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Introduced to the concept of cultural activism at an early age by my father, a prominent operatic coach and language revivalist, I always found it fascinating how various ethnic groups have addressed the concept of national identity, especially when it was in peril.

While examining any nationalistic movement, it is vital to remember that some individuals perceive their facial features and their language as mere technicalities, while other—as definitive elements of their personhood. Some can effortlessly divorce themselves from their roots, move to another country and marry someone from another ethnic group, while others would find such acts blasphemous. Some are willing to fight not only their perceived enemies but even those comrades who show insufficient zeal, branding them cowards and traitors. At what point does love for one’s heritage become unwholesome and destructive? I don’t attempt to answer that question.

One of my goals in writing Martyrs was to challenge the innerving stereotype of the Irish rebel as being a financially disadvantaged Catholic and fond of drink. The protagonist is the complete opposite—a middle-class Quaker of Anglo-Scottish origin and a vehement abstainer. I find that the Protestant angle is largely underrepresented.

My choice of focal character has been questioned on several occasions. I have been asked: “Why did you choose Bulmer Hobson for your protagonist? That’s not a name you hear frequently.” And my answer is: “Because Michael Collins has been done to death, and I have nothing more to say about him.” To me historical fiction is not about brand recognition. I am not interested in capitalizing on the star power of a canonic figure. With the risk of sounding arrogant and elitist, I do not read bestsellers, nor do I watch blockbusters. My lifelong quest is to dig up lost treasures, literary and historical, and bring into light those figures that have remained in the shadow for whatever reason. Currently, Bulmer Hobson is not a star in the popular epos of Irish nationalism, but he certainly was a star in his day—a star that was abruptly extinguished. The story of a man so precocious and egotistical in his politics yet so naïve in matters of the heart fascinated and moved me, and I hope it moves my readers. This novel is my hymn for all prematurely extinguished stars.
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We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.

If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.

Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


Table of Contents



September 7, 2009

Paris, summer of 1606 - Rue Férou

September 9, 2009

Paris, Rue Férou

September 12, 2009

Église Saint-Sulpice, Paris

Parfumerie Birchall, Rue des Fossoyeurs

September 13, 2009

Église Saint-Sulpice, Paris

September 18, 2009

An excerpt from “The Star & the Cross”

September 25, 2009

October 1, 2009

Paris, 1606

October 15, 2009

October 16, 2009

An excerpt from “The Star and the Cross”

L’auberge Saturne, Rue des Fossoyeurs

Église Saint-Sulpice

Final installment of “The Star and the Cross”

November 3, 2009

November 9, 2009

Paris, 1626

November 12, 2009

November 14, 2009

November 15, 2009


September 7, 2009

Online exchange between Sheila O’Neill, PhD (CryptoCelt) and Jake Ratzinge (Psychopomp_82)

CryptoCelt: I seriously hope there’s a place in hell for people who are chronically ill.

Psychopomp_82: You want talk about the afterlife at 11:49 pm? You interrupted my self-care session.

CryptoCelt: My timing always sucks. Sorry.

Psychopomp_82: It’s okay. I can type with one hand. Besides, thinking of your slutty librarian bod will help reach my self-care goals faster.

CryptoCelt: Aw, that's sweet. I only hope my male students feel the same way about me.

Psychopomp_82: What makes you doubt?

CryptoCelt: They don’t turn in their assignments on time. Their essays are so half-assed. Bare minimum. It’s so deflating. I kill myself at the gym, drink celery juice, wear tube dresses. I guess, some of these meatheads in my class notice. I crave some objectification.

Psychopomp_82: I’m happy to give you that … even though we’re practically siblings.

CryptoCelt: In a Caligula-Drusilla way. Or Lord Byron and Augusta. A bit of friendly incest, ha-ha. No harm, right? That’s what you get for hanging out in online writer workshops. You meet kinky weirdos like me.

Psychopomp_82: My lucky day! I was looking for Dystopian comics and accidentally clicked on the wrong group. And there you were, lecturing on the homoerotic behavior between Hemingway and Fitzgerald.

CryptoCelt: Those two! They were known to take suspiciously long bathroom breaks together. When Hemingway stuck a gun in his mouth, he was reenacting his prior encounters with Fitzgerald.

Psychopomp_82: You took some heat from the admins, if I remember correctly.

CryptoCelt: Don’t get me started. People are such prudes! You’d think it was a Bible study. Got banned the same day.

Psychopomp_82: Their loss. I admit, I went through your photos before sending you a friend request. You have a narcissistic streak.

CryptoCelt: Thanks for noticing … and liking all my selfies.

Psychopomp_82: Your husband is a saint for putting up with you. And your kid … He doesn’t realize his mom will be flirting with his friends ten years from now.

