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About the Book

When the soothsayer Nostradamus warns of a great massacre to take place on the streets Paris, the young King Charles only laughs. But Catherine de’Medici, the king’s mother, believes that Nostradamus can truly see into the future and that her son’s life is in danger.

Into this French Court of tension, plotting, and unrest comes Melchior with his leopard, and Mélisande, the minstrel’s daughter. Nostradamus is certain that Fate links him and Mélisande together, and, as the Angel of Death approaches, he gives into her safekeeping some very special parchments – parchments that the rulers of France would do anything to see . . .

From Carnegie medal-winning author Theresa Breslin, a rich dramatic adventure set in sixteenth century France – a time of assassination, poisons, seers, and the sword.
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PART ONE

THE PROPHECY
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The south of France, Spring 1566


Chapter One
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‘MURDER!

Murder and foul betrayal!’

The old man with the long white beard trembled as he spoke.

‘Listen to me, I beg you! Blood runs red in the streets of Paris!’

In the great hall of Cherboucy Palace nobles and courtiers pressed forward to hear. The soothsayer reached into the folds of his cloak and drew out a crumpled parchment. He held it aloft and declaimed in a loud voice,


‘With fire and heartless hangings

The treachery of royal line holds sway.

Deeds done by stealth will come to light and all but one consumed

Safe from the sword, saved only by the word.



‘O most vile iniquity!’

His finger stabbed at the paper and his voice rose in a wail.

‘A hundred dead!

‘No! More! Two hundred!’

White flecks of spume gathered at the corners of his mouth.

‘Yet more! And more still! Three! Four! Five hundred! Five times five!’ He moaned and pulled his hair. ‘The bell is pealing. Paris screams in agony.

‘Babies torn from their mother’s breast. Put to the sword, battered and clubbed to death. No one is safe. People try to escape. Look!’ The old man’s eyes started from his head. ‘See them flee! In vain they run. Their bodies pile in the streets, their corpses choke the river. The king’s life is forfeit! Murder most foul!’

From her seat on the raised dais, Catherine de’ Medici, Queen Regent of France, leaned forward listening intently. But her son, the young King Charles, only laughed. ‘Paris is a city most favourable to me. I hold my court in the royal residences there without fear.’

The soothsayer raised both hands above his head. ‘Death is in this very place! Here! Tonight!’ he cried out. ‘I feel its presence near me!’ He looked up in terror at the ceiling rafters. ‘Hark to the beating of wings! Even as I speak, the Angel of Death hovers above our heads!’

A murmur ran through the assembly. All craned their necks upwards. Some gasped, others sniggered behind their hands.

‘Sire, you should pay heed to Nostradamus,’ Catherine de’ Medici hissed at her son. ‘He is no ordinary prophet.’

‘Enough of this.’ King Charles held up his hand for silence. ‘We thank you for your time, soothsayer. Now, you are dismissed.’

It was plain to see that the queen was vexed, for she frowned and bit her lip. But she did not protest, only took out her purse and gave a servant some money to hand to the old man.

Nostradamus regarded the coins contemptuously and then dropped them at his feet. ‘I came here to give you warning,’ he replied with dignity, ‘not for you to give me gold.’

‘Minstrel,’ King Charles called to my father, ‘play me a tune.’ He clapped his hands. ‘A merry tune. And ask your daughters if they would dance a little.’

My father beckoned to my sister and me.

‘Chantelle, Mélisande.’ He put his hands on our heads. ‘I think the king needs a distraction. A madrigal followed by a lively roundel, would you agree?’

My father plucked the strings of his lute and began to sing in a tranquil voice. My sister Chantelle and I shook our finger cymbals in time to the music and waited for the right moment to run into the middle of the floor.

Nostradamus, the soothsayer, stared at the king. ‘You do not listen today,’ his voice boomed out. ‘I tell you, one day you will listen. But it will be too late!’

And, leaving the gold coins where they lay, Nostradamus turned and strode out of the room. He brushed against my sister as he passed. A shudder seized his body. He stopped and looked back. Huge dark eyes under hooded lids.

‘Dance well tonight,’ he said. ‘For you will not ever dance before this king again.’


Chapter Two
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WE DID DANCE well that night, my sister Chantelle and I.

Many of the courtiers stopped their chatter to watch us, for we had newly returned from England where we’d learned the Morelia, the latest dance popular at the court of the English queen, Elizabeth. I took the part of the man, and as we performed the steps, and dipped and swayed, some of the lords and ladies joined us on the floor to copy our movements.

Our money basket soon filled up. My father was the most talented troubadour in Europe and in demand at all the royal courts. King Charles applauded vigorously when we’d finished, but we did not manage to lift the mood of the queen regent. Catherine de’ Medici barely glanced in our direction. She requested permission from her son to withdraw, summoned her ladies to her side and retired for the night.

We were allowed to keep the gold left by the soothsayer. Although Chantelle was older than me and the better dancer, when we counted it later she divided it equally between us. My sister was the kindest that anyone could hope to have. She had reason to want all of the coin for she was secretly engaged and hoped to be married soon, yet she insisted that I take half share.

Before going off to spend some of our earnings on drink and card playing, our father had taken us to our chamber and made sure we were safe inside with the door barred. Even in royal castles under the king’s rule some men, with drink or without it, take advantage of unprotected women.

As Chantelle and I sat down to embroider another section of her bridal gown, I made up a new song and we sang it to each other. My voice was heavy, too low in tone to be considered sweet, and I was not so graceful in the dance. But my fingers were nimble on the mandolin and I loved to compose music and verse. So I picked out a tune and we sang a song of chivalry, of noble deeds and unrequited love. And then we went to bed, Chantelle lulling me to sleep describing the flowers that would adorn our hair on her wedding day.

Of Nostradamus and his dire prophecy we did not think at all.

Towards midnight there was a tap on the outside shutter. Chantelle slid from her bed and walked barefoot to the window. I heard a male voice. It was her betrothed, Armand Vescault on the terrace outside. She knelt up on the window seat and they began a whispered conversation.

I pretended not to hear. I had no anxiety about Armand being there with her, unchaperoned. He would not harm or dishonour her.

It was another man, in the wickedness of his heart, who chose to do that.


