in a month or so although, today, buds were only just appearing in the flower beds and on the trees.

      “Tended by man, created by woman, do you not agree, Mathilde?”

      “I do, ma’am. In bloom, they are a wonder to behold and a testimony to your name. It is not by chance that the central paths form the shape of a cross. Praise the Lord.”

      “Praise Him,” Catherine responded, to then lapse into profound silence as they walked along the paths that traversed the gardens, side by side. The maidservant had known her mistress long enough to ask,

      “There are serious matters on your mind, it is not difficult to see. May I be of assistance, in any way?”

      “Yes, serious matters, that’s true, to put it mildly. You realise I intended the cross of the paths to symbolise the cross on which our Lord was crucified. His pain will ever be ours and I will defend his teaching and wisdom with my last breath.”

      “Yours and the King’s subjects applaud your leadership and, to a man and woman, are of the same Catholic faith.”

      “That is where you are mistaken, Mathilde. There are those who are not. But, enough. You must not concern yourself with a…how shall I describe it…a problem such as this.”

      “I meant no offence, ma’am.”

      “Nor is any taken. Worry not, my dearest servant, but I fear there are unprecedented violent times ahead. I cannot shirk my responsibilities to our fair kingdom and to our common belief.” The Queen Mother paused, raising her face heavenward, as if in supplication to her Lord.

      

      Catherine de Médicis was now in her fifty-third year. Small of stature and thin, without delicate features but with the protruding eyes peculiar to the Médicis line, she was by no means a beautiful woman. However, that did not detract from her determination and ambition. Her political and romantic acquaintances recognised that tight lips and often sullen countenance signified a powerful lady not to be underestimated.

      In Florence, city of her birth, she was known as ‘the little duchess’, in France she was referred to as ‘that Italian woman.’ She was not universally admired.

      

      At the age of fourteen, she married Henry, the future king Henry the Second, but throughout his reign he excluded her from participating in state affairs and, instead, showered favours on his chief mistress, Diane de Poitiers. In the presence of guests at social functions he would sit on her lap and play the guitar, chat about politics or even fondle her breasts. For the first ten years of their marriage, Catherine failed to produce any children and such was her desperation that she turned to the dark arts for assistance. She eventually gave birth to ten offspring, five of whom survived infancy, and it was the fifth child, Charles, now crowned Charles 1X upon the death of his father, who would be pivotal to her designs over the coming months.

      

      Catherine clasped and twisted her hands together in a gesture of great distress, feeling powerless to change the situation that confronted her. Turning, ashen-faced, to Mathilde, her features contorted, she beseeched,

      “I ask you, what could a woman do, left by the passing of her husband with children on my arms and two families of France who were thinking of grasping my crown – my own Bourbons and the Guises? Am I not compelled to play strange parts in this theatre to deceive first one then the other, to protect my sons who have successively reigned through my wise conduct? I am increasingly surprised that I never did worse.”

      “Such things are above my comprehension and station, ma’am.”

      “That is as maybe, but it is you who hear gossip and rumour in Chenonceau and beyond,” Catherine said gently to Mathilde.

      “My duties commenced long before you arrived at the chateau when I was, first, a scullery maid and, to speak true, my work was not rewarding. I cleaned and scoured the floors, stoves, sinks, pots and dishes. Then, I peeled vegetables, plucked fowl and even scaled fish!” Mathilde mumbled reflectively.

      

      Catherine smiled,

      “How your standing has changed, but I wager you would rather still be toiling in the kitchens than tolerating the fantasies of an old woman.”

      “I regard it as a privilege,” her eyes moistened with emotion, “and long may it continue.”

      “Ay to that, Mathilde. My aim is to place the honour of God before me in all things and to preserve my authority, not for myself, but for the conservation of this kingdom and for the prosperity and well-being of all my citizens.” She wrung her hands incessantly. “I am so wretched that I know, for sure, I will live long enough to see so many people die before my time. I realise that God’s will must be obeyed, that He owns everything, and that He leads us only for as long as He likes the children He gives us, if that makes sense. Come, let us go to the fountain, it never fails to calm my anguish.”

      They turned and walked back towards the central feature of the gardens, an exotic sculpture of four angels spouting water high into the air, as if imploring the heavens on Catherine’s behalf.

      

      Looking around to ensure she could not be overheard, she beckoned Mathilde to draw close.

      “The day after tomorrow you will accompany me on a journey of the greatest importance: we go to Paris where I have arranged an audience with His Majesty the King. He resides presently at the Versailles palace, no doubt carousing and entertaining the strumpets of his court, just as his father did! He invites problems and is astounded when they duly arrive. Charles! Charles!” She exchanged knowing glances with her maid-servant and continued,

      “I brought up that feckless youth and, to the best of my ability, I imbued in him good Catholic values. I presided over his council, decided policy and controlled state business and patronage, but not even I could control the whole country, to my chagrin. History may well decree that this Florentine princess could never have been assumed to solve the complex challenges of la belle France.”