CryptoCelt: You know me so well.

Psychopomp_82: I can read people, dead or alive. Opening corpses for a living makes you a good judge of character. Attention to detail. Anyway, I’m all yours now. Talk to me. What happened at work?

CryptoCelt: Rachel Kravits is taking medical leave to have a knee replacement.

Psychopomp_82: Didn’t she have a hysterectomy six months ago?

CryptoCelt: She sure did. But there’s always something when you’re 300 lbs. Fibroids, thyroids … polaroids. Back in June, I spotted her with a cane at Starbucks. She whined about her cartilage being depleted, bone on bone, etc. Of course, she couldn’t take care of her knee over the summer or, God forbid, wait until the winter break. That would’ve made it too convenient for her colleagues. So, she put in her request two weeks into the semester. Now the department chair is running amok trying to spread Rachel’s workload among the adjuncts. I offered to take Victorian novel, since I did my thesis on it, but Devin gave it to Maxine Hallowell.

Psychopomp_82: Oof! You think they are sleeping together?

CryptoCelt: Not these two. Maxine is too butch, twice the man Devin ever aspired to be. He’s afraid of her, so he gave her what she wanted. Maxine is the kind of person who’d take lunch money from other kids in third grade. Devin can’t say no to her – or to Rachel. That sickly manatee can take all the sabbaticals in the world. Gotta love tenure!

Psychopomp_82: Be positive. Maybe Rachel will die on the operating table with all her health issues. I see it happen all the time. Last week I did an autopsy on a sixty-year-old whose heart stopped during a face lift. And she weighed way less than 300 lbs. Maybe you’ll get lucky.

CryptoCelt: Not this time. The adjuncts are already smacking their lips, lining up to grab the opening. I can’t be the only one praying for Rachel to die. But even if she dies, I won’t get the Victorian novel class.

Psychopomp_82: Why?

CryptoCelt: Politics, duh! Where have you been lately?

Psychopomp_82: Between the morgue and the pathology lab.

CryptoCelt: Okay, let me brief you. Republicans don’t get promoted at most liberal arts schools. Maybe at some evangelical cracker colleges in the South, but not here. Devin hates me. He saddled me with all the classes nobody wanted. Bottom of the barrel, borderline remedial. American poetry 101. Longfellow, Whitman.

Psychopomp_82: Ouch!

CryptoCelt: Last year we had this girl from Tennessee, Christina Bray. She got her PhD at Vanderbilt and then taught for a year in England. Devin made her life unbearable! He gave her intro to short fiction. She barely lasted a semester. Now that she’s gone Devin is after me. I’m the new pariah. He won’t confront me openly, but his beady little eyes say: “I know who you voted for last year.”

Psychopomp_82: Even I don’t know who you voted for. Nor do I care. I spend my days around corpses. Can't bring your voting ballot into the afterlife.

CryptoCelt: You actually believe in afterlife?

Psychopomp_82: Sure. I believe in quantum physics and thermodynamics. There are infinite planes of existence. This crappy world we live in is only one of them.

CryptoCelt: That’s comforting. Maybe one day I’ll experience other realms. For now, I’m stuck in a hell circle called Academia, where bullying Republicans is a varsity sport. Yeah, yeah, I chose this career. I could’ve become a hematologist like my grandfather, but I suck at organic chemistry, so here I am.

Psychopomp_82: Make the most of it.

CryptoCelt: I’m trying. I’ve been bugging Devin to let me develop a course on historical fiction. Half of the girls in the class want to learn how to write like Philippa Gregory. Devin sounds intrigued. He didn’t shut down the idea on the spot, like he does with most of my ideas. But there are conditions, of course. He wants me to produce an original piece, with “relevant social themes”. A “strong female protagonist” is a must, of course. Eye roll.

Psychopomp_82: You can pull it off easily.

CryptoCelt: Hell yes! I started doodling over the summer. It’s set in early 17th century France. Henry IV, the first Bourbon monarch. The stabilizing force after a period of religious wars, blah blah.

Psychopomp_82: Sounds like Obama.

CryptoCelt: Exactly! The centrist Messiah. I want you to be the first one to see it. If you don’t mind, of course.

Psychopomp_82: Sure thing. I’m honored. So honored, it makes me hard.

CryptoCelt: Awesome. I’ll send you the first chapter by tomorrow afternoon at the latest. Nighty night. Wet dreams, soul brother.


