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‘They that go down to the sea in ships, that do business in great waters; These see the works of the Lord, and his wonders in the deep.

For He commandeth, and raiseth the stormy wind, which lifteth up the waves thereof.’

Psalm 107: 23–27 (KJV)
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The Ghost Ship is the third in a series of novels inspired by the Huguenot diaspora, which travels from France in the sixteenth century to the Cape of Good Hope in the nineteenth century by way of Amsterdam and the Canary Islands.

The sequence of religious civil wars between Catholics and Huguenots in France – which began on 1 March 1562 and ended after several million had been murdered or displaced – was brought to an end by the signing of the Edict of Nantes on 13 April 1598 by the previously Protestant King, Henri IV or Henri of Navarre. Henri achieved great things during his reign and his assassination on 14 May 1610 was a catastrophe for France and the Huguenots. Henri’s oldest legitimate son, eight-year-old Louis XIII, ascended the throne and a rolling back of Huguenot rights began immediately. La Rochelle, then the third biggest city in France, became a symbol of resistance against the Catholic crown.

When Louis XIII died in May 1643, his son Louis XIV continued the persecution. He revoked the Edict of Nantes at Fontainebleau on 22 October 1685, precipitating the forced exodus of those few Huguenots still remaining in France. The first Huguenot refugees began to arrive in the Cape of Good Hope in South Africa as early as 1671. The governor, Simon van der Stel, set aside land for Huguenot settlement in the valley of Drakenstein (present-day Paarl) and Oliphants Hoek in which to settle. Renamed le coin Français, the ‘French corner’, it later became known by its Dutch name, Franschhoek.

There are many excellent histories of the Huguenots and the influence of this small community is extraordinary, a diaspora that took them, as skilled immigrants, all over the world. The word ‘refugee’ comes from réfugié, a French word first used to describe the Huguenots. Every country which accepted the refugees – including the Dutch Republic, England and South Africa – was enriched by their presence.

The United East India Company – the voc (Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie) – was established in March 1602 by the States General of the Netherlands, seven years before the Dutch Republic was formally recognised by Spain in 1609, if for a limited period, granting it a twenty-one-year monopoly to carry out trade activities in the Far East. I have allowed myself a great deal of licence by allowing the Van Raay fleet to be independent within the voc. I’ve also taken huge liberties with the command structure and the piratical activities of the Old Moon for the purposes of the narrative: for example, there would certainly have been three lieutenants/watchmen beneath the captain, rather than just two. It is not likely that a ‘ghost ship’ such as I have imagined could have existed – least of all commanded by a woman – but, in the tradition of most pirate stories, romance and swagger is what drives the narrative. The Old Moon is based on two Dutch ships of the period – Henry Hudson’s Halve Maen (Half Moon) and Willem Barentsz’s Witte Swaen (White Swan). The spiegelretourschip the Berg China – referred to in Dutch records simply as the China – arrived in Table Bay from Rotterdam in 1688.

Finally, the love story at the heart of the novel is inspired in part by two real eighteenth-century female pirates, the legendary Anne Bonny and Mary Read; as well as earlier pirate commanders such as the fourteenth-century ‘Lioness of Brittany’, Jeanne de Clisson, and the sixteenth-century Moroccan pirate queen, Sayyida al Hurra. These extraordinary warrior women – and others – appear in my book Warrior Queens & Quiet Revolutionaries: How Women (Also) Built the World.

All the characters in The Ghost Ship, unless otherwise specified, are imagined, though inspired by people who might have lived: ordinary women and men, struggling to love and survive against a backdrop of religious war and displacement.

Then, as now.

Kate Mosse

Chichester

November 2022
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PROLOGUE
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LAS PALMAS DE GRAN CANARIA


Friday, 8 October 1621

Today I am sentenced to swing. Before the sun rises, I will be taken from here to a place of execution and there, hanged by the neck until I am dead.

My pretty white neck.

Friends, I am innocent of the charge set against me. My other crimes, I do not deny. My actions were measured, they were just. I can still feel the slip of blood between my fingers, still smell the fear. Later, the hate down below deck and the stench of men confined at sea for month upon month. Their disbelief, too, that a woman could be so cruel. So, yes, I confess I have killed, but only ever in self-defence or to protect those I love. Never for gain. Never without due cause.

Those were the words I spoke at my trial, but the men of the Spanish court did not listen. The judges – hypocrites all – gasping for details. They could not believe a woman capable of such devilry, yet they pronounced me guilty all the same.

Outside my window, the sky is growing white, giving shape back to the scaffold and to my cell: the rough bunk affixed to the floor; a blanket lousy with fleas; my trencher and tankard; a night pot. I have scratched my initials upon the bricks so future prisoners will know that, for nigh-on six weeks in the year of Our Lord 1621, a woman was here confined: LRJ, captain and commander, innocent of the crime for which she was condemned.

I can hear the bells of the cathedral of Santa Ana marking the start of another day. At the port, the fishermen will be mending their nets, their wives gutting the morning’s catch and their children curing seaweed with smoke on the sand. In the harbour, the wind will be whispering in the shrouds and snapping at the rigging of the tall ships as they prepare to journey south to the Cape of Good Hope where two oceans meet.

How I miss the lilt and sway of the waves beneath my feet, the buck and the tilt. The solitude of the night-watch and the black sky scattered silver with stars. The endless, treacherous, beautiful shifting water.

Such freedom, such liberty.

In the Casas Consistoriales, the Town Hall, scribes will be preparing their paper and ink. The priest will be sharpening his prayers and preparing to hear my confession, expecting repentance and a desire for absolution. I shall not give him that satisfaction.

Friends, it was my grandmother who taught me the importance of telling one’s own story, of not allowing the words of others to stand for us. Lies that snare and trap. So, in these last moments, I have a final question to put before you, a question I find I still cannot answer for myself.

Is a murderer born, or is she made?

The Bible says that God put his mark on Cain and condemned him to be a restless wanderer. Do I have such a mark? Is there such a thing as bad blood?

Some are born to evil. That is what the prosecutor said as he pronounced sentence. And how could I – the daughter of a murderer, the granddaughter of a murderer – refute that? Were the seeds already sown in my childhood spent among the wooden masts of the fluyts and flat-bottomed barges of Amsterdam? In that boarding house in Kalverstraat when I became what I am? In La Rochelle sailing with the Old Moon into harbour on that late October tide one year ago? Or the instant I realised I was in love, and so had everything to lose?

Even at this eleventh hour, I still believe my lover will save me. After everything we have seen, all we have been to one another, I have faith.

The sky is now the palest of blues. I believed myself composed, but I see how my hand is shaking as I write these final words. I have paid the guard well to smuggle away these papers, and I have to pray that he will be honest.

It is quiet in the gaol. I’m told it is always so on a day of execution. Can you hear it, the silence? No banging on the bars, no shouting or pleas for clemency, tobacco or water, no imagined malady come on during the hours of darkness. Even the rats are still. There is only the clink of keys and boots as the gaoler makes his way, flanked by four soldiers, for they think I am wild.

Outside the prison walls, it is different. I can hear the growing roar and clamour of the populace gathering at the gate. Armed with their needlework and their lace, flasks full of Canarian wine and parasols to shelter them from the rising sun. Until today, this has been the hottest autumn on record.

It is nearly time.