      “History is what it is, ma’am.” Mathilde’s comment was spoken with the moderate diplomacy of a long-standing confidante.

      “Give instructions to the stables to prepare my carriage but do not reveal our destination. The less known about my mission the better.”

      “Of course, ma’am.”
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        two days later at dawn

      

      

      

      As ordered, the coachman reined the pair of fine purebred horses to a halt in front of the main chateau gate. Catherine and Mathilde, dressed in bonnets and shawls – the mornings were raw at this time of year – climbed inside and settled down for the journey, while an ostler tied a trunk securely to the luggage rack.

      “Ride on’, Catherine ordered.

      By late afternoon, they had made Orléans, spending the night at the house of the mayor, an acquaintance and supporter of the Queen Mother. The following day, they approached the Saint Jacques gate of Paris, the guards stepping aside as soon as they observed the lady in her carriage, allowing entry into the city. Outside the royal Louvres palace, the two travellers were greeted by the king’s steward, dressed in a worsted blue tunic tied at the waist with a gold braid cord, his sign of office.

      “Welcome to Paris, my lady.”

      The steward led them through the maze of corridors that constituted the royal palace and ushered her into a sumptuous guest room, Mathilde’s accommodation being the adjacent room, the two connected by a communication door. The maid-servant was unpacking the trunk when there came a knock at the door.

      “Enter!” Catherine called.

      “Ma’am, the King trusts you have had a safe journey and graciously requests your presence this evening for dinner. I am to inform you that he has selected a menu to celebrate your visit.”

      “Tell the King we accept his kind invitation.”

      The steward bowed, took two steps back, turned and left the suite. Catherine raised her arm in a gesture of exasperation.

      “Charles never fails to amuse me,” she let out, “I know not whether to laugh or cry! I have not met with him for three months and his first thought is of food. Might he not wonder on the purpose of my visit?”

      “You will soon discover the answer, ma’am.”

      

      In the private royal dining room, Catherine approached her son, made a perfunctory curtsey and kissed his outstretched hand.

      “Welcome to Paris, mother. I trust your room is satisfactory?”

      “It is, Charles.” Her thoughts were sinking from the lofty to the abject as she stared at her offspring.

      The king was tall and had inherited the same pinched smile and protruding Médicis eyes. He sported a stiff ruff around his neck, a snug-fitting doublet over black velvet breeches. She viewed him as a figure of ridicule, weak and indecisive, but to achieve her aim she had to humour him – it would be too easy to remonstrate over a list of failures in his reign since her influence on him had decreased. But that, she knew, would be an ill-chosen strategy.

      

      They dined on a delicate consommé followed by guinea fowl stuffed with chanterelle mushrooms, then lamb’s sweetbreads accompanied by a tween of fresh vegetables. The palace sommelier served vintage red and white wines with each course and a platter of confiserie concluded their dinner. Mathilde had taken her – much less grand – food in her room. Throughout the meal, their conversation across the table was purely banal, encompassing the weather and which tapestries to hang in the Great Gallery. This concluded, Charles ushered his mother into the adjoining lounge with two upholstered armchairs either side of a blazing fire. The same sommelier poured two large brandies from a cut-glass decanter and, with a bow, departed. They were now alone for the first time.

      

      “So, are you keeping well, mother? Your complexion is as fair as ever to me.”

      “It’s kind of you to enquire and yes, I’m in rude health, most likely because I don’t endure the stench and debauchery of Paris…”

      “There are some things that are not even within the gift of a king.”

      “Quite, but certain other things most certainly are.”

      “I don’t follow…although it’s an opportune moment to ask the purpose of your visit.”

      “Pour me another brandy, Charles, and I’ll explain.” She drank then took a deep breath. “The cursed Huguenots are uprising once more and if something isn’t done, we’ll be overrun. We must act, and soon.”

      Charles sipped his brandy, twirling his black moustache nonchalantly between two fingers. “What has this to do with me, mother?”

      Catherine’s countenance darkened, lips pinched tight, her knuckles white from clenched fists.

      “What! Are your counsellors useless? Do they tell you nothing? My own spies report to me daily and enlighten me about the hold the Huguenots are exerting on our very existence!”