Chapter Three
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THE NEXT DAY Nostradamus was called to the presence of the queen regent.

He remained in her apartments all day while she conferred with him. Catherine de’ Medici was much given to mysticism and astrology and worried that there was some truth in the prophecy that foretold harm to the king. Nostradamus had travelled especially from his home in Salon to meet up with the court near Carcassonne to deliver his message. The queen regent took him very seriously. She thought that the warning could be a sign sent from on high to protect her son.

‘It’s all nonsense,’ said Chantelle.

We were sitting in the palace gardens tuning our instruments when our father found us to tell us this news. In my lap was my beautiful Italian mandolin whose strings, when plucked, made a sound like falling water.

‘You know that we have met others like Nostradamus before on our travels,’ Chantelle went on. ‘There are dozens of these soothsayers wandering Europe making prophecies of doom at every opportunity.’

‘Nostradamus was very specific,’ I said. ‘He spoke of the Angel of Death. He said he felt its presence.’

‘But there were so many people in the great hall last night,’ Chantelle protested, ‘that one of them is sure to die within a twelvemonth. It will happen anyway, but when it does it will seem as though the soothsayer is proved correct.’

‘You should not dismiss portents so readily,’ said my father. ‘The death of the king’s own father was foretold. He was warned not to take to the field in single combat. On the day he died Queen Catherine herself cautioned her husband against jousting. He thought he was in no danger as the tournament was a mock one, using wooden weapons. But his opponent’s lance broke as it struck his helmet. A long splinter entered his brain through his eye. Nine days later he died in agony.’

‘Armand agrees with me,’ said Chantelle. ‘He says that his own liege lord’s wife is ill near to death, and not expected to live beyond the end of this week. Armand says that when she dies in a few days then all will believe that Nostradamus saw a vision of the Angel of Death.’

‘Does he indeed?’ My father raised an eyebrow. ‘And since I saw this same Armand ride out on an errand with his master early this morning before you rose, it would appear that you must have had this conversation with him after you retired last night, when I left you under a solemn promise not to leave your chamber.’

Chantelle’s face flushed bright pink.

‘Sir—’ she began.

‘Chantelle did not leave our chamber,’ I said at once, anxious to defend my sister. ‘Armand came to the window and they only spoke through the opening for a short while together.’

‘You were awake!’ Chantelle turned to me.

‘I hope that your conversation was such that it was fitting for the ears of your younger sister,’ my father said to Chantelle. ‘She is still a child.’

‘I’m not a child!’ I protested.

‘You are not quite a woman yet, Mélisande,’ my father said. He came and embraced us both. ‘And I’m glad of that, for I would lose you to some gallant as I am about to lose your sister.’

He hugged us and stroked our heads. Then he regarded Chantelle severely. ‘I am not pleased with you,’ he told her. ‘A girl’s reputation is a most precious asset. It is something that you should guard at all times. With more care than you do your speech,’ he added.

‘I am sorry, Father,’ my sister said contritely.

My father sighed. ‘I see that I must make an arrangement for you to be married now. I will speak about this matter to Armand’s master, the Count de Ferignay, this week.’

‘Thank you, Papa!’ Chantelle cried out in joy. ‘Thank you!’

‘I’ll wait until after tomorrow’s hunt. Hopefully it will be successful and the king and his companions will return in good humour.’

The smooth running of the French royal court depended very much on the king’s temper. At fifteen, just two years older than me, King Charles was famed for his petulance and fits of rage. It was said that his mother had smothered, not mothered, him and his outbursts of anger were his way of releasing his tension. Yet, since we had joined the court on its present tour of southern France, it seemed to us Catherine de’ Medici’s main concern was the welfare of her son. I suppose that Chantelle and I, missing our own mother who had died when we were small, saw the queen’s acts as a manifestation of love.

‘I’ll sew the lace on my wedding dress tonight,’ Chantelle whispered to me, ‘and in my night prayers I’ll ask for the huntsmen’s aim to be true.’

Since early boyhood King Charles had loved hunting and this part of the south of France, where the palace of Cherboucy was situated, had many large woods full of deer and boar. The weather was set to be fair and even now the squires and the grooms and the armourers were preparing horses and weapons for tomorrow’s chase. The dogs were being exercised in the yard below the gardens when suddenly they let loose a frenzied yapping and high-pitched howls of alarm.

My father rose from his seat to see what was amiss. Looking from the garden wall, he exclaimed, ‘It’s a leopard! The king will be delighted. He has always wanted to hunt with one of the big cats.’ Then I saw my father’s face become troubled. ‘Yet the bearer of this gift will not be welcomed by everyone here.’

Chantelle and I joined him at the balustrade. An elegant leopard stood in the courtyard. Its pelt was the colour of mellowed ale, studded all over with ink-black spots. Its ears lay flat upon its head as it turned its neck this way and that, gazing around. The hunting dogs were now frantic with fear, straining against their leads. It took all the strength of the kennel lads to prevent them from bolting. The person handling the leopard was himself not much more than a boy, yet he only loosely gripped the chain attached to the animal’s collar.

Behind the boy, on horseback, was an older man wearing a black hat adorned with neither feather nor plume. His clothes too were of plain black, except for white ruffs at his throat and sleeve edge.

‘His name is Gaspard Coligny,’ my father told us in a quiet voice, ‘admiral in the State Council, one of the most pre-eminent Frenchmen to embrace the new reformed Protestant faith. And a courageous man,’ he added, ‘to venture here unguarded, where the men of the Catholic house of Guise surround the king so closely.’

Suddenly there was the sound of laughter from one of the upper windows. King Charles had appeared and was highly amused at the dogs’ state of terror.

On seeing the king, Admiral Gaspard Coligny removed his hat and called out to him, ‘If it pleases your gracious majesty, your blood cousin, Prince Henri of Navarre, has sent you something to aid you in the hunt.’

‘The leopard?’ the king almost shrieked. ‘This leopard is accustomed to hunt with men?’

‘It is, sire. The leopard, Paladin, and the boy, Melchior, who trains the beast, are both offered to you for tomorrow’s royal hunt with the good wishes of Prince Henri and his mother, the Queen of Navarre.’

In his excitement the king leaned so far out on the windowsill that he nearly toppled over. He called on the leopard-handler.