I have rejected the hood. I want to see the burguesía and the common people alike, all who have come on this dull morning in October to witness the execution of the hellion, the notorious she-captain of the seas. I will give them a spectacle, make no mistake. They will get their entertainment, even though they have dressed me in women’s weeds and I can barely breathe. I petitioned to be allowed my own clothes, but they forced on me this last indignation of petticoats and stays. I came into this world as a woman, and I am condemned to leave it as one.

I have heard the guards say that it will be the largest crowd ever for a hanging and that, I admit, also pleases me. They have seen corsairs swing before, at this meeting point of the Atlantic Ocean and the Barbary Coast where piracy is a fact of life, but it is only right that I should be such a draw. I am, indeed, notorious, feared over sea and land. I am the one they did not believe could exist.

I am the commander oaf the Ghost Ship.






PART ONE
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Eleven Years Earlier

PARIS, LA ROCHELLE & CARCASSONNE



May–July 1610







CHAPTER ONE

[image: Ornament image]

PARIS


Wednesday, 12 May 1610

In the gardens of the Palais des Tuileries, a butterfly fluttered in the warm spring air. Soaring, turning, dipping, it flew over the formal lawns and beds of red and yellow tulips, past the elms and the holm oaks, before coming to rest in a haze of lavender.

In the pink of the early morning, the formal box hedges lining the alleyways were already alive with sparrows. A blackbird grumbled at her mate. The first swifts gliding home from wintering on the Barbary Coast, a drift of silky wings skimming the still waters of the ornamental lake. Silk worms, the most recent arrivals in this green oasis at the western edge of the city, were spinning their silent story in the white mulberry trees.

Behind the high stone walls, beyond the tranquillity of the gardens, Paris was stirring. The bells of the city marked the passage from night to day. Hawkers dragged their carts towards Les Halles, wheels rattling over the cobbled streets. Merchants of cloth and preserves, pewter and gloves prepared for another day’s business. In boarding houses and attics, the doxies and cutpurses muttered and cussed, waiting for the night to come around again. Kitchen maids held out jugs for deliveries of milk and scrawny boys were sent to buy fresh fish from the Quai de Bourbon. From north to south, within the old medieval footprint of the capital city, everywhere was life.

The coronation was only a day away. Pennants flew blue, red and gold, geraniums blazed in window boxes. Royalists pinned flags to their balconies and boasted of how they had been invited to be in the congregation at the Basilica of Saint Denis tomorrow. After ten years of marriage to the King of France, Marie de’ Medici was finally to be crowned queen in the presence of her husband and the eight-year-old Dauphin. Though the Italian queen was not popular, in taverns, landlords were offering drinks named in her honour – the ‘Marie Punch’, the ‘Medici Malmsey’ and the ‘grosse banquière’. All along the rue Saint-Honoré, the boulangeries were filled with Florentine biscotti and brioches, pâte feuilletée filled with cream and plaits of bread in the shape of a crown.

And in her family’s temporary lodgings in Place Dauphine, at the western end of the Île de la Cité, slept one who had not been invited. Louise Reydon-Joubert was dreaming of Amsterdam: the twenty-fourth day of April in the year 1596. Of deep waters and wide blue skies that promised adventure, of the glory of ocean-going ships.

Night after night, the same dream.

She was ten years old, tall for her age, and remembering being taken out into the IJ for the first time to inspect the ships anchored in the harbour. Smart in her white bonnet and apron, blue dress and clogs.

In her troubled sleep, Louise shifts. Her long brown hair tangles around her throat like a noose. The dream is disconcerting. It is painful to remember how innocent she was, how proud. Holding her grandfather’s hand as they walked over the canals of Amsterdam, knowing her beloved mother would be home the next day.

A red-letter day, marked on the calendar.

Louise dreams of being handed down from the quayside into the barge on Damrak, like a sack of flour, then feels the dip and pull of the oars and the slap of canal water on the bow as they make their way past the wharfs at the backs of houses on Warmoesstraat. Under the bridges, past the spire of the Oude Kerk, then disembarking. Walking along a wooden pontoon, the struts cracking and lurching beneath her feet. Clambering into the ship’s boot, a large rowing boat which would take them out to where the Old Moon was anchored in the deep, shifting water of the harbour. She sees a forest of wood, masts and sails – the most glorious sight – and the noise is overwhelming, terrifying. Shouting, gusts of wind, the scrape of metal. The whistle blowing instructions.

The images swirl and merge. Looking up in wonder at the sails and masts, the lattice of rigging. Looking down at the sea, choppier now, white waves breaking as the oars carve a path through the water making diamonds of green. Remembering her grandfather wiping the salt spray from her face with his handkerchief.

Then, they are alongside, beneath the smooth hull of the Old Moon. The fluyt is bobbing in the swell. Iron nails bleeding red into the timber of the gunwales. Louise sees the polish and shine of a ship almost ready to sail, the chaos of merchants and goods, sailors and civilians. Animals, for trade or food, are being winched up onto the deck.

Strong arms grasp her around her waist, pass her up from hand to hand on the rope ladder, until she, too, is standing on the deck. Her clogs are unsuitable, but Louise quickly finds her balance. She is a natural, they say. Touching the rigging, the polished taffrail, the comforting thickness of the rope. Her grandfather lifts her up to ring the ship’s bell and she runs the length of the deck, stern to bow, without slipping.

Louise claps with delight as the sailors clamber barefoot up ropes and balance on the cross beams, like the pet monkeys in the bar on Zeedijk; the galley in the fo’c’sle with its belch of smoke and soot, the rattle of the metal cauldron hanging in its brick prison; the beak at the bow and the grille through which the sailors do their private business. Though she is only ten, she understands that every man has his task. A ship is a floating republic, with its own laws, its own customs, its own rules.

Louise loses her heart that day, swept away by the promise of adventure, of freedom. Everyone is charmed by a girl who loves the sea as much as any boy. All the grizzled seamen, who spend their lives away from the civilising company of women and children, clap their hands. Her cheeks are flushed, her hair has come loose, she is happy.

Then, as always, the dream darkens. Always the same shift from exhilaration to despair. The sailors laughing when she says that, one day, she will be the captain of a ship. Not understanding why everyone is laughing, she feels humiliated. Her grandfather bends down to explain that girls cannot go to sea, though there is much they can do on dry land.

And that is how it begins to end.

Louise runs from him and trips, overbalances. She is falling, spinning down into the sea. Not the familiar glinting surface of Damrak, but the deep waters of the IJ reaching up to claim her. So cold. She tries to swim, but her arms will not move, her legs will not move. Her skirt and petticoats are sodden, dragging her under. Louise sees her wooden clogs come loose and float away from her. She will not need them now.

There is no sound save the beating of her own heart as she is embraced by the silken water, held by the choking weed, sinking down to where the fish dart, quicksilver fast, in the depths.

How much simpler everything might have been if she had drowned that day.

‘No!’ Louise shouted, throwing herself bolt upright.

It took a moment for the room to come back into focus. Pale blue curtains rather than wooden shutters. The sounds of workmen arguing in French in the square below, not the cheerful chatter of Dutch bargemen. Louise is not in her chamber in Zeedijk, but in an elegant house in Place Dauphine. No longer a ten-year-old girl learning the limits of her world for the first time, but a woman of almost twenty-five.

Louise Reydon-Joubert let her head fall back against the bedstead and caught her breath. This was Paris not Amsterdam. Yet even here, it seemed, she could not escape the past.