      “They are a…a nuisance but -”

      “A nuisance? You’re a fool, as was your father before you. He bequeathed you his lethargic wayward spirit and, once again, it is I who must decide for you. The Huguenots are anathema. Let me clarify for the benefit of my royal dullard!” She took another sip of the fiery liqueur. “Our churches are finely decorated to revere God’s glory – theirs are plain and unedifying. Our priests enable us to find God – they scorn such clerical power. We believe the Bible should be only in Latin, for our priests to read out for us – they have their Bible in French and available to all and sundry. Should I continue?”

      “Please do. I’m hearing things I never knew!”

      Catherine was by now inflamed by the passion of her beliefs.

      “Our faith proclaims sins can be forgiven through prayer or donating to the Church, but they say sins are forgiven only by God and Jesus. To conclude your education, we must consider their priests. Yes, the wretched Huguenots state they may marry a person on this earth and do not have the power to turn bread and wine into the body and blood of Jesus! How does that sit with our conviction that priests do possess that power: they are divine and should marry only their church. Unlike their vagabond preachers, our priesthood wears rich clothing, speaks in Latin and does not marry, they are subject only to Church laws. Surely you see which Church is the right one?”

      “I do,” came the meek response from the King.

      “I only hope you do! Something has to be done, if I may repeat myself.”

      “What do you have in mind? I understand there have been many treaties, none of them lasting.”

      “To hell with treaties! A waste of time. We must take action.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “The twenty-first day of August will see the marriage of their leader, Henry of Navarre, to your sister, Marguerite, here in Paris. We know half the guests will, naturally, be of the Huguenot persuasion and…” She paused to fix him with her stare and ensure he was paying due attention. “…and they will be assembled, all, in the Great Hall of this very palace for four days of banquets and festivities. It’s the ideal opportunity to be rid of the most influential heretics in one fell swoop. That done, the remaining thousands around the city will be easy pickings for our troops. Our Catholic brethren and clergy will, once more, be unhindered in their devotion.” Her voice had risen to a frightening pitch such that Charles’s jaw dropped and he gawped at his mother, marvelling at her audacious proposition.

      “Is this possible?”

      “It is and we have a supreme moral duty to see it through. We have time to prepare and, don’t worry, I will guide you.”

      

      After the wedding on August 21st, the fourth, and final, day of celebrations would fall on Saint Bartholomew’s Day, August 25th.
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          THE ROYAL PALACE, PARIS, JUNE 1572

        

      

    

    
      Catherine convinced her hesitant son, through reasoned argument but, more often, by the maternal domination she exerted over him, that the time to be rid of the Huguenots had arrived. She addressed him, with no small amount of exasperation,

      “The Peace of Saint-Germain-en-Laye that you made with Jeanne, their Protestant Queen of Navarre, now two years past, has all but broken down. It was against my better judgment at the time to grant them authority in Cognac, Montauban, La Clarté and…what was the fourth town…ah, La Rochelle. How they enjoy the power of public office, but how they wield their influence, once more, over the religion they preach in their churches.”

      

      Charles lowered his gaze, overawed by a mother who had endured a marriage to a king who spurned her for a mistress, disparaged her inability to bear children for so long, and excluded her from matters of state. Her bitter dealings with the French court had taught her to befriend everyone but to trust no-one. Her husband, Henry the Second of France, now departed, could no longer suppress her free spirit and, like a red wax seal on a secret document, her mark could be seen on royal, aristocratic and common concerns. She continued her tirade,

      “Visit any of our towns, Charles, and you can smell their hostility towards us even if you can’t see it. They spread their beliefs, ridicule our name, and would see us subjugated on impulse. They must not prosper – we owe it to our children as to theirs. But, it will not prevail, it cannot prevail!”

      She rose from her seat, brushed her gown and began to pace the room, step after measured step.

      “I received a report from our Duke of Montpellier in which he describes forty Huguenots who refused to kneel for Communion. Such heresy! Such affront! He ordered his guard to respond with sabre and dagger so they laid down, dead, for the Eucharist! The Catholic way to praise the Lord, is not a negotiable way: it’s the only way. Word spread throughout the town so, now, the Church’s prescriptions are followed, as they should be.” Her pacing brought her face to face with her son.

      “What do you have to say on the business, my son, now King of France, my liege?”

      Charles recognised the frame of mind that determined his mother’s utterances – many a time had he either witnessed her vitriol or been the target for its passion. He answered, with circumspection,

      “I don’t dispute the truth of what you say, for truth it is. I’m cognisant of my duty to defend the Faith and to take all reasonable -”

      “Reasonable! My dear boy, reasonable is a word that achieves defeat rather than victory, subservience not control, cowardice not bravery! Reasonable is not a wise way to behave when respect for out Scriptures is undermined by heathen worship. But, pray, continue your response.”

      “I thank you for your wisdom, and I should express my gratitude to you, as my mother and counsel.”