‘Melchior!’

The boy raised his head and tossed back wild tousled hair. His face had the dark complexion of the southerners, firm brows, and underneath these his eyes were as tawny as those of the great cat chained to his wrist.

‘Bring the animal closer to me!’ the king commanded.

Melchior led the leopard into the centre of the courtyard. They were now directly beneath us and, although he spoke in a low voice, I could clearly hear the boy talking to this magnificent animal. His tongue was not northern French. He used the language of the south. The Languedoc had been my mother’s country, where I had spent my girlhood before setting out on journeys with my father and sister, and I understood his words.

‘Ignore these foolish beings, o Paladin, proud warrior,’ Melchior said softly. ‘Noble prince, swift son of mighty hunters, thy spirit is like the wind, free and unfettered. Thou art more royal than the churls who try to make thee submit to their will.’

Head held erect, the leopard stood quietly by his side.

‘Look.’ Chantelle tugged my sleeve. ‘There is Armand.’

I felt her tremble as Armand Vescault rode in under the entrance archway with his master, the Count de Ferignay.

‘My dogs!’ the Count de Ferignay cried out. ‘They will be terrorized and useless for tomorrow’s hunt!’ He leaped from his horse and ran forward. ‘You fool! Get that animal out of here!’ And he raised his whip, intending to strike the boy across the back of the head.

Behind its muzzle the leopard opened its mouth in a snarl, showing huge, sharp teeth in pink gums.

‘Hold your hand, Ferignay!’ King Charles shouted from his window. ‘I ordered the leopard to be brought near that I might view it.’

‘Your majesty’ – the Count de Ferignay composed himself – ‘I was unaware of your presence.’ He glared venomously at the boy and then strode on into the palace.

A vague mood of disquiet came over me as I watched him depart. Once she was wedded to Armand, my sister Chantelle would enter the household of this man.

I thought to myself that I did not care much for the Count de Ferignay.


Chapter Four
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AS HE LED his master’s horse away, Armand contrived to come close to the wall of the garden where we stood. He glanced up to my sister. Such a look of adoration was on his face as made me catch my breath.

My sister plucked one of the wild flowers, the pink-petalled artema, that grew among the stones on the wall. She let the bloom fall from her hand. Armand caught it, kissed it and tucked it inside his tunic. If my father noticed he said nothing. I knew that his own life story was a romance – he had often told us of how he’d wooed my mother with little hope, being only a minstrel, but in the end had won her love.

We passed the rest of the day in the palace gardens with the intention of rehearsing our repertoire of songs. But the murmured words of the leopard-keeper to his animal had insinuated themselves into my head. They now moved in my mind like fish in a deep pond, making their own eddies and currents, occasionally flicking a tail to disturb the calm surface. Eventually I conceded their presence and, taking my mandolin, I began to pluck at the strings to seek out the tune that best accommodated the spirit of the lyrics.

My father smiled as he watched me. ‘Another new song, Mélisande?’

I nodded, but I did not tell him the source of my inspiration. That, I decided, would be my secret.

The business of the court went on about us. The purpose of this royal tour of France was to show the young king to his people in all parts of his kingdom. His mother, the queen regent, was hoping that such an overwhelming display of splendour and power would enhance the monarchy and quell the warring Catholics and Protestants. The king was enjoying his new status, meeting with local magistrates, hearing grievances and dispensing justice. Lords of the regions presented themselves as ambassadors of goodwill and pledged him fealty.

However, messengers also arrived bearing unwelcome tidings: the previous week in a monastery not five leagues away sixty monks had their throats cut while hearing Mass. In retaliation a group of Huguenot families meeting to pray in a barn had the roof set alight over their heads. All were slaughtered as they tried to run to freedom. This last atrocity was thought to be the work of members of the powerful Guise family. Of royal blood and influential enough to attempt to take the throne of France, the Guise were also rigidly Catholic and had objected vehemently to the terms of the recent royal Edict of Amboise giving freedoms to those of the Protestant faith, in particular the Huguenots. Their actions in attacking Protestant church gatherings and putting to death well-known Huguenots on any pretext was interpreted as deliberately flouting the king’s rule. The Huguenots, now growing in number and strength, retaliated with their own killings and assassinations.

Although the king himself seemed less ruffled by these threats, his mother, the queen regent, constantly strove to keep both factions in check. Firmly believing it was by divine purpose that her family was chosen to rule France, she actively sought out mystic signs to show her the way forward.

Nostradamus stayed all day in the apartments of Catherine de’ Medici and in the evening she summoned her son and insisted that he attend while they discussed matters of state. The Count de Ferignay was one of the lords of the chamber and Armand told us later what had happened.

Nostradamus had shown the king’s mother, Queen Catherine, his book known as The Prophecies, which he had published years earlier. It contained a quatrain where he had correctly predicted that Charles’s elder brother, Francis, married to Mary, Queen of Scots, would die before reaching his eighteenth birthday. There was documented evidence that the four lines had been written prior to the event. The printer who had made the book testified to the truth of this. By evening everyone in the Cherboucy Palace had it by word of mouth.


The first son of the widow, of an unexpected illness

Will leave the monarchy without any children

But with two Isles in strife,

And before the age of eighteen will die.



So now here was proof of the soothsayer’s accuracy in foretelling the future. King Charles’s elder brother’s death had been accurately predicted. He had come back from hunting one day complaining of a pain behind his ear. A strange tumour had been found to be growing there and he had died just before his seventeenth birthday. He was his mother’s first son, she was a widow, and his death had caused a deal of strife. Even I, who did not pay much heed to prophecies, felt an unaccustomed thrill as this was told to me. Perhaps the king should be concerned about this new prophecy of Nostradamus?

‘No one is safe!

‘Murder most foul!

‘The king’s life is forfeit!’

When he had concluded his audience with his mother, the king returned to his own apartments in high bad temper.

‘She does not wish me to take part in the hunt tomorrow,’ he was heard to complain loudly. ‘I agreed to this royal procession, dragging the whole court halfway round France to encourage support from minor nobles. And to what end? None that I can see, apart from putting our own anointed personage in danger from religious factions who would murder each other on the slightest whim. We are away from Paris, from our châteaux on the Loire, from civilization. But I say, I will hunt tomorrow.’ Charles threw a chair across the room and tore the curtains from his royal bed and trampled them on the floor.