CHAPTER TWO
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One floor below, Louise’s grandmother, Minou, lay in her bed staring up at the wooden ceiling of her chamber and thought how, of all places, she most hated Paris.

This was the first time she had returned to the capital city since the terrible night of the August massacre that followed the royal wedding of Henri de Navarre to Marguerite de Valois thirty-eight years ago. Minou wished they had not come though, in truth, there had been little choice. If Louise was to claim her inheritance, she had to be present in person tomorrow to sign the documents, and neither Minou nor her husband, Piet, could have let her come to Paris alone.

She was determined to banish the memories of the past, so they had intended to stay until December. It was a chance for them to see their son, Jean-Jacques, who was in the employ of the Duc de Sully, the King’s closest adviser and friend. It would also give her the chance to get to know her Parisian grandchildren, Jean-Jacques’ four-year-old daughter Florence and his new baby son. Now, Minou wasn’t sure.

Feeling every one of her sixty-eight years, she raised herself on one elbow, and gazed at Piet sleeping beside her. His beloved features, grown white with age, were as familiar to her as her own. Against all odds, they had been by one another’s side for nearly fifty years. Together they had faced grief and despair, they had lost their way and been reconciled once more. Blessed with three children and three grandchildren, they had suffered, but kept going. Companions-in-arms, they had stood firm against the vicissitudes of life, the evils of war and the deaths of those they loved. They were old, but they had somehow kept living when those around them stumbled and fell. They had survived.

They would not survive this.

Minou let her eyes briefly close. She could put it off no longer. She had to tell him. She ran the back of her hand down the length of her husband’s arm, hoping to wake him gently. He was still a strong man, though the flesh hung more loosely on his bones. In her memory, she could still see the stranger who had first stood before her outside her father’s house in Carcassonne and called her his ‘lady of the mists’. She had given Piet her heart that night and, though it had been torn and stitched by time, still it beat only for him.

‘Mon coeur,’ she whispered.

Piet grunted in his sleep, but did not stir.

The early morning sun was filtering through the shutters, casting ribbons of light on the wooden floor. Minou thought of other wakeful mornings when they had lain in one another’s arms: in their first home in Puivert, destroyed during the fourth war; of their sanctuary on Zeedijk in Amsterdam, where they’d fled after the massacre that had taken her brother and their eldest daughter, Marta, from them, as well as a thousand other Huguenot souls; of all the places where they had been honoured guests, or homeless refugees, as their fortunes rose and fell, and rose again. She did not want to break the spell. Once she did, nothing would be the same.

‘My love, I would speak with you,’ she said, gathering her courage. She kissed his cheek and breathed in the familiar scent of sandalwood. So vivid, so strong, even after all these years. His eyes opened, for an instant not sure where he was. ‘Piet.’

He turned a morning smile towards her. ‘You sound very sombre.’

‘It is a matter of some importance.’

He laughed. ‘There is no need to frown, madomaisèla. There is nothing you could say that I would not be glad to hear.’

‘Madomaisèla, ha! You are in need of a pair of spectacles.’

‘I do not need an eye glass to know you are beautiful.’

Minou rested her hand against his cheek. ‘You are a flatterer, my lord.’

‘Speak, for the sooner you do, the sooner we might take breakfast.’ He grinned, the lines on his weathered face creasing his pale Northern skin. ‘I find I have an appetite this morning.’ Seeing her hesitate, he reassured her. ‘You can tell me anything, Minou, you know you can.’

‘Of course.’ She pushed her long hair, the colour of snow now, back from her face. ‘It is this. I want to go home.’

Piet sat up and leant back against the bedstead. ‘Well, I confess that was not what I was expecting. This does not seem to me so very serious. I admit the timing will need to be the subject of some discussion, given Jean-Jacques is so well-established here. And there is Louise to consider. Once the papers have been signed, I assume she intends to stay on with us in Paris, but I might be wrong. And, of course, Bernarda and Frans are not expecting us back in Amsterdam until the eve of Sint Nicolaas.’

She put her hand on his arm to stem the tide of words. ‘No, not Amsterdam.’

Piet frowned. ‘Then where?’

For the first time, Minou smiled. ‘To Carcassonne. The time has come to go home.’






CHAPTER THREE
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Louise tiptoed past her grandparents’ closed door, down the wide staircase and out into the early morning. Her blood was restless, as it always was when she was plagued with bad dreams, and the only way to calm herself was to walk. Walk, and not think. Walk, and not speak.

For a moment, she stood in the centre of Place Dauphine and looked back at the building that, for three weeks, had been their home. Named for Henri IV’s eldest son and heir, it was the second of the King’s newly designed open spaces for the citizens of Paris and was not yet completed. The sound of hammering and construction had filled every waking hour since they’d arrived in April, save for the Sabbath. It was enough to drive anyone out of their mind.

Of course, Louise knew it wasn’t the noise in Place Dauphine that unsettled her. Her mind was too full. This was her first visit to Paris. It was here, in the year 1572, that her mother, Marta, had gone missing as a child. Louise’s fingers went to her pocket, where her mother’s locket lay wrapped in a scrap of cotton. A talisman, or a good luck charm, she was never without it.

Try not to think.

Louise walked through the square and leant on a stone parapet, looking down over the river Seine. Even before she had been old enough to be told the story of how her mother had been lost two days before the massacre – and not reunited with her family for twelve years – Louise had sensed that Marta did not fit within the Reydon-Joubert household in Amsterdam. It was those missing years, as the adopted daughter of a mercenary and soldier, that had shaped her, not the fortune of her birth.

Throughout Louise’s childhood, her mother would often vanish from Amsterdam for months on end and no one would tell her where Marta had gone, or if she was coming back. When she did reappear at the busy house on Zeedijk, she brought Louise lavish presents and told tantalising stories of the places she had seen. Marta was charming to her little daughter, pleasant enough to her brother Jean-Jacques, and civil to her younger sister Bernarda, but with little more warmth than she would offer a passing acquaintance. Only Louise’s grandmother, Minou, had ever commanded Marta’s unquestioning affection.

But, from time to time, on long, hot summer evenings – when Marta had taken a little wine and was in a mood to reminisce – she would gather Louise to her on the bench in the orchard of the house on the corner, and tell her stories. They always started the same way: ‘Once upon a time, there was a little girl, a quick-witted and courageous girl . . .’

She remembered her mother as a glamorous and elegant woman, who had made no attempt to hide her disdain for Dutch society. Louise had her mother’s colouring – and the distinctive mismatched eyes of the Reydon-Joubert women, one blue and one brown – but she was broad for a woman and with strong features, at odds with Parisian ideas of female beauty. She had seen her father only once, but knew that she resembled him in build and height. She hated that.

Then two days after that morning in April when Louise had fallen from the Old Moon and nearly drowned, her mother was dead and there were no more stories.

No sense looking back.

As the bells of the Sainte-Chapelle rang the half-hour, Louise pulled her thoughts back to the soft Parisian morning. Her homesick heart was craving familiar sights and smells – the sound of gulls trailing the fishing boats, the slick movements of the stevedores, the swagger of sailors.

She decided to go down to the port. She had noticed one small ship flying the colours of the Dutch East India Company, the VOC, waiting to depart on the morning’s tide. Just the sight of it would help her feel less out of sorts.