      “Indeed you should.” Her tone lowered and the atmosphere in the room became less confrontational. She proceeded,

      “However, we need to offer the Huguenots, regardless of our opinion, a chance to live alongside us, even if they continue to congregate in churches close to our own…we should appease them, I like to think, for reasons of harmony, as the Good Lord decrees. It’s my intention to agree to the marriage of my sister, Marguérite of Valois, to Henry of Navarre, and with the least delay, if peace is to be restored.”

      Charles reacted sharply,

      “But Henry is of the Huguenot faith! His mother is Jeanne d’Albret, a staunch believer if I’m not mistaken.”

      “You’re not and therein lies the path to regaining a truce between out houses, through marriage. I’ve conversed at length with my sister and she accepts Henry’s proposal, regardless that the Pontiff, our Holy Father, condemns the union. Let him condemn it, I say! The date is set, August 21st in our church of Notre Dame followed by four days of feasting and celebrations here, in the Great Hall of our Royal Palace. All the guests on Henry’s side are prominent Huguenots from Paris and beyond, all assembling under the same roof. Tell me if that will not be an event Our Lord has preordained for our rightful benefit! The country will see an accommodation between two beliefs previously at war, whereas I have altogether different intentions.” She paused, reflecting on Ruggieri’s prediction,

      ‘You will face any new challenge directly, and will not tolerate failure.’ She concluded,

      “I will not fail, that’s for certain.”

      Charles nodded in acquiescence, his attention by now completely focused on his mother’s intrigue. Through pinched lips, with expression of intense concentration, she expanded,

      “The day before the wedding, there’s something we must do to broadcast our will, how shall I put it, to create fear in the people of the city who do not subscribe to the Catholic way. The great generals teach us that, from their experience in battle, an enemy whose nerves are rattled is a foe that will show weakened resolve come the fight.” She stopped for breath.

      “And what might that be, mother?” Her son asked.

      “There is a certain individual in Paris, an elder among the Huguenots, who – I have it on good authority – speaks from the pulpits and excites his people, though he is no priest. He urges them to distrust we Catholics and…I can only describe him as a vile Protestant orator of the worst kind! This man is called Gaspard de Coligny.”

      “I know that man!’ Charles exclaimed, his mind racing, “You’re surely not misled? He’s a friend and adviser!”

      “That’s as maybe, but…” Her voice trailed away as she sought the best argument to win over Charles to her plot. “…but his popularity grows apace. If you could see how he manipulates you, the monarch, to take advantage of your better nature – I’ve seen it, if you can’t. He’s risen to the rank of admiral, and Marshal of France, that you know, but does your court not warn you that promotion and favour conferred on such a man is, at the very least, inadvisable? I’m afraid that he goes around unchallenged but, Charles, that should not surprise me, given the weeks on end when you’re absent from your capital, occupied with other affairs at Versailles, not at all dissimilar from your late father. So, we must not, under any circumstances. allow these Baptists, Adventists, Evangelists – they go by a variety of names, although they are one and the same – to blaspheme at will. I’ve taken it upon myself, as the Queen Mother, to instruct our Duke of Guise to relieve us of Coligny, with the greatest of discretion, if you understand my drift?”

      “I do, perfectly, and much as I now find Coligny’s fate distasteful, the royal household must not be associated, in any way.” Slowly, the gravity of his mother’s proposition hit home: the act was murder! “What’s become of religion that we used to admire? It’s grown into a monster!”

      “That can’t be denied, my boy, but as long as we control the beast, we will side with the righteous.”

      “You’re right, you usually are.”

      “At last! I feared you would never see reason! Don’t worry, we are not common criminals, always remember that.”
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        Paris, 19th August 1572

      

      

      

      “Listen well!” Guise spoke, in a whisper, even though he was in the safety of his own home. “Coligny leaves his residence every morning as the cock crows and walks down the Rue du Château towards the Eglise Saint Jean. He’s a creature of habit, never varies his routine. You, Edouard, he addressed his trusted captain, will be waiting at the corner of that street and the Rue des Boucheries. From that position you’ll have a good view of the man and you can retreat, easily, afterwards. Is that clear?”

      “Perfectly, monsieur.”

      Guise turned to the second man, Gaston, and said,

      “There’s an alleyway off the Rue du Château from where you’ll observe him as he approaches. He’ll come straight towards your musket.”

      “Understood, monsieur.”

      “The action will take place tomorrow. You’ll each fire three shots then report, directly, to me, with all haste. Don’t stop or speak to a soul.”

      Both soldiers nodded their head in a salute and left Guise’s house, mumbling their orders to themselves to ensure the correct command would be carried out.
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        Paris, 20th August 1572

      

      

      

      The next day a thick swirling fog descended on the city, drastically reducing the distance a man could clearly see but, regardless of the conditions, the two assassins had to follow orders from their leader, the respected Duke. He had been in charge of them through many campaigns and, as one of them reflected, if their master, Guise, has instructed that Coligny be killed, it would be wicked not to kill him.