In a fit of pique, King Charles went to have dinner in the rooms of the scandalous Duchess Marie-Christine. His musicians were summoned to entertain them, so my sister and I dressed with care and went with our father to play as they ate.

The leopard was there. Unmoving as a statue, it sat on its haunches, long tail curled around its feet. The boy, Melchior, stood beside it, staring straight ahead, his gaze fixed.

I saw his lips move as he stroked the animal’s head, but this time he was too far away for me to hear his speech.

Suddenly the words I’d heard him crooning to his leopard earlier in the day rearranged themselves inside my head. The notes of the tune slid into their proper place. I lifted the mandolin and as I played I sang,


‘Proud prince of royal blood art thou,

Paladin, so nobly named,

Prisoner of others, yet

Thy spirit, like the wind, untamed.




‘Swift son of a mighty hunting race

Conquest falls to thee,

Silent shadow, fleet among the chase

Chained now, yet thou shall be free.’



Melchior did not turn his head but the posture of his body altered.

I glanced up, and our eyes met.

Between us there was a flash of recognition.

More than the words. More than the music. I saw something naked in his soul.

Then a veil dropped over his eyes and his face became impassive.

I bent my own head.

‘I like that song.’ King Charles lolled back in his chair. He had drunk too much wine. ‘I fancy the words are about me. I am a prince chained to do the bidding of others. My mother bade me pay the soothsayer one hundred gold coins. She believes utterly in his prophecies. But can anyone truly see into the future?’

‘Of course they can, my lord.’ The duchess, dressed in a gown that exposed most of her breasts, leaned forward provocatively. ‘I too have the gift of foresight. I prophesy that I will put this grape into my mouth.’ She reached into the fruit bowl and plucked out a fat green grape. ‘See?’ She held it up and popped it between her lips. Then she rolled it on her tongue and said in a throbbing voice, ‘Now, I prophesy that the King of France will eat this grape!’ She opened her mouth again to smile at the king and everyone could see that she held the fruit firmly between her teeth.

King Charles’s face flushed and he leaned across and put his lips clumsily to hers. She pretended to be compliant, but at the last moment she drew away. He moved closer. She rose up from her chair and made to run off. He chased after her and caught her easily. She laughed deep in her throat. Then King Charles put his mouth over hers. She sank against his chest, and with him supporting her they collapsed together on a couch.

‘Time to go, my sweets,’ my father said to us with a sigh.

I wonder now if this display of lovemaking saddened him, as it reminded him of the loss of our mother. Or did he wish to protect us from the immoral ways of the court? It was not that my father did not have his faults – a lot of our money was lost to his gambling and he drank more than he should, but for all that he held against loose morals in love. He wasn’t particularly religious, being frequently absent from church, yet he would urge us always to say our night prayers and greet each new day with a song of praise to the Creator. Once upon a mountain he stood and spread his hands wide and laughed out loud in joy, saying, ‘Can anything be more wonderful? No palace or prince is equal to this.’ On another occasion he lifted a ladybird onto his finger and bade Chantelle and me watch as the insect opened its wings and flew away. ‘Look at how unique is the construction of this creature who can fly untrammelled by any care that we humans must suffer.’

But this was a time in France when a person’s individual freedom was held in the control of others. My father’s nonattendance at formal worship could engender comment and his mode of life be viewed with suspicion.

‘Just when it was becoming interesting,’ grumbled my sister as we prepared ourselves for bed. ‘How am I supposed to learn the ways of love if I’m never to be allowed to watch how others conduct themselves when courting?’

‘It was not true love that was on display tonight.’ I was quoting my father. ‘The Duchess Marie-Christine is married. Her husband is away in Paris and she is seducing King Charles for her own ends.’

‘I will be ill-prepared for my marriage,’ Chantelle continued to complain as she helped me unlace my gown. ‘I don’t know any of the tricks a woman needs to know in order to beguile a man.’

‘I saw you drop the wild flower to Armand in the garden this morning,’ I told her as I put on my night shift. ‘You were as bold as any cunning courtesan.’

Chantelle giggled as she pulled her own night shift over her head. ‘Did you see how he kissed it and placed it in his tunic next to his heart?’

‘Oh, Armand! I love you so much. I will die if I cannot lie with you soon,’ I gasped, making loud kissing noises to tease my sister.

She replied by pulling my hair and we wrestled together, laughing. Then we jumped into our cot beds and settled down to sleep, whispering to each other in the dark.

‘Tomorrow will be a glorious day, Mélisande,’ said Chantelle. ‘When the hunt is over our father will present me to the Count de Ferignay and ask that Armand and I may be married. Imagine! I might be wed within the next few weeks.’

Distantly the noise of the palace drifted into the room. Messengers came and went, their horses’ hooves clattering on the cobbles. We heard the rough voice of the captain of the guard checking the night watch as he made his rounds each hour.

And as I listened to these sounds and my sister’s chatting I too looked forward to the morrow. Not because of the wedding arrangement to be made but because we would accompany the hunt. Earlier, when my father had begged leave for us to retire, the king had said that he would definitely hunt the next day, and that we could ride behind him for at least part of the chase.

I lay in my cot that night and thought of the others who would be there.

I thought of the leopard. And I thought of Melchior.


Chapter Five
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MIST WAS RISING from the meadows on either side of the river as the royal hunt assembled the following morning.

‘It’s too early to be abroad.’ Chantelle shivered and drew her cloak closer round her shoulders as we stepped outside.

Beside her I too shivered, but more from excitement than from cold. I gave my sister a quick hug. I knew she hated to rise early and did not care to take part in the hunt. She was only doing it because I had begged her to accompany me, for without her presence I would not have been allowed to go.

Before the main gates of Cherboucy Palace the king’s chief huntsman, the Grand Veneur, was assembling the hunters. Nobles and courtiers, men and women on horseback and on foot, horses, dog handlers and weapon carriers took their places according to his instructions.