Louise picked up her step. Even before she had set foot on the Old Moon, all she had ever wanted was to go to sea. She had made herself a nuisance, forever begging her great-aunt Alis and her companion, Cornelia van Raay, to take her with them to see the tall ships come in. The pennants and the flags, the tiny boats bobbing around the bigger ships like flies around a docile mare. Though she was bored by her lessons, she had no trouble memorising the names of different kinds of rigging and sails, nor how to trace a voyage on the lacquered globe that sat on the table in the entrance hall of the Van Raay house in Warmoesstraat. Louise smiled. Her fingers were always getting trapped in the wooden struts as she spun the world round and round, entranced by the sea monsters and shipwrecks and the terra incognita.

The Van Raay fleet was one of the smallest operating under the auspices of the Dutch East India Company in Amsterdam, and the only one owned and run entirely by a woman. Louise helped Cornelia, but hated being restricted because of her sex. She tracked cargo, noted the running repairs, paid the captains and crew. It was important work, but it was not enough. To be on dry land, dreaming of adventures happening elsewhere, was not enough.

Tomorrow, all this might change.

Louise stepped down off the Pont au Change. After the quiet of the Île de la Cité, it was busier and noisier on the right bank. Carts and carriages jostled to pass, people bellowed, the smell of horse dung mixed with fried meats from the vendors who set up their stalls in the Place de Grève on days when there was to be an execution.

There was a permanent gibbet set in front of the Hôtel de Ville. Louise saw a crowd had gathered and her heart sank. She thought public hangings barbaric, and would have avoided the square if she could, but there was no other way down to the port.

Already soldiers were patrolling the square, pikes in hand, looking for signs of trouble. Children were running around, women pushing with sharp elbows and the stiff corners of their willow paniers, everyone trying to reach the palings first. Louise had little choice but to follow the crowd.

‘Excuse me,’ she said, trying to squeeze through. ‘S’il vous plaît.’

Lifting the hem of her cloak clear of the muck, Louise made her way as best she could. Then, the crowd roared as the cart bringing the prisoners from the Bastille rumbled into the square, and she realised she was trapped.

Close by, a tall man stood shivering despite the warmth of the morning, his red hair marking him out. He nursed a soiled hessian bag to his chest like a baby.

The voices in his head were loud today, telling him what he had to do. He was a fool, an outsider, someone of no account. They hissed at him, telling him the Huguenot malignancy was still spreading, infecting Paris and every one of the great cities of France. The nation would never become great again until every last heretic had been extirpated. It was his purpose. It was God’s purpose through him. The voices told him so.

Those around him gave him a wide berth, he saw that, but he did not care. Was it not always so when a prophet walked among the common people? They would have cause to praise him soon enough. They would fall on their knees to give thanks that the humble saviour of France had graced them with his presence. He was an instrument of God. He would rid France of the cancer of heresy and be blessed for it. Then they would have to believe him.

He kept marching on the spot, his filthy feet uncertain on the cobbled ground. The noises in his head were growing louder. Buzzing, whispering, jeering, mocking.

‘You are nothing, François Ravaillac, nothing at all.’

He clutched the bag closer to him. The tip of its hidden blade pierced the hessian weave, leaving spots of blood on his shirt.

‘What is wrong with him?’

Louise looked down at the little boy who had appeared beside her.

‘Are you lost?’

The child pointed. ‘Look. He’s bleeding.’

She turned to see a ragged man, tall and unkempt, with russet hair, standing in the shadow of the town hall clutching a bag to his chest. He was clearly afflicted with some malady of mind or spirit. His eyes darted to and fro, as if he feared he was being spied upon, and he seemed to be talking to himself. Then, as if feeling her watching him, he turned and stared directly at her with dark, burning, hate-filled eyes.

‘Come away,’ she said quickly, taking the boy by the hand. ‘Where is your mother?’

‘I came with my father.’

‘All right, your father. Where did you last see him?’

The child shrugged, his bravado deserting him. ‘I don’t know,’ he said in a small voice.

In the centre of the square, another roar went up. Above the heads of the crowd, Louise could see four prisoners being hauled up on to the gibbet. One was barely more than a boy himself.

Who would let a child so young wander off on their own?

‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

‘Jacques. I’m four.’

‘Well, I would have thought you at least six,’ Louise said brightly, trying to divert his attention from what was going on behind them. ‘My uncle’s name is Jacques, too. Well, Jean-Jacques. He has a little girl, Florence, about the same age as you and a son, also, but he’s only a baby. Do you live nearby?’

His bottom lip began to quiver. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Now, there’s no need for tears. We’ll find your father.’

In truth, Louise didn’t know where to start – there were so many people, all pressing forward. Such ugly expressions on their faces. This was not justice, but sport.

A woman in a filthy shawl pushed her arm. ‘You’re blocking my view.’

‘Do you know this boy’s father?’

‘Get out of my way.’

Another roar as the cart was rolled away and the four men dropped, legs twitching and spasming in the air. Three of them were lucky enough to die quickly, with a clean snap of the neck, but the last, a thin streak of a boy, was too light. His face turned blue as he slowly choked, bare feet twisting in the warm morning air. Louise wanted to look away, but the horror of it held her. No dignity.

No one should die alone.

‘Excuse me,’ she tried again, pushing her way through the crowd, ‘does anyone know this boy? He’s called Jacques.’

No one was listening. Then, suddenly, she felt Jacques’ hand slip from hers and he ran towards a bearded man in a red cape.

‘This lady found me,’ he said, then staggered back as his father cuffed him around the head.

‘I told you not to go running off.’

‘Monsieur!’ Louise said sharply. ‘He was frightened. This is hardly a place for a child to be.’

He glowered at her. ‘The boy’s got to learn.’ He shoved his son forward. ‘Say thank you to the lady.’

‘Merci,’ Jacques whispered, trying not to cry.

‘This is no place for a child,’ Louise repeated, but father and son were already walking away.

For a moment, she stood quite still, infused with a deep sense of sadness, sadness for all the boys like Jacques, for the child-thief on the gibbet, for her ten-year-old self. She knew how easily a child’s heart could be wounded.

The bells of Paris started to ring the hour. Louise shook her head, gathered herself. Her uncle was coming to visit this afternoon, so she had a couple of hours yet. She would put the execution from her mind and carry on to the port as she had intended.

Though the Seine was nothing compared to the grandeur of the IJ in Amsterdam, the familiar sights and sounds were soothing. Louise stepped onto the foreshore of the Port de Grève and walked down towards the lapping water, enjoying the squelch of mud beneath her shoes. Boats, barges, ships, scavengers, mudlarks, birds, the river was bustling. Everything that kept Paris going came into this square of riverbank between the floating jetties and bridges: wheat, flour, oats, barley, wine, white-wash and charcoal, all unloaded from a flotilla of tiny craft. She eavesdropped on men bartering and bargaining, in French rather than Dutch, but the hand signals were the same. And the VOC ship, with its red, white and blue flags, was still there, ready to sail.

‘Monsieur,’ she said, as the sturdy boot taking cargo to the Amsterdam ship pulled up to the wharf. ‘Where are you headed? How big is your crew?’
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LA ROCHELLE


Under the same sun, some eighty leagues from Paris on the Atlantic Coast, a ten-year-old girl darted, unseen, through another crowd.