      In position and in good time the murderers waited, motionless, for the Admiral’s door to open. The cock crowed and, as if in sympathy, the prime bell of the nearby Eglise Saint Jean tolled its death knell. The cock persisted, but still no man appeared. Then, the murky silence of the morning was disturbed by the creaking of hinges and, as predicted, Coligny emerged, closing the door behind him.

      A tall imposing man with long face and nose, broad forehead and piercing brown eyes, one would not have assumed him to be a naval commander of warships and armed warriors, rather an artist or court diplomat. A clearing of his throat and some indecipherable muttering helped the men to take aim at their quarry but they waited for him to walk an agreed four paces before discharging their first shots. A sharp squeal through the dense fog indicated they had found their mark. Guise had chosen his most skilled riflemen, who swiftly placed a second lead ball into their muzzle, ramming it in, pouring a coating of gunpowder onto the pan and cocking the hammer, in a seamless movement, born out of years on the battlefield. Their second then third shots fired, and they made their escape without examining the fallen body on the ground before the alarm sounded.

      

      Events occurred quickly: Guise’s men reported to him that they had fulfilled their mission, so he promptly dismissed them with his thanks for their participation. However, to his dismay and disappointment, another soldier arrived within the hour to inform him that Admiral Coligny was not dead.

      ‘What! His injuries?”

      “Sire, he has lost one finger and his elbow is severely damaged but, yes, he survives. His servants have put him in his bed to recover.”

      

      Guise hurried to the Royal Palace without delay, brushing sentries aside as he made for Catherine’s quarters.

      “Damn!” The queen cursed. “Word will soon get around so we must ensure that neither mine nor the King’s name is connected, at all costs.”

      The Duke bit his lip, saying nothing. Catherine, her countenance as dark as night, racked her brain to decide on her next move. At length, she spoke,

      “We will send the Royal Physician, at once, to tend Coligny’s wounds…yes, that will reflect well on us…” Again, she fell silent before instructing Guise,

      “This unholy business will be concluded, Duke Guise, and this time there must be no mistake. It is read in my stars that this month I will not tolerate failure. Do you understand me? Do not use soldiers, no-one in a uniform nor having any association with the court.”

      “Of course, ma’am. It will be done, as you command.”

      

      Accordingly, Guise sent a message to the ringleader of a band of Parisian ruffians whose services, especially when settling a score, he had hired in the past. He paid them well so their reliability, as with their discretion, was assured. This high-profile engagement, fraught with danger, would cost him a good few coins but he had no choice – the failure of the first attempt was down to him and only as fool would ignore his lady’s authority. To do so could see him reduced to the ranks, or worse.

      

      At midday, six burly cut-throats approached Coligny’s dwelling. A broad-shouldered one at the front took three steps back and charged the locked door that promptly yielded. Rushing into the ground floor room, their only opposition was an elderly manservant sitting at a table who was swiftly rendered unconscious by a cudgel blow to the head. Upstairs, Coligny lay in his bed with the doctor applying balm to the man’s injured arm.

      “Out! Leave now!” They had no truck with the physician who made a rapid exit. Leaning over the bedridden Huguenot, the leading executioner drew his dagger to plunge it into the defenceless admiral whose white nightshirt turned red as his heart pumped its last. Death ensured success. To compound the murder, with the intention of terrifying the man’s adherents, another brute approached the bed and, with one fell blow of his sabre, severed head from body. They dragged the corpse to the window and cast it unceremoniously into the street below, for all Paris to witness.

      News of the outrage spread around the city like wildfire and, as Catherine had hoped, it had the desired effect of creating apprehension and fear among the Protestant population. If a senior member of their Church could be blatantly and mercilessly slain in his bed, who would be next, they asked each other, amid an atmosphere of burgeoning panic, and the day before what should have been a joyous wedding?
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          PARIS, 20TH AUGUST 1572

        

      

    

    
      This same day, before dawn, Joffroy, a former sailor, met his old friend Sébastien at the Porte au Blé on the right bank of the river Seine, as arranged. Both religious men who regularly attended the Eucharist of their Protestant church, and both unmarried, with no dependant families, they had taken a remarkable decision, to flee Paris. Shaking hands, they took the path that skirted the river flowing downstream. The men were travelling light, wearing a heavy waterproof cape over their tunic and each carrying a small sack, a drawstring fastening its top to keep their few valuables secure. Joffroy spoke,

      “It amazes me not more folk like us are leaving the city. Our priest has been telling us, from the pulpit and in private, that we’re in danger from the Catholic powers. I know he’s right. It’s hard to put my finger on it but snide comments and spitting at us in the street, snubbed by people I thought were my friends, notices posted warning us to pray only in our own churches…almost as if we would infect theirs. Yes, it’s hard, but it’s real enough to know we’re not safe.”