About a field away a number of peasants from the locality stood watching. Most had a sack or game bag over their shoulder. All forest land belonged to the king, although sometimes parts of it were gifted or leased to the aristocracy or senior clergy. No common man had a right to kill any forest animal or bird, but today they might follow in our train and take the leavings not gathered by the royal servants. Anything they found was deemed the king’s largesse and the food or furs used to sustain them through the winter.

I heard Chantelle sigh as she caught sight of Armand Vescault.

Immediately I felt better at having coaxed her from her warm bed. She smiled a happy smile and we mounted the horses that a groom had readied for us to ride. Chantelle sat tall in the saddle in the hope that Armand would see her. She’d said that he would contrive to be close to her at some point during the day. In the frenzy of the hunt all things were possible. But then maybe not, for now our father approached to ride with us. He was careful of our honour and had managed Chantelle and Armand’s courtship with prudence and care. It was over a year since they had met and fallen in love at the royal court in Paris, but Papa would not agree to my sister’s marriage or even allow Armand to speak to his own liege lord at that time. He’d insisted that Chantelle wait a while and took us away to England so that they could test their feelings for each other. But now we were back in France and it was plain that their love had not dimmed.

The sous-lieutenant had a note of the order of the courtiers who would be grouped around the king. This was a matter of strict protocol according to rank and favour. We were ushered through the squires and the huntsmen, the various aides and weapon-carriers and a score or more of mounted and unmounted valets to our allotted place. King Charles’s mother, the queen regent, had chosen not to attend the hunt. Out of concern for her son she had, however, sent her own surgeon and an apothecary laden down with boxes containing instruments and medicines. When the king arrived he barely acknowledged their presence and they were assigned to the rear, with only the peasants trailing behind them. King Charles could not have made his irritation at their presence more plain.

The king’s groom had just led his majesty’s horse to the centre of the line when a restless shifting rippled among the ranks of the assembled nobles. There was an angry murmur of voices. Then one, louder than the rest said, ‘How dare these Protestants approach the king without Queen Catherine’s permission!’

‘It’s the Huguenot leader, Admiral Gaspard Coligny,’ my father told us. ‘He must mean to join the hunt today.’ Then he too gasped. ‘And he has brought young Prince Henri of Navarre with him!’

I shook my reins to move my horse so that I might better see this prince, a cousin of the king, and distant heir to the French throne. Navarre was a small kingdom on the western border of France and its ruler, Queen Jeanne, had converted her country to be Huguenot. Their prince, Henri, was younger than King Charles, but with a more healthy, open look about his face. Admiral Gaspard Coligny was leading the way, guiding his horse to follow the master of the king’s kennels, who was bringing the king’s deerhounds that they might be loosed to begin the hunt. Prince Henri sat straight in his saddle. Coligny’s hair was streaked with grey and his face showed the scars of sword fights fought and won. In their dark clothes the Huguenots exuded an air of gravitas. Both were daring indeed to come among the Catholic lords, who were known to be violently jealous of their places next to the person of the king.

I was not the only rider who tried to move forward. Ahead of me a handsome young man dug his heels into the flanks of his horse, intent on intercepting Admiral Coligny’s progress. This noble I knew by sight and reputation. At just fifteen years old the wilful and headstrong Duke of Guise had inherited his title when his father was treacherously assassinated by some Protestants. He blamed Gaspard Coligny and had declared himself sworn enemy of all Huguenots. Instantly, the duke’s uncle, the Cardinal of Lorraine, who was positioned alongside him, leaned over and pulled on his rein.

‘Not now!’ The command was low and urgent. ‘Not now! This is not the place. Our time will come, I promise you. Then we will strike these heretics down so that they will never rise again.’

The Duke of Guise scowled but held his horse in check and we watched as Admiral Coligny presented Prince Henri to the king.

‘I wish to thank you for bringing me Paladin, the leopard!’ the King said, holding out his hands towards Gaspard Coligny.

The Huguenot leader took the proffered hand, bent his head and kissed the fingers of his king. ‘It is an honour to serve your majesty,’ he said.

‘And you, beloved Henri, prince of the blood royal, such a generous act I will never forget!’ King Charles stretched across his saddle and embraced his cousin. Both young men, direct descendants of the saintly King Louis of France, seemed genuinely glad to see each other. ‘You must ride one on either side of me today,’ the king declared.

There were murmurs of annoyance and discontent from the lords, who had to shift from their privileged positions to make room for the two Huguenots.

Then the dogs began to yip and the horses to whicker and neigh in alarm and I knew immediately that Melchior and his leopard had arrived. Most of the other riders reined in, but the king pushed his horse on and I urged my own mount into the space created so that I had a better view. Melchior and Paladin were by the outside gate. The leopard was not muzzled.

‘Now, sir.’ The king waved his hand to his cousin. ‘Introduce me to this most exquisite beast.’

Prince Henri dismounted and with a firm step went up to Melchior and Paladin and placed himself before them. The leopard stretched out its neck. Now its face was almost on a level with Prince Henri. Its eyes stared and it opened its mouth wide and licked its chops. But Henri stood his ground. Melchior spoke once and the leopard sat back on its haunches.

‘King Charles’ – Prince Henri bowed low – ‘be pleased to make the acquaintance of Paladin, the leopard.’

The king laughed and clapped his hands. When he called on the rest of his court to applaud the bravery of the Huguenot prince, the scowl on the face of the Duke of Guise deepened.

In the midst of this Chantelle whispered to me,

‘Armand is here.’

Chantelle’s betrothed had managed to come as near to her as he dared. But it was Count de Ferignay who caught my attention. He edged his horse closer to the Duke of Guise and I saw them, with lowered glances, exchange some words.

The king held up his hand. The long shuffling line of people and animals quietened. The king let fall his hand. The clarion call of the hunting horn echoed from the palace walls to meadow and valley beyond.

The hunt was up!


Chapter Six
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TO THE THUNDER of horses’ hooves, the barking of dogs, and the whoops and shouts of those taking part we streamed away from the palace of Cherboucy.

Melchior and Paladin ran ahead, and from the outset the pace was swift. Those taking part in the hunt wore special hunting clothes. The men’s leather jerkins were split at the back for ease of movement while most of the women had adopted the queen’s mode: when she hunted, she wore long pantaloons under her dress so that she could preserve her modesty, for she had the habit of hitching up her skirts to allow her to hook one leg around the pommel of her saddle. Ladies wishing to keep to the forefront of the hunt now adopted this method of sitting on their horses as it helped us to ride as far and almost as fast as many of the men.