La Rochelle – the richest city on the western seaboard and the most important of the places de sûreté for Huguenots within France – had grown rich on salt and wine, and trade in fur and spices with the Americas and the East Indies. A jewel within France’s crown, defended by fortifications, castles and towers, a multitude of cannon facing out to sea, it protected itself and its wealth fiercely. The King had been a friend to La Rochelle, providing funds to reclaim the south-eastern marshlands and transforming the city into a star-shaped stronghold of impregnable bastions, pinned by the Tour de Sermaise to the north, and the Tour d’Aix to the south. To the west, lay the sea.

This morning the port, a natural harbour, was busy. It always was. Several trading ships were moored just beyond the sea walls, and a steady convoy of smaller boats were sailing out between the two mighty towers that stood sentinel at its narrow opening, closed each night by raising the mighty underwater chain to the surface of the water.

Beyond the channel, the Atlantic Ocean.

For the girl, none of this was unfamiliar. She relished the familiar bustle of the port in the middle of the day: nets drying in the sunshine, the rumble of carts, stevedores unloading their cargo, the bob and dip of oars, the slap of rigging in the wind. Sailors with skin the colour of charcoal or scorched red by the sun, mingled with blond mariners from the Baltic. Women with baskets of mussels on their hips, the sleek black shells catching the light. Well-dressed merchants and their wives thronged the quays, making the wharves fertile ground for pickpockets and mountebanks. Behind it all could be heard the sounds of hammering and sawing from the shipbuilders. Sounds the girl had heard many thousands of times.

Yet today was different.

Everything she had known was about to change. Tomorrow, they would lay her brother in the ground. Then the day after, she would cease to exist. The ten years she had lived on this earth would vanish, as if they had never been.

A cacophony of bells from the churches that occupied every corner of Protestant La Rochelle began to ring, each slightly out of time. The girl realised with a start she had been gone too long. She had slipped out at dawn and now it was ten o’clock.

Her heart started to race.

‘Watch where you’re going, boy.’

For a moment, she didn’t grasp he was talking to her. A red-faced man, none too steady on his feet, breath thick with brandy.

‘Pardon, monsieur,’ she murmured, stepping out of his way.

The girl pushed her hand through her shorn hair, unused to feeling air on the back of her neck. The jerkin and the uncomfortable breeches irritated her skin, the material so much coarser than her petticoat. The shoes were too big, clumsy on her narrow feet and tied on with string. Everything felt wrong. But she had caught sight of her reflection in the water and knew she passed well enough.

‘Pick a card, any card . . .’

She stopped, her attention caught by the odd sing-song voice. She did not want another beating, but the thought of returning to the sordid lodgings in the rue du Port, where her beloved twin lay cold in his box, felt like a weight pressing down on her chest. Might she risk another few minutes?

‘Pick a card,’ the man repeated in his lilting accent. ‘How about you, monsieur?’

A knot of some dozen people was clustered around a bateleur, a street entertainer, unusual in the bourgeois Protestant city whose Huguenot soul did not encourage augury or cartomancy or Papish superstition. Unnoticed, the girl slipped through the forest of coats and boots, right to the front of the crowd.

‘I don’t believe any of this,’ sneered a man in a long green velvet coat.

The girl stared at the magician. Dark skinned, exotic in a flounced coat and a blue neckerchief, he had set up a folding table draped in a black cloth with a painted sign: SORTILÈGE. She had never seen anyone like him before. In his hands, he held a stack of rectangular cards, each decorated with bold printed images. The girl had heard of Tarot cards – red, blue and yellow, like the colours of his coat – but had never seen any before. She edged closer and up onto a doorstep to get a better view.

Urged on by his companions, and the promise of a quart of ale if he took the wager, the man in the green coat swaggered up to the table.

‘Come on, then, prove me wrong.’

The bateleur gave a half-bow. ‘You would know what your future holds, is that so?’

One of his companions elbowed him in the back. ‘Ask if that shrew of a wife of yours is tupping your neighbour!’

The man spun round, ready to curse, but the bateleur merely smiled.

‘Mesdames et messieurs, perhaps this other gentleman here is asking because that is what he most fears for himself, no?’ A rumble of appreciation went through the crowd as the bateleur continued. ‘You should know that these cards represent our journey through life, the challenges that cannot be changed or fought against. It is, too, man’s journey from ignorance to enlightenment. Each of these cards, mesdames et messieurs, exists in balance with another. Two sides of the same coin, if you will.’

Entranced by his voice, the girl watched as the cartomancer cast his eye around the circle, drawing each person in. They were conspirators now, a ramshackle congregation. Then, he gave another smile and spoke to his customer, almost in a whisper.

‘So, signore, will you try?’

Bucked by the appreciation of his friends, and the attention of the crowd, the man dug a coin out of his pocket.

‘Why not?’

‘A man of discernment, I could see it at once.’ The bateleur held out the pack of cards and suddenly, the girl thought, the air seemed to sharpen. ‘Shuffle them, cut them, change the order. There is no trick, no sleight of hand. The cards will fall as they fall.’

The customer made heavy weather of the task, dropping several cards on the dark cloth, before handing back the deck.

‘Grazie, signore.’ The magician gave another half-bow. ‘Now, place the deck on the table and cut it in three, using your left hand. Very good. Now put the deck back together, the middle section first, then the top, and then the bottom.’ While the customer was following his instructions, the magician was looking once more from face to face. ‘Remember, mesdames, messieurs, a reading is merely a guide to what might happen, not what will happen. Our fate is in God’s hands. He, alone, decides.’ A murmur of approval went around the Huguenot crowd. One or two of them muttered ‘Amen’. ‘Now, signore, pick a card, any card, and lay it down just so.’

The girl held her breath, spellbound as the customer drew a card and laid it down on the cloth. She stood up on tiptoe on her step so she could see the image on the chosen card: a man with a bag on a stick, a little dog snapping at his heels.

‘Le Mat,’ said the cartomancer, ‘or, in my language, il Matto. The Fool. It is the only unnumbered card and represents someone who stands outside of the ordinary world, invisible and not subject to the rules that others are bound by. Sometimes, a scapegoat or a beggar, his presence in a reading might suggest innocence or unpredictability.’

One of the man’s friends slapped him on the back. ‘Never a truer word spoken.’

‘Draw again, signore.’

The crowd edged closer. The girl had learnt never to draw attention to herself but, she too, leant in to see the next card being placed upside down on the black cloth.

‘This card, numbered eight, is Justice,’ the magician said. ‘It represents one of the four cardinal virtues, alongside temperance, prudence and fortitude. Unlike the other three virtues, Justice is always feminine. You see she holds in her hands the scales of logic and the sword of justice. But . . .’ He shook his head. ‘As you see, mesdames et messieurs, the card is reversed.’

The girl didn’t mean to speak, but the words came anyway. ‘What does it mean if it is reversed?’

She felt the magician turn his black eyes upon her. She shrank back.

‘The Justice card reversed suggests the querent – that’s to say this gentleman here – knows that he has done, or is intending to do, something that is morally wrong. It might not be much. Don’t we all commit sins for which we must ask forgiveness? But it might also be a greater crime against the laws of man, or against the laws of God Himself.’ He frowned, though there was compassion in his gaze. ‘But you, little gentleman, I think you know this.’

She couldn’t bear it any longer. She had never had anything beautiful, never had anything of her own to treasure or cherish. But as the morning sun glinted on the beautiful card, and with the sound of the sea and the gulls in the harbour beyond, she knew that whatever happened in the days ahead, she never wanted to forget this moment.