      “Ay, I’ve experienced the same,” Sébastien agreed, “and Coligny’s murder yesterday is an alert that there’s something evil in the air.”

      After a few minutes they reached the first of several barges and sailing boats moored, end to end.

      “Leave the talking to me. With any luck we’ll happen on a captain who’s known to me from my younger days, one who’ll assist our flight,” Joffroy told his pal in a confident tone. At the first barge he stepped on board and shouted into an open hatch,

      “Hey! Good morning! Anyone down there?”

      A stranger ascended the ladder to face the visitor.

      “What do you want? I paid our port taxes when we arrived yesterday -”

      “Worry not! We seek employment on your boat, if any there be.”

      “No, got a full complement but try further on down the quay, I’ve heard that there’s a long sailing vessel further on that’s short-handed.”

      “My thanks, monsieur, and bon voyage.”

      

      “Sounds promising,” Sébastien commented as they clambered off the deck and continued to the boat the sailor had indicated.

      “Yes, it does, and regardless of how much work we can get, we won’t return to Paris in the foreseeable future. Not safe, to put it mildly.”

      

      Their luck was in and this captain was one Joffroy had sailed with in the past. Their friendship renewed, work on the boat for the coming three months was offered and accepted.

      “Welcome aboard, Joffroy and Sébastien! I’ve heard talk they are dangerous times in Paris so I’m glad I don’t have to venture far from the quayside when I sail my boat here.”

      

      At the same time, in the north of the city, Rue Beaubourg, old Gervese held out his hand to help his wife, Salvia, climb up onto the seat of their cart.

      “We should have taken more notice of the warnings our lad gave us, months ago,” the elderly woman said, resignation in her voice, “who’d have thought it!”

      A small chest containing some clothing and their bible was lashed securely and with a sharp crack of the whip their horse took up the strain and began to haul them along the street, out of the city, to stay with Gervese’s brother-in-law in Beauvais, a good two days ride away.

      “We’ll be safe there my dear and, anyway, what choice do we have? Even our neighbour of thirty years belittles our belief, besmirches our Holy Mass, and mocks our Bible.”

      “You’re right, husband, we have no choice, and I fear for those of our faith who we’re leaving behind.”

      “Ay, but it’s up to them, if they can’t trust their own eyes.”

      

      During the twenty-four hours after Coligny’s murder, a rising state of apprehension, then helpless panic, gripped the Huguenot population of Paris – but only a few hundred citizens, like Joffroy, Gervese, Sébastien and Salvia, resorted to abandoning their homes and fleeing. Most remained, their naïve minds convinced that, especially at such a happy marital time, none of the rumours of bloodshed would materialize and affect them.
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        Paris, 21st August, 1572

      

      

      

      The morning of the wedding between Marguerite of Valois and Henry the Third of Navarre – the former a Catholic, the latter a Huguenot – dawned fine and sunny with not a cloud in the sky to threaten their happiness. Although they hardly knew each other, it was hoped that they would grow to respect the sanctity of their marriage for the benefit of all parties. The steps of the cathedral of Notre-Dame de Paris echoed to the excited voices of common people, of both faiths, crowding to secure a good view of its massive iron-studded oak doors, whence the bride and groom-to-be would soon emerge after a private audience with the celebrant Archbishop of Paris, Pierre de Gondi.

      

      A line of soldiers, dressed in full ceremonial uniform, linked arms to form a cordon to keep the crowds at a respectful distance. The air trembled with the thunderous peal of Notre-Dame’s immense bells in the twin towers, complemented by the chimes of all the churches in the city, from Eglise Saint Nicolas in the north to the Abbaye de Saint Victor in the south. Parisians, believers or not, rejoiced at the unification of the two houses of Valois and Navarre, hoping that tolerance and understanding would regain the sanity of Paris and the kingdom.

      

      Notre-Dame de Paris, consecrated to the Virgin Mary, began its construction begun in 1160 by Bishop Maurice de Sully, stood proudly on the Ile de la Cité in the swirling waters of the mighty river Seine. Its pioneering rib vaulting and flying buttresses made it the finest Gothic church in the land, and not just a place for worship. Few people could read or write in 1572 so it was the symbolism of buildings such as this cathedral that educated them in the thinking of the Church. Grotesque gargoyles stared with ferocious faces, snarling and spewing streams of rainwater from the buttress ends; wicked imps laughed; angry chimera monsters breathed fire at the strix - owl-like creatures that ate human flesh. Everything conveyed a message, predominantly engendering fear and wonder at the power of the Lord – that which no leather-bound tome or pompous erudite preacher could ever achieve. The cathedral served as the poor people’s book through its sculpture vividly illustrating biblical stories. The tympanum over the central portal, where Henry and Marguerite were about to present themselves for marriage, showed the Last Judgment with sinners being led to hell and good Christian folk taken to heaven. What more potent an idea for the people? These were visual instructions to the illiterate worshippers, symbols of evil and danger that threatened those who did not follow the teachings of the Church.