The king and Prince Henri cantered beside Melchior and the leopard. The king’s outfit of Florentine purple slashed with crimson silk contrasted with the plain black and white of his cousin’s Huguenot clothes. Beside the muted garb of Admiral Gaspard Coligny and Prince Henri’s attendants the rest of the company dazzled colour. Fine silverwork decorated the horse trappings and the tunics of the vassals and squires showed the coats of arms of their masters. Members of the House of Guise, to show their royal lineage, wore tunics decorated with the lily of France.

We reached the outskirts of the forest and drew rein. Horses and riders and huntsmen on foot milled around while the dogs ran up and down, tracking here and there, trying to pick up a trail.

Melchior stood some way off and unhitched the chain from the collar round the leopard’s neck. He gave it to one of the servants to carry. Then he removed his shirt. The women beside me glanced at each other. One ran her tongue around the edge of her lips and the other giggled. The skin on Melchior’s chest was a lighter hue than his face, a creamy bronze that gleamed like gold dust. He laid his hand on Paladin’s head and then turned to face the forest. As he did so a little gasp went round the company and I felt my own pulse quicken.

Intricate whorls, like a circular maze, covered Melchior’s back. Painted in hues of violet, green, yellow and indigo, the lines spiralled and twisted across each shoulder and down his spine to the waistband of his breeches.

‘Pagan symbols,’ one of the huntsmen growled to another.

I stared at the pattern. It was of another age, another belief. From the depths of antiquity, closer to Nature than the rituals of the religions of our time, they reminded me of deep carvings I’d seen on standing stones in the south of England, in Carnac in western France, and somewhere else that I could not quite recall. They were not the same, yet they had a fleeting familiarity, like a tune absorbed in childhood which haunts your memory when falling asleep.

The dogs began to sound and the cry went up.

‘The staghounds have the scent!’

‘So soon!’ Charles cried in delight. ‘Why, on previous days I have wasted hours thrashing around in dense bush before starting an animal.’ He shouted to Admiral Gaspard Coligny, ‘You have brought me luck today!’

The Huguenot leader beamed with pleasure. Then, as the king was absorbed elsewhere, he sent a triumphant glance in the direction of the Duke of Guise.

The king glanced around. ‘Where is Melchior? Where is the leopard?’

Melchior was already there. He had wound his shirt around his waist and tied it like a scarf. Now he bent to speak in the leopard’s ear.

Boy and beast sprang forward, and we were off!

Melchior and Paladin ran with easy strides. Muscles rippling beneath their skin, they loped together after the staghounds, and we followed.

Many of the court ladies were not there for the sport of hunting animals, but rather to parade a new costume or hat. Their true intention was to ensnare another gallant for their amusement. Therefore some of the men found it more diverting to slow their pace to accommodate these women and thus pursue their own quarry. We soon left them behind. I had travelled on horses through the woods and hills of England, Spain and France, and I could keep my saddle with the best of them.

Before long we glimpsed the stag. Again Charles cried out in a high-pitched voice, hysterical with joy. ‘Magnificent! With full antlers! A true king of the forest! Worthy of a king of France!’

The animal plunged away into dense wood and now we were relying on the dogs. The huntsmen listened intently to their baying, then hacked through bushes and guided us. For a while we struggled on, until Paladin and Melchior veered down a different path. King Charles hesitated. Prince Henri pointed to where the leopard had gone, and he and King Charles galloped off in that direction. Those closest to him, including myself, went too. A short way behind us, the remainder of the hunt crashed off through the trees in the wake of the hounds.

Our small group burst into an empty clearing and scrabbled to a stop. Melchior was standing beneath a massive tree. His great cat lay along one of the wide spread branches.

The Duke of Guise cried out, ‘The leopard has lost its way!’

‘It has not,’ said Melchior.

King Charles reined in and trotted his sweating horse over to Melchior. ‘Why then does it not pursue the stag?’

‘It is not a cheetah or a panther.’ The boy spoke quietly, but with authority. ‘The leopard hunts in its own distinct way.’

‘It’s not hunting,’ the Count de Ferignay remarked loudly, to much amusement. ‘It’s hiding!’

‘Hush!’ The king waved for quiet.

He had seen the leopard’s ears prick up.

‘Move back!’ Melchior spoke in such a way that all, even the king, obeyed him, melting into the surrounding cover.

A huge stag came bounding from the trees. It reared and stopped, sniffing the air.

‘Ahhhh!’ Charles looked as though he might swoon in ecstasy. Bright spots of red coloured his cheeks.

‘If you want the leopard to make the kill,’ Melchior told him, ‘you must hold the dogs.’

The king glanced at Prince Henri, who nodded. Charles jumped from his horse and gave orders. Men went to call the dogs and try to prevent them running in. Now the other huntsmen who had caught up came creeping from the bushes. The weapon-carriers distributed the spears, and crossbows primed to fire. One man carrying a long knife the length of a man’s arm presented it to King Charles. Two others, similarly armed, stood on either side to protect the king lest the stag should charge him.

‘Stay!’ the king commanded. ‘I want to see the leopard make the kill.’

And suddenly I felt sorry for the creature. The stag pawed the ground, drool hanging from its mouth. I know that it is necessary that animals should die that we might live. It is part of their cycle. As we in turn must quit this earth at the end of our allotted time else there would be no room for our descendants. But seeing this noble beast at bay made my heart quake.

Barking furiously, some hounds who’d escaped being restrained pelted into the clearing and flung themselves at their prey. The stag lowered its antlers, gored and gathered them, and threw them into the air. The tortured animals hurtled to the ground, blood pouring from their ripped bodies.

The king cried out. It was a cry of joy. The dogs’ screeches of pain served to inflame his senses.

With supple agility Paladin launched himself into the next tree and climbed up to a higher branch.

‘The leopard is a coward!’ The Count de Ferignay spoke out loudly. ‘See how it backs away. Let me finish off the stag before we lose it.’

Without taking his eyes from Paladin, Melchior spoke again to the king. ‘I tell you, sire, in the wild it is from a tree that this cat makes its kill. The leopard will not fail you.’