Paris, summer of 1606 - Rue Férou

Jehan Bélanger, captain of the royal guard, was dreaming of the parade in front of the church of Saint-Sulpice, the one he had to miss due to a severe backache. Triangular banners embroidered with the Bourbon crest fluttered in the wind. Henry IV’s bodyguards, armed with carbines, stood in a row, the tips of their high boots forming a perfect line. As the elderly Gascon watched his men, many of them fellow southerners, the feeling of pride made the silver fur on his chest stand. Ah, his life’s work! More than forty years dedicated to the service of the royal family. Much blood had been shed over the course of that time. Several monarchs had changed. One thing remained constant: the valor of the Gascon soldiers. He had personally recruited, trained and mentored them. Even though God had not given him any children by blood, Jehan considered himself a father to the entire royal guard.

Alas, the heavenly dream was interrupted by the sound of breaking glass. Jehan shuddered and woke up inside his widower’s hovel. Perhaps, it would not be fair to call his dwelling a hovel. It was a spacious second-story flat on Rue Férou in the Luxemburg quarter. Jehan had two bedrooms and a living room at his disposal – far more space than he needed at his age. And that damned staircase! It seemed tighter and steeper with each passing day. Jean needed to make several stops to catch his breath. And now his drunk neighbor was dropping bottles.

Jehan sat up on his bed and immediately winced from the pain in his inflamed hip, struggling to remember the last time nothing in his body was hurting. Now that he was in his sixties, he had to consider moving. The building across the street had a newly vacant room on the ground level. It would be a suitable place to live out whatever years he had left. But first he needed to get rid of everything that reminded him of family life, specifically, his last marriage.

“I better move from this place,” he muttered, “before I do something stupid, like get married again.”

Just a month ago he buried his third wife, an Englishwoman named Anne Bagenol, from a military dynasty tracing its roots into the dark ages, when the British Isles were swarming with Roman legionaries. Thus, there was more Mediterranean blood in her veins than Anglo-Saxon. Her firm, olive skin, mahogany tresses and surprisingly light amber eyes, made her stand out from the rest of her doughy countrywomen. In addition to her patrician features, Anne possessed many other qualities that made her instantly unlikeable: fluency in Latin and musical talents. Her brilliant command of the harpsichord made her a frequent guest in the Tower of London and later, in the Louvre.

Her court privileges compared to those of a pretty cat. She received treats, beautiful garments, words of praise. Henry III, the last of the Valois line, a hedonist and aesthete, surrounded himself with musicians – with encouragement from his mother. Catherine de' Medici decided that an English officer’s daughter, who spent her days transcribing choral music for a harpsichord, did not constitute any political danger and therefore deemed safe enough to add to the human zoo that was the French court. Anne’s general disinterest in power and contempt for other humans was all too obvious. One could plot and gossip in her presence, and she would not take heed. She tolerated tokens of affection without reciprocating, which only fueled the king’s curiosity, for he was accustomed to flattery from his favorites. Henry found Anne’s eccentricities endearing, especially her manner of twirling on tiptoes, wringing hands and avoiding eye contact. She did not always respond when called. Sometimes she forgot to curtsey and give thanks for the presents bestowed upon her. She would be asked to perform something from the repertoire of Richard Farrant and would play something by Thomas Tallis instead. Luckily, nobody knew the difference.

Despite his rumored preference for comely young men, Henry III often invited women into his bed, some young, some seasoned. Anne Bagenal was not one of them. The only feeling she stirred in the king was pure exaltation. Europe’s greatest libertine viewed her as sacred. His physical engagement with Anne would not go beyond rubbing her shoulders, feeding her sweets from his hands and wrapping strings of pearls around her neck. When the king was ailing, which happened often in light of his fragile health, Anne would sleep at the foot of his bed - his muse, idol and beloved pet.

Jehan failed to understand how such a woman, the object of the king’s doting, could end up marrying him, a humble soldier, who only spoke one language and still made spelling errors. Someone in Heaven had made a mistake and never bothered to correct it. For over twenty years Anne Bagenal sparkled like a black diamond in his calloused hand. That diamond felt heavy at times. Not that Anne had ever openly proclaimed her superiority. There was no need to put it in words. The misalliance was too stark. Jehan surmised that if not for the sinister circumstances around her first husband’s death, Anne never would have glanced in the direction of an unrefined soldier. Two decades of jealousy, rumination and self-doubt.

Now that Anne was dead, Jehan could revert to keeping company with simpler, earthlier women. He could start with the plump forty-year-old maid from the brewery around the corner, who had always been friendly towards him and eager to give him free samples. He still had some warmth in his loins. If only his back stopped hurting and his knees stopped snapping.
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The front door slammed, and light footsteps resounded through the stairwell. Jehan’s heart sank, and his jaws clenched. He recognized the sneaky gait of his stepdaughter Marion. Damn it! The rotten girl had a
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