The girl jumped down from the step. Her thin hand shot out and grabbed the card. Blocking her ears to the shout of the crowd at her heels, she ran.
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PARIS


Minou and Piet were sitting in the salon in Place Dauphine, hand in hand.

‘Say something,’ she said. Minou liked the room, but it was a place with no history, no echoes of past words, no memories of children’s laughter or hearts broken. ‘What are you thinking, my love?’

Her husband’s face was lined with grief, as if he had aged a decade in the space of this one morning.

‘I knew there was something wrong. You have been distracted, unlike your usual self. I should have realised.’

‘How could you have known?’

Piet turned to face her. ‘And you are certain there is nothing to be done?’

Minou shook her head. ‘I consulted a physician in Amsterdam in the spring – Alis accompanied me – then another when we arrived in Paris. The good news is that the canker has not grown. We could have years.’ She tried to smile. ‘I have accepted it, mon coeur.’

‘Why did you not tell me?’ he cried, his voice stiff with grief. ‘You should have told me sooner.’

‘I know.’

‘Then why didn’t you? I am your husband. I am not so feeble that you have to protect me.’

Minou ran the back of her hand down his cheek. ‘I suppose because I did not want to have to witness this very look upon your face.’

He raised her hand to his lips. ‘Touché. And this is why you wish to return to Carcassonne. To die.’ His voice faltered. ‘Minou . . .’

Her eyes brimmed with tears. ‘God willing, we will have years,’ she repeated, though she knew this was untrue. Already she felt less substantial, as if her feet no longer left an imprint on the earth. ‘Come, my love, you should eat. You must keep your strength up.’

On the table sat a trencher of bread and cheese, as well as Piet’s favourite Dutch beer transported in casks from Amsterdam in the spring. Minou filled his glass and placed food on his plate, though she took nothing for herself. Most things made her feel sick these days.

‘Louise is much on my mind,’ she said.

Piet nodded. ‘You fear her reaction when you tell her?’

‘In part.’ This, too, was a conversation she had put off. ‘But I worry in any case. She is not content, Piet. She has great strength of character – and works hard for Cornelia – yet there is a wildness in her that I fear will lead her into trouble.’

‘Louise is not like her mother,’ Piet said quietly.

‘It’s not that.’

‘Then, what? You think she should marry? Alis never married.’

‘She has Cornelia.’

‘There was no shortage of suitors in Amsterdam.’

Minou laughed. ‘Merchants, Dutch advocates, men of business, none to her taste. Besides, there is no need. When Louise signs the papers tomorrow, she will have control of her father’s estate and fortune. She can support herself.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t know what she wants.’

‘Of all things, Minou, she craves your love.’

‘She has my love.’

He put his hand across hers. ‘When will you tell her?’

‘After tomorrow,’ she said, and tried once more. ‘Piet, I need you to accept there is a . . . a sense of injustice in her that, if not tamed, will—’

‘Will what?’

She threw her hands in the air. ‘Oh, I don’t know. She feels everything so deeply. Maybe it is our fault. We kept her too close. She never played with other children, she—’

‘Minou, stop. You have been as good as a mother to her, better. Louise was surrounded by children in the almshouse. It is her character to hold herself apart. No one could have loved her more.’

‘Perhaps too much.’ Minou hesitated. ‘And, mon coeur, we should tell her the truth about her parents’ deaths. We owe it to her.’

‘No,’ he said fiercely. ‘We agreed. Nothing has changed.’

Everything has changed, she wanted to cry. But she looked at his dear old face, and she held her tongue.

‘You want Louise to be happy,’ Piet said, putting down his cup, ‘as do I. But you of all people, Minou, know that we cannot save our children – or grandchildren – however much we want to spare them the vicissitudes of life. They have to find their own path.’

Minou sighed. ‘I know that.’

Piet took a sip of beer. ‘I am in my twilight years, but I am in good health. And you, Minou, you say it could be years.’

She tried to smile. ‘Louise will be wealthy. What if we are not here to guide her?’

‘Alis and Cornelia will provide guidance,’ Piet said reasonably. ‘Jean-Jacques, too. For all his disapproval of her boldness, he is fond of his niece.’

‘That is true.’

‘Well, then,’ he replied, as if she had conceded the point. ‘Could it not be that your illness is making you see problems where none exist?’

‘Perhaps,’ she said sadly, having failed to make him understand. Indeed, she barely knew what she felt herself, only that she was always on her guard. In Amsterdam, Louise was kept busy at the harbour. Here, she had too much time on her hands. But maybe Piet was right, perhaps it was the sickness that was making her anxious.

Piet took another swallow of beer and leant back in his chair. A drowsy silence fell over the chamber, the sense of being in between times. His eyes fluttered, then closed.

The maid appeared in the doorway, wisps of pale hair escaping from beneath her cap, and bobbed a curtsey. Minou sighed. The girl always looked sloppy.

‘What is it?’

‘Mademoiselle Louise has returned, my lady.’

‘Ah, thank you. Tell her we are in here, if she would care to join us.’

‘Also, if it pleases you, Monsieur Jean-Jacques has arrived.’

Instantly, Minou’s fatigue lifted. It was a rare pleasure to receive a visit from her son, even though he lived no more than a few streets away.

‘Show him in,’ she said, then leant across and put her hand on Piet’s knee to wake him.
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When Louise entered the salon at two o’clock, she found her uncle already there. Forty years of age, and tall, he looked distinguished in his black doublet with grey slashing, white ruff and breeches, polished boots. Her grandmother always said Jean-Jacques strongly resembled Piet in his youth – sturdy, with freckled northern skin, russet beard.

‘Here she is,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘The birthday girl.’

‘Not until tomorrow,’ Louise said, offering her cheek to be kissed.

Jean-Jacques was secretary to the Duc of Sully, superintendent of finances and one of the most powerful men in the realm after the King himself. It was Sully who had been able to secure the Reydon-Joubert family such propitious lodgings in Paris overlooking the Pont Neuf.

Louise knew her grandmother hated Paris for what it had cost her family, but even Minou had been obliged to concede that the King’s determination to fashion his capital into a city fit for the seventeenth century had borne fruit. And though it was said Henri ran his court as something between a bawdy house and a barracks, his subjects loved him. Louise deplored her uncle’s old-fashioned views – he was married to someone who talked only of her children and had no interest in the politics of the day – but she enjoyed their conversations and was pleased to see him.

‘I have come bearing gifts,’ Jean-Jacques said, reaching to the wooden chest in the centre of the room and picking up a blue velvet bag. ‘Here.’

‘May I open it today?’

‘If you do not think it will bring bad luck.’

‘I am not so superstitious!’ she said, throwing herself into an armchair and placing the bag in her lap.

‘Ma foi, wherever have you been?’ Minou exclaimed, looking at Louise’s feet.

Louise glanced down, then grinned. The hem of her skirts was caked with pale brown mud and her green shoes were black at the tips. ‘The Port de Grève. There was a VOC ship sailing today. And I saw a double-ended skiff with a single mast.’

Jean-Jacques raised his eyebrows. ‘And this is fascinating because . . .’

‘Oh, Uncle!’

Piet laughed. ‘Come, open your gift. Show us what’s inside.’