‘Do you hear, Ferignay?’ The king’s voice shook with excitement. ‘The boy assures me that, in their own habitat, this is how these beasts capture their prey.’

Ferignay directed a look of fury at Melchior.

Again the leopard moved lithely, choosing its best position as the stag tossed its antlers in anger at being menaced by the encircling hunters.

But now surely the hunted animal must try to break for freedom?

The moment came. The stag chose to fight. It straightened its forelegs and thrust forward its massive head.

‘I thought the leopard would make the kill.’ King Charles put his fist to his mouth to stifle a moan of disappointment.

The stag prepared to charge.

And then the leopard pounced.

In one lithe movement Paladin leaped from the tree onto the back of the stag. Claws extended, it dug them deep into its victim and with powerful fangs bit into its neck. The stag struggled, trying to throw off its attacker. Snarling in fury, the leopard clung on. But the stag was strong and flexed its shoulder muscles again. Paladin slipped to one side. The king howled in despair. The stag twisted round, attempting a final move to dislodge the leopard.

A fatal mistake.

Turning this way exposed its front. With incredible speed the leopard loosed its hold on the back of its prey, opened its jaws once more and fastened its teeth deep into the stag’s throat. Blood spurted out from the throat of the mortally wounded beast.

The king gave a squeal of ecstasy.

‘You were wrong, Ferignay!’ he called out. ‘The leopard is a fighter!’

The stag shook its head. It battered the leopard against the ground but Paladin would not let go. And now the stag was on its knees, blood pouring from the gaping wound. Its eyes rolled in its head and we heard its death rattle.

‘Use your knife,’ I heard Prince Henri urge King Charles. ‘One strike to the heart. Be merciful and hasten its end.’

But the king ignored him. ‘Loose the dogs!’ Charles shouted. ‘Loose the dogs! They must have some fresh blood to taste!’

I turned my head away as the dogs ran in.

To Melchior it was the order of nature, one animal taking the other as natural prey. To the king it was his right to decide how to dispense death.

To the Count de Ferignay it was the opportunity to settle a score.

The leopard was busy with its kill. Prince Henri and Gaspard Coligny had moved to one side. The king, fascinated by the blood pumping from the stricken animal, went close to kneel down and gaze spellbound at the death throes of the stag. Melchior stood, waiting and watching over Paladin.

The Count de Ferignay made a signal to the man on horseback beside him. This man swiftly handed him a whip he had coiled at his belt.

The count raised his arm and, directing his aim at Melchior, he flicked the whip. The length of leather unfurled with a crack and the lead tip at the end chipped a gouge from the skin on Melchior’s back. The boy grunted and, spinning round, he caught the end of the whip. He yanked it hard and Ferignay had to brace himself in his stirrups or he would have been unseated.

I heard myself cry out, ‘No!’ and my heart stalled. To unseat a noble and send him crashing to the ground would be a step too far. Even the protection of the king might not save Melchior from the consequences of that insult.

Melchior looked at Ferignay with disdain. He dropped his hand and released his end of the whip.

The Count de Ferignay drew in the long leather lash and rolled it in his hands. There was a satisfied look upon his face that had nothing to do with the successful killing of the stag. My uneasy feeling about this man solidified into one of dislike.

I realized that with the Count de Ferignay a grudge would be held until revenged.


Chapter Seven
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THIS FEELING OF unease was with me as I returned to the palace.

I dismounted from my horse and as the groom led it away I decided to go by the servants’ stairs to reach the accommodation I shared with Chantelle. I was walking along the upper corridor when I saw the prophet Nostradamus standing by a window, leaning on a silver walking stick. With his long robe and tall figure he was very distinctive. It was not surprising that I should recognize him. What surprised me was that he recognized me.

‘Mélisande,’ he said.

He had the accent of his home town in Provence, and in pronouncing my name he gave an emphasis to the ‘s’ and the latter syllables which gave it an air of mystery I had never appreciated.

‘Something has distressed you,’ he said, looking at me acutely. ‘Yet it is not you, rather for your sister Chantelle that I—’

‘Sir,’ I interrupted him. ‘They say that you can see into the future. What do you see there for me?’

He looked into my eyes. I felt he probed my very soul. ‘In addition to my three sons, I have been blessed with three daughters of my own.’ He spoke slowly. ‘Diane, the youngest, is no more than a baby. I also have one a little older, and another who is a little younger than you. So . . .’ He hesitated. ‘I see what any young girl might hope for. You will grow into your womanhood. Men will pay you compliments.’

I shook my head. I was not interested in men saying sweet things to me. I had watched this kind of wooing many times, at the courts of England and in France. Such liars, men were. They would say anything in order to win over a pretty girl. Too lazy or untalented to do it themselves, often they came to my father and paid him to compose a line or two of verse, or make up a song that they might pass off as their own. They then used these to woo their fancy. Even if I believed such compliments signified true love, it was unlikely that I would receive many. My face was too plain, my body too angular, with none of the plump curves that men liked so much.

Nostradamus smiled at me. ‘I see that my words do not please you. What would you have me say?’

I recalled my sister’s words. ‘Things can be made to fit round any prophecy.’ Master Nostradamus had told me what he thought a young girl would want to happen to her. ‘Do you say that which you think people want to hear?’ I demanded.

‘The young maid has a keen tongue.’

I thought he was angry at my boldness, but he pondered on my words.

‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘There are occasions when I do in fact do that. I have to eat and pay for bread for my wife and children.’

‘Then you are not a truth teller.’

‘I am not a charlatan,’ he replied. ‘Life is hard and comforts are few, especially for those who have no income, or connection to a noble household. I take a lot of care when making up my almanacs. I spend many, many hours composing them to be ready for the year ahead. They give practical advice and simple effective remedies for a variety of ills, and also indicate the best times to sow and reap.’

‘But predictions of the weather and the tides and the harvest are practical things and can be done by any person versed in country lore.’

He had been studying me as I spoke. Suddenly he raised up his head and shoulders and towered over me. I wilted under the intensity of his gaze. ‘I will tell you what I see. But beware, you have asked for the truth. It may be hard to bear.’

I stepped back. Now I was unsure that I wanted to listen to what he had to say. But I could not stop him.