      

      It was common for ignorant citizens to enter the cathedral, not necessarily with hope for a spiritual conversion but to sit and marvel at the stories told by sunlight shining through the coloured glass in the three rose windows. Scenes from the life of Christ and those who witnessed His time on earth became real. They learned the significance of the angels, apostles and saints, Old and New Testament subjects through blue red white and purple shards. Jesus’s Descent into Hell; Adam and Eve; the Resurrection of the Lord – all magically portrayed to the amazement of ordinary man.

      

      At a given signal, three canons, on their trolleys behind the outside of the apse, fired, one after the other, their cannonballs falling harmlessly into the Seine, a sign for all the churches to cease ringing their bells. The excitement among the people rose as a single slow chime resounded from one of the cathedral’s towers. Guests, family, friends and sundry nobility wearing their finest costumes, Catherine and Charles included, ceased their conversations, expectantly facing the grand portal. The bell made its final note as the moment everyone was waiting for arrived. The doors slowly opened and a deacon carrying a heavy brass cross led out the wedding participants: Archbishop de Gondi, the bride and the groom. The prelate was adorned in a white linen chasuble tied with a purple cord; his tall official mitre emphasising a narrow, bearded face; his crozier with its carved ivory top in his right hand.

      

      Two young sisters, awestruck and all but transported by the exhilarating events of the morning, nudged and whispered to each other. Like the rest of the crowd, they had been standing patiently for the royal pair to appear.

      “Here she is, at last…have you ever seen anyone so elegant, so resplendent?” gasped one girl.

      “In truth, I have not, sister. Mind you, we don’t have the chance to observe royalty every day of the week,” the other girl reasoned.

      “Behold her gown! It’s blue velvet from head to toe…and the sleeves…she’s so elegant! And those flowers…but I didn’t know she’s so tiny, a gust of wind and she’d be blown over!”

      “Don’t be silly,” the sister scoffed, “she’ll have ladies-in-waiting to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      “I suppose you’re right. When we get home, I’m going to ask mother to braid my hair, like hers.”

      The other youngster had been watching Henry carefully. She spoke, but with less enthusiasm,

      “He’s not much taller than her,” and she paused, “if you ask me, he’s a toff, yes definitely a toff. Look at his quilted doublet and…are those silver buttons fastening it? It’s the closest our sort will ever be to any precious metal, and do you think he wears a cap and feathers like that around his palace? The only thing I admire in him is that…er…badge, if that’s the word…no, it’s a coat-of-arms on his sash thing. Now, that impresses me!”

      She was correct to praise the sash that identified him as a member of the powerful royal House of Navarre that would, shortly, be united with the Valois line.

      

      The crowd applauded heartily until a raised hand from the Archbishop brought them to order. Marguerite and Henry turned to face the portal and the ceremony began.

      An assistant priest emerged from within the cathedral holding a gold bowl from which de Gondi liberally sprinkled the couple with holy water, mumbling a blessing. The required banns had been posted in Notre-Dame and around the city for four weeks, as was the ecclesiastical rule but the Archbishop still asked the crowd, whether they knew of any just cause or impediment why they should not be lawfully wed. No objection was forthcoming so he proceeded, gesturing to Henry to remove the ring from his doublet pocket. Next, he touched Marguerite’s thumb, index and middle fingers for the ring to be loosely placed and, in turn, he gave a blessing,

      ‘In nomine Patris,’ (In the name of the Father)

      ‘et filiis,’ (and the Son)

      ‘et Spiritus Sanctus.’ (and the Holy Spirit)

      Finally, after the usual rite, he nodded to Henry who encircled her wedding finger with the band, to then announce,

      “I marry you, wife.” The Archbishop proclaimed,

      “You Henry, and you Marguerite are, this day, wed with the Lord’s grace.”

      Wild cheering erupted. The marriage was warmly received, and while they wished the young couple happiness, they prayed for religious peace in Paris and the Kingdom of France.

      

      De Gondi to the fore, the newly-weds entered the cathedral, followed by the lords, ladies, dukes, duchesses, sundry dignitaries and friends who had witnessed the ceremony outside for a nuptial mass within. This marked the end of the involvement of the commoners who duly returned to their homes.