‘Let me guess,’ she teased. ‘Might it be an emerald necklace, my birthstone for the month of May?’

‘I hardly think my stipend would stretch to that, even for my favourite niece.’

‘Your only niece.’ She smiled. ‘Though you spoil me.’

Louise pulled at the drawstring, stretched the neck and pulled out a package. She placed it on her lap, opened the cloth and gasped. It was a beautiful dagger with a single emerald, her birthstone, set in a silver hilt.

‘I could stretch to a solitary gem,’ Jean-Jacques said gruffly.

‘Uncle, it is magnificent. I cannot imagine a more perfect gift. Ideal for cutting rope.’

‘I had more in mind letters and ribbons.’

Louise laughed. ‘Have you ever seen me wear a ribbon?’

‘There is time. After tomorrow, you will be able to buy as many ribbons as the Queen herself.’

They drank beer and ate sweet seed cake, and caught up with family news before moving to the subject of the coronation.

Although Louise was inclined to debate every point, Minou enjoyed listening to their chatter. It was a rare indulgence for them all to be together these days. Not all, she corrected herself, with the usual guilt for forgetting the daughter she had never quite been able to love – Bernarda had never set foot in France, and claimed she never wanted to.

‘Except surely,’ Louise was saying, ‘all the good the King has done will be for nothing if he goes to war against Germany?’

‘His legacy is secure,’ Jean-Jacques replied. ‘The evidence is all around you.’

Piet nodded. ‘Ours not to reason why. If I have learnt anything about politics it is that everything – and nothing – can be made to make sense.’

‘All part of God’s plan,’ Louise said wryly. ‘Well, we can only pray that He is listening.’

‘Niece, you go too far!’

Louise grinned. ‘I’m sorry, Uncle.’

‘How goes the King?’ Minou asked.

Jean-Jacques turned a sober eye on her. ‘His Majesty is no longer in the best of health – gout and inflammation of the stomach, catarrh.’

‘I would hazard he is weary of kingship,’ Piet said, shifting in his chair and waving away Minou’s attempts to help him. ‘He is more himself in the field with his men than confined within the walls of the Louvre Palace. Am I close to the mark?’

‘There is something in what you say, sire.’

‘You cannot surely be suggesting that he might provoke a war merely to fill his over-long hours?’ Louise protested.

‘The King is of the genuine belief that he alone, of all the rulers of Europe, can bring together a Christian alliance.’

‘His “Grand Design”,’ said Piet.

‘Just so. My lord Sully and the King have spent many hours in debate on the matter. His Majesty would, above all, curb the influence of Spain. If he could break the alliance between Philip and the Holy Roman Empire—’

Louise raised her eyebrows. ‘And should we consider this a noble intention?’

‘What can I tell you?’ Jean-Jacques let his hands drop. ‘The King has had his fill of Paris. He says he does not feel safe here, and that he is plagued by melancholy and bad dreams. This last week has been difficult. My lord Sully is himself unwell, and that has left the King without a politic ear.’

‘But—’

Minou put her hand on her granddaughter’s arm. ‘Louise, enough. Jean-Jacques is here for a respite from politics.’

She had the grace to blush. ‘I’m sorry, Uncle. If I have offended you, forgive me.’

‘Not at all.’

Piet leant forward and tapped his son’s knee. ‘But are the rumours true, or is it another attempt by the Leaguers, or Spanish sympathisers, to provoke unrest?’

‘There are some forty thousand royal troops mustering in Champagne near the frontier with the Holy Roman Empire. The King’s intention is to ride out to join his troops on Wednesday next.’

‘War is a young man’s game,’ said Louise idly, strolling to gaze out of the window.

‘Do you mind!’ Piet peered at her over the top of his spectacles. ‘His Majesty has not yet accomplished sixty summers. A mere sapling!’

Minou patted his hand. ‘It is true you have amassed the wisdom of nearly a vingtaine more, mon coeur.’

Louise turned to the room. ‘Common gossip has it, that nothing gives him pleasure since the failure of his latest fancy last winter.’

‘Niece!’

‘Oh, Uncle, I am not a child! It is common knowledge the King has no restraint in matters of the heart. It is rumoured he threatened to have the poor girl kidnapped, then that he would go to war against her husband – his own nephew – if he did not hand her over. Is that true?’

Jean-Jacques shifted in his seat. ‘This is not a suitable topic.’

‘But is it true?’

‘All right, I confess it is,’ he admitted. ‘And he might well have pressed ahead with his plans had it not been for the wise counsel of my lord Sully. The matter was resolved with the greatest difficulty.’

Louise started to pace. ‘My sympathies are much with the Queen. The King is faithless and allows her to be humiliated.’

‘His Majesty believes the Queen never accommodates herself to his humour, nor allows him to approach her with tenderness.’

‘You are saying it is her fault, not his?’

‘Niece, you are putting words into my mouth,’ Jean-Jacques replied evenly. ‘In any case, now his blood has cooled for his nephew’s wife, of late they have been gentler in one another’s company.’

‘Hence the coronation?’ asked Minou.

‘In part, though it is as much a matter of state. His Majesty deems it advisable to have the Queen confirmed as regent should anything befall him when he is on campaign. The King has, much to the surprise of my lord Sully, superintended many of the preparations for the coronation himself. He appears to be enjoying himself.’

‘I regret that we will not be there, but my health prohibits it,’ Piet said, then smiled at Louise. ‘Besides, we have important plans of our own tomorrow.’

‘His Majesty understands. It is a pity. Very few of the leading Huguenot noble families will be in attendance, though all were invited.’

‘Most are not prepared to risk setting foot in the capital again,’ Minou put in. ‘And can you blame them.’

Louise’s eyes twinkled with mischief. ‘Perhaps I should go in your stead, Gran’père.’

‘Without an escort, that would hardly be appropriate,’ Jean-Jacques protested.

‘Uncle, you really do have a most antiquated view of what is permissable for women to do or not to do.’

‘Louise—’ warned Minou.

‘Why do we not go together, Gran’mère? This is 1610, the world is changing. It is not like in your day, when ladies never left the house without a male guardian. Don’t you want to be there to see history made?’

Minou gave her granddaughter an indulgent smile. ‘You seem to be of the impression that I have seen nothing in my long, long life. Done nothing. We were not so timid as you seem to think.’

Louise grinned. ‘Aren’t you just a little bit curious to see what will happen when the former Queen, and all the King’s mistresses, and all the King’s children come face to face? Those born on the wrong side of the blanket all seated beside the Dauphin? Don’t you want to see the look of horror in the Spanish ambassador’s eyes? So offended, but having to hold his tongue?’

‘It is not a laughing matter,’ Jean-Jacques said sternly, and was bewildered when everyone burst into laughter.

‘She is teasing you,’ Minou said, patting her son’s hand.

‘I have seen enough pomp and ceremony in my time,’ Piet said, ‘and our business is more important than a mere coronation, is it not, Louise?’

‘It is.’ She planted a kiss on her grandfather’s head, then headed for the door. ‘Uncle, it has been a pleasure. Gran’mère, Gran’père, if you will excuse me.’

Minou nodded. ‘Where are you going?’

Louise looked down at her stockings, stiff with dried mud from the river bank. ‘To change my shoes.’

‘After all this is over, you should come and visit the children. Little Florence misses you,’ Jean-Jacques said. ‘She has something of you about her. And my wife would be glad to see you.’