‘Grievous harm surrounds you, Mélisande. The minstrel is unable to defend his daughters. You will be called upon to be very brave. Your father will have great need of you. And another, also, will require your intercession. Yet . . .’ He paused. ‘I do not know if you are equal to the task.’

At this, Nostradamus walked away from me, and I was left wondering. When he’d first spoken to me he had mentioned Chantelle’s name. If his concern was for my sister, then why did he say my father would need my help?

I shook my head to clear my thoughts. In any case I didn’t have time to worry about these things for I had to hurry to our chamber to change my clothes. It had been arranged that in the early evening Chantelle and I were to be presented to the Count de Ferignay.

The evening sun had set and the pitch torches in their sconces lit the courtyards when my father came to escort us to the apartments of Armand’s lord and master.

When he saw Chantelle arrayed in her best dress and with her hair braided, my father’s eyes filled with tears.

‘You are so like your mother,’ he said. He took from his purse a string of seed pearls and fastened them around my sister’s neck.

Chantelle began to cry and flung her arms round my father, who embraced her. Then we all hugged one another. My father and I both held onto Chantelle. We knew that if a marriage was agreed tonight, there would be no long engagement. The wedding might take place very soon. The days when we would have free access to my sister were coming to an end.

‘Dry your eyes, my beautiful girls,’ Papa commanded us. ‘And let us go and inform the Count de Ferignay how fortunate his family is that it may be joined to mine.’


Chapter Eight
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‘YOUR LORDSHIP, MAY I present my daughters to you?’

My sister and I waited at the entrance to the apartments of the Count de Ferignay, as my father walked forward to introduce us formally to Armand Vescault’s liege lord.

Chantelle’s eyes searched the small salon before us and alighted on the one she sought. From his place at the window Armand fluttered his fingers in greeting. In these circumstances my sister did not dare acknowledge his salute, but a little smile came to her lips. I was more concerned with the count and the man standing closest to him. This was the man I had seen earlier at the hunt who had handed the count his whip with which to punish Melchior. By his rough features and size, and the dagger prominently displayed in his belt, I guessed him to be the count’s personal bodyguard.

‘Pay heed, Jauffré’ – the Count de Ferignay turned to speak to this man – ‘there are some things I wish you to deal with over the next few days.’ Ferignay then numbered a series of unimportant tasks.

Anger prickled under my skin as I saw that the count was deliberately making my father wait while he ostentatiously dealt with minor matters, in order to emphasize his own superior position. But if my father was put out by such a display of bad manners he did not show it in any way.

When he had come to the end of his list of instructions, the count stood up and surveyed my father haughtily. He too had changed from his hunting clothes and was now richly dressed in a long tunic of maroon velvet. I noticed that the cut of the cloth was skilfully done to cover his thick neck and heavy belly. His face displayed the ravages of years of overindulgence. A greedy man, I thought. Greedy. Proud. And from what I had witnessed today, cruel.

Ferignay indicated for my father to step closer. ‘Now then,’ he drawled, ‘Monsieur the Minstrel.’

My father said nothing, only inclined his head. Then he raised his eyes and looked at the Count de Ferignay.

‘Of course you are not any common jongleur,’ the count went on, ‘but the famous troubadour that the high-born Lady Beatrice de Bressay married some years ago in defiance of her parents, who cast her out because of it.’

My father spoke quietly. ‘My wife was reconciled with her parents before she died, my lord.’

‘Is that so?’ A note of interest crept into the count’s voice. ‘And now that they are both dead with no other heir, then you must own the manor house and the lands of the Isle of Bressay?’

My father nodded again, and, young that I was, I knew him well enough that I could tell by the tilt of his head and the set of his shoulders that the count would not deflect him from his purpose.

‘Good income from farming and fishing, so I’m told.’ Ferignay seemed keen for more information.

‘The people who work the land and fish the waters round the Isle of Bressay live to enjoy a just reward for their labours.’ My father’s reply was enigmatic, but Chantelle and I understood his meaning. We knew that our father was no feudal overlord who forbade his tenants hunting rights, and he did not inflict ruinous taxes.

‘So why would a man choose to be a wandering minstrel when he can live the life of a lord either at home or at court?’ Ferignay regarded my father with genuine curiosity.

‘When my wife died a few years ago the place held only sadness for me,’ my father answered. ‘I felt that my solitary mourning was upsetting my daughters so I sought employment in the royal courts of England and France, that we might make music together. Besides which I do not truly own the Isle of Bressay. It is kept in trust for my daughters. Half will go to Chantelle and half to Mélisande. They will inherit when they reach their majority or when they are wed, whichever comes first.’

‘A woman inherit in her own right!’ exclaimed Ferignay. ‘The law does not permit this.’

‘In our part of France we are faithful to the old ways of the Occitan,’ said my father.

‘You rebellious southerners,’ said Ferignay in a mocking voice. ‘Yet . . . I can see that there could be advantages in such an arrangement.’

‘As my lord has so wisely observed’ – my father quickly took the opportunity to further his case – ‘it means that, should my daughter Chantelle be wedded to your kinsman, Armand Vescault, then she brings with her half of the Isle of Bressay.’

Ferignay considered this. He looked towards Armand, who walked quickly from the window and went down on one knee before him.

‘I would beg my lord to give his consent,’ Armand said humbly. ‘My service to you would in no way be impaired and to be married to this lady would make me very happy.’

‘Ah, a love match.’ Ferignay’s eyes glinted.

I was watching him closely, and it seemed to me that for the merest second an emotion I hardly recognized burned in their depths. Was it malice?

‘Armand Vescault is not without substance.’ Ferignay addressed my father again. ‘As you have said, he is kin to me, though distantly, by a long-dead cousin, and I am attached to the house of Guise, and therefore to the blood royal.’

The Count de Ferignay obviously wanted to impress upon my father that it would be a high honour for Chantelle to be allowed into his family. My father murmured a suitably neutral response, for it was common knowledge that the fortunes of the house of Guise were in flux. Some years ago it had been a daughter of the house of Guise, Mary, Queen of Scots, who had wed the eldest son of Queen Catherine de’ Medici while he was a boy





























PART FOUR

THE NOSTRADAMUS PROPHECY
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