      

      After mass in the cathedral, a meal was served in Henry’s private dining room. Initially the atmosphere was tense and less than cordial but copious consumption of wine relaxed the guests and conversation, leading to laughter, flowed. Catherine flitted from Catholic to Huguenot, drawing on her diplomatic talents and fostering a general feeling that religious unity was possible, if not probable, owing to the marriage they had just consecrated.
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        The Royal Palace Great Hall, 22nd August, 1572

      

      

      

      The main feasting and celebrations for the royal wedding began with luncheon and would continue into the evening on this and the ensuing three days. Colourful banners and flags bearing the coats-of-arms and emblems of the royal and ducal households of the guests hung from the walls of the Great Hall, alongside lavishly embroidered tapestries.

      With Marguerite and Henry in front, the party for the high table filed into the hall through a rear door to take their places before the assembled company who rose and applauded respectfully. Once Henry sat the rest followed. Attired in rich outfits the royal party looked every inch the epitome of the aristocratic class to which they belonged. The raised dais was not there coincidentally: they needed and would be seen, at all times, by the lower ranks in the room. The pure white damask that covered their tables was in stark contrast with the bare wood on which the ordinary guests dined.

      

      This was an occasion for the royal family to impress their guests - it would never do if the event was inferior in any way to previous banquets – and they did not disappoint.

      In the kitchens, thirty-seven chefs prepared the food; fifteen scullions cleared up after them and peeled and chopped vegetables; spit-turners saw to the roasting of pigs, lambs, and oxen; dozens of staff brought out silver platters laden with all manner of delicacy. The fortunate guests tucked into fresh bread, bowls of whipped butter, sugared almonds, hard-boiled eggs smothered in honey and mustard, pork pot pies, fried oranges, meatballs, roast meats, cheeses, all wolfed down with best spiced wine.

      

      Royal guards in their chainmail suits, with a tabard bearing the royal crest over a sword thrust into a leather belt, stood to attention at either end of the high table.
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        Catherine’s private apartment, 24th August 1572

      

      

      

      “Our good Duke of Guise, are all preparations made for tomorrow?”

      “They are, ma’am, you can have every confidence in me and my men.”

      “And, so I do. Should the venture fail the consequences do not bear thinking about, for our families and the Church.”

      “I understand and have chosen only my best soldiers, from each of the seven barracks in the city, to avoid idle gossip.”

      “The Duke is, to be sure, a loyal and shrewd general. What say you, Charles?”

      Charles appeared from a shadowy corner, reluctant to become any more embroiled in the dark business than was necessary. Guise gave a polite bow to his monarch, a slight smile on his lips betraying the contempt in which he held a man who was the total opposite to himself.

      “Your majesty,” Guise mumbled.

      “Guise,” Charles acknowledged.

      “Speak, my son!” the lady bellowed in his ear. “These times that confound us call for a steadfast spirit and a belief in the righteousness of our cause. The days of treaties and mealy-mouthed diplomacy are long since passed. Even as we talk, the Huguenots gorge themselves on our hospitality, oblivious to their fate.” She continued,

      “Our Catholic faith must prevail over all others and I pray for a successful resolution.”

      “Your prayers are, of course, appreciated, even if I envisage a result that is not as immediate as we desire,” Guise said, softly. The lady replied in a questioning tone,

      “I will repeat the plan, one last time but…but enough. Let us first toast the outcome we seek. Charles! Pour wine for us!”

      The king, Queen Mother and duke solemnly raised their glasses.

      “To the Catholic faith!” Both men dutifully repeated her words. Placing her goblet on the table, she resumed,

      “The twenty-fifth is the day of the principal banquet after which the wedding guests will depart the city. Charles and I will attend, as is expected, and the Great Hall of our Royal Palace will be fit to burst, everyone wanting the congratulate the couple’s happiness before their life of dedication to the kingdom begins. We will occupy the prominent dais at the far end of the room and – hear this well, Duke – the guests will be seated at tables running the length of the hall, Marguerite’s people to the right, in front of her, and Henry’s to the left. Upon your appearance, or that of one of your officers, I will at once order the top table guests and friends out of the place to safety. The good direction of the affair is in your hands, Guise. It is Charles’s decree that not one of those Huguenots sitting on Henry’s side shall survive the attack – not one!

      She turned to Charles, who had remained silent during her address,

      “That is your royal command, is it not, Charles?”

      “It surely is. Not one!” Adopting a strangely authoritative tone, he instructed, “you may leave us, Guise. See that our intentions are satisfied. Although these words are uttered by me, they have the force of the Lord Almighty, so you may proceed in the assurance that you possess both regal and heavenly strength.”
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