Louise pulled a face. ‘I doubt that, though you are kind to say so. And I will. After my birthday. Everything will be different after that.’
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For a moment after Louise had gone, everything was quiet, as if the air itself was settling in her wake.

‘She is as spirited as ever,’ Jean-Jacques said. ‘She would give any one of His Majesty’s advisers a run for his money, though I am not certain such strong opinions would find favour at court.’

Minou looked affectionately at her dependable, honourable son. ‘Paris is more conservative than Amsterdam. Louise finds the lack of intelligent conversation frustrating. At home, she has Alis and Cornelia. Here, she has too much time on her hands.’

‘Will she return to Amsterdam as soon as the papers are signed, or remain here with you and Father for the duration of your stay?’

Minou paused, wondering if this might be the time to tell Jean-Jacques of her plan to return to Carcassonne and the reason for it. But she held her tongue. It would be unfair. He had so much responsibility with tomorrow’s coronation and the King’s imminent military ambitions. What mother would burden her child with more?

‘It has yet to be decided,’ she said lightly. ‘Louise will be free to make her own decisions. It is up to her.’

‘You are not in her confidence?’

Minou gave a gentle smile. ‘Louise always keeps her own counsel, you know that.’

Jean-Jacques turned to Piet, now dozing in his chair, and dropped his voice. ‘How is he?’

‘Paris tires him, but he is as well as can be expected for a man of his age. You should not worry.’

‘He seems, I don’t know . . . His hand shakes.’

‘It is a mild palsy, nothing more.’

‘And it seems as if it pains him to walk.’

‘We have lived to make old bones, your father and I. If he is a little slower, then what of it? His mind is as sharp as ever it was. We manage well enough.’

‘It is just that he seems—’

Minou patted his arm. ‘It is hard for any son to see his father age, but he has more strength of purpose than most men of half his years. It is only because you have not seen him for a while that you notice the change.’

Jean-Jacques flushed. ‘I would come more often, but my time is not my own.’

‘Oh, Jean-Jacques, I am not chiding you. He is so proud of you, so proud. We both are.’

He looked suddenly awkward. ‘In point of fact, I would talk to you about Louise. Is everything arranged for tomorrow?’

Minou narrowed her eyes. ‘It is. Why?’

Jean-Jacques pulled at a thread on his sleeve. ‘Father has not said anything—’

‘About what?’

He cleared his throat. ‘There is a rumour.’

Minou felt her contentment melt away. ‘What manner of rumour?’

‘That there might be a counter claim on her father’s estate. Possibly a legitimate heir, so I’ve heard.’

She turned cold. ‘After all this time, how can there be? We would have heard something before now.’

Jean-Jacques shrugged. ‘I cannot tell you if it is true – I am doing my best to find out – only that there is talk of a boy in Chartres. One of His Majesty’s advisers, who was lately travelling in the region, brought the rumour back to Paris with him.’

‘What did he say?’

‘Only what I have told you. That there is said to be a boy carrying the Evreux name living in Chartres, rumoured to be the son of Louis Vidal.’ He glanced again at his father. ‘I had hoped to speak to him about it, but since Louise was here and now he is—’

‘Piet has heard nothing, he would have told me else,’ she said quickly though, even as she said the words, she wondered.

‘It is probably nothing. But if there was any kind of scandal that might be—’

‘Louise would never want to cause any embarrassment to you or to Lord Sully,’ Minou assured him.

‘I was thinking of my niece, not myself.’ He hesitated again. ‘Louise is not going on her own to the lawyer?’

‘Of course not. Piet will accompany her. If there is any difficulty – and I am sure there will not be – he will tell you. And, as Louise is fond of reminding us, she is not a child.’

Jean-Jacques leant forward and kissed her cheek. ‘I will leave it in your hands. I travel with the duke to Saint-Denis tonight, to be on hand for the King, and will return to Paris with him after the coronation. The Queen is to make her official entry into Paris on Sunday morning. Then, if my duties allow, I will visit Monday next and tell you all about it.’

Minou nodded. ‘And if you hear anything about the other matter?’

‘That too, of course.’ He took up his hat. ‘Likewise, if anything untoward happens with the lawyer, you will send a message to me?’

‘Of course. God speed, my love.’

She listened to Jean-Jacques’ footsteps going down the stairs, heard the front door open and close, before finally allowing herself to sink back in her chair. Everything ached, her bones, her limbs, now her head. The whole day had been exhausting: talking to Piet, hiding her discomfort from her granddaughter and her son, and now this.

Minou rubbed her temples. Despite the manner of his death, Louise’s father’s will had not been contested. Piet had seen to that. Louis Vidal, Lord Evreux, had been a wealthy man, with significant estates in Chartres, and his illegitimate daughter was his sole heir. But what if Louis had married and had a legitimate child with a better claim?

Louise’s inheritance had been a fixed point in her life for fifteen years. That promise of independence had allowed her to live as she did. No need to marry, able to help Cornelia without thought to the longer term. What would it mean if that certainty was snatched away?

Two things had shaped Louise’s life. The first – her accident falling from the Old Moon – might not have been so significant had her mother not been lost two days later. Overnight, Louise had changed from a light-hearted, open child into a fierce and withdrawn girl, secretive and angry at the world. Had they over-protected her? Piet thought not, but Minou wasn’t sure. As a woman, Louise was self-possessed and affectionate to her immediate family, but kept most other people at an arm’s length.

She pressed her fingers harder to her temples, trying to keep the incipient headache at bay. She did not want to believe Piet could have heard the rumour from Chartres and not told her, but he often spared her what he thought would be distressing news. As she did him. She prayed it was nothing.

And Minou knew she had to tell Louise about her illness, and the truth about the day her parents had died. How long could she keep putting it off?






CHAPTER EIGHT
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Louise stood at the window of her chamber in Place Dauphine watching the light fade from the sky. She pulled at a thread on her bodice. Why couldn’t she settle? An apothecary in Amsterdam had given her powders to help her sleep, but Louise had never taken them. Perhaps, tonight, she would.

Tomorrow is my birthday.

The thirteenth of May. Except this year, her life would change. She would be wealthy. That she would receive her inheritance at the age of twenty-five had been a fixed point in her life. No one knew why her father had set it so late, only that those were the terms of his will. Many times, Louise had tried to ask her grandmother and grandfather about him, but they claimed they knew nothing. Maybe, tomorrow, she would find out more.

Her day-to-day existence was confined and dull, but settled. After tomorrow, she would be free to go anywhere. She would no longer be obliged to remain in the house on Zeedijk where she had grown up. Louise loved her grandparents, Alis and Cornelia, too, but her aunt Bernarda was trying. A woman who made a show of piety and Christian duty, but was always looking to criticise and apportion blame. Perhaps she might buy a little modern canal house or somewhere near Begijnhof? Except Louise cared little for the idea of her own home.

There is only one thing I want.

She started to pace, thinking about the conversation she wanted to have with Cornelia. The Old Moon was the only thing that meant anything to her. Would Cornelia agree? Might she allow her to sail with the ship? Sailors were superstitious about having a woman on board, they thought it would bring bad luck. But if Cornelia agreed, and gave her permission, no captain could object. For a moment, Louise allowed her dreams to soar. She imagined herself not just sailing on the Old Moon but owning it, even commanding the ship on the high seas.

She smiled. One step at a time. All it took was courage.
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