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In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.
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‘[…] make

The sons of sword, and hazard fall before

The golden calf, and on their knees, whole nights,

Commit idolatry with wine, and trumpets:’

II.i. 18–20, The Alchemist, Ben Jonson (1610)


Translator’s Foreword

It’s about sex, and cruelty, and forgiveness.

None of this is apparent from our previous knowledge of the story.

In 1687, the sole surviving manuscript of the Memoirs of Valentin Raoul Rochefort, French ex-gentleman and professional hired killer, was thrown on the fire by an outraged descendant.

Although the manuscript must have been rescued from the blaze soon afterwards, many pages were found to be blackened and unreadable, and most of Rochefort’s words were lost to posterity. It’s only luck that we have a complete document – both the burned and the undamaged pages shoved carelessly together into a wooden box, by some anonymous rescuer, together with a few other minor documents of the time.

Now, after four hundred years, computer-assisted image enhancement can give us a version that is, ninety-nine per cent accurately, what Rochefort wrote.

In the middle of the nineteenth century, a French novelist took what was legible of the Memoirs and made a popular and eminently readable novel out of it. I suppose that these days most of us know Noblesse D’Épée (or, as the English translator called it, The Sons of Sword and Hazard) from children’s editions, or from a movie version of the story. The bare facts are well known. The novel was written in France, in 1860, by Auguste Maquet, famous as the collaborator of Alexandre Dumas on The Three Musketeers. (Scandal later claimed that Maquet was indeed the sole and only author of many of Dumas’ novels – but it did him no good financially.) We know that Maquet had read a chapbook version of the Memoirs early on in his life; he recycled the names of the protagonists as minor characters in his synopses for Dumas.

Maquet ignored – because there was, then, no way of reading them – the oddest and most disquieting parts: the ‘Rosicrucian’ conspiracy theories of the early seventeenth century, and a form of futurology that makes Nostradamus look an amateur.

The Memoirs themselves lapsed into obscurity. Ironically, when Maquet wrote Noblesse D’Épée, he had the frustrating experience of finding it dismissed as bad Dumas pastiche. This is perhaps why the novel never had a great success in France, and – along with its source – remains practically unknown. In England, however, Maquet was translated by Stanley J. Weyman, himself a notable author of historical romances, and The Sons of Sword and Hazard was an immediate success. Edward Rose adapted a version for the stage before the First World War, and a silent-movie version appeared not long after the war ended. Indeed, that first movie, made in black and white, starring Conrad Veidt as Rochefort, and Fritz Leiber Snr as the Duc de Sully, was almost as great a success as the book version (which reached its twenty-first printing by 1906). Other movies followed through the twentieth century. The Richard Lester early-1970s re-make is my personal favourite, since it has a good deal of the unbuttoned extravagance of the original, even if it does make hay with what we knew of the plot.

I should speak personally here. I have always loved The Sons of Sword and Hazard. I love Weyman’s book. I love all the lace-and-steel movie versions, up to the Leonardo Di Caprio vehicle it has most recently become. (Although a more unlikely Rochefort I cannot imagine. The Russell Crowe/Angelina Jolie version currently filming will, I think, be rather more true to the original.)

And in the Spring of 1986, I first discovered that the protagonist (it is awkward to call him the ‘hero’) of The Sons of Sword and Hazard was a real historical person.

It is possible that both Maquet and Weyman were not aware of this.

That’s not as incredible as it sounds. To take the obvious example, Alexandre Dumas clandestinely lifted the plot and characters of The Three Musketeers from the work of a late seventeenth-century historical novelist, Gatien de Courtilz de Sandras. Dumas loved to claim historical reality for his D’Artagnan, Athos, Porthos and Aramis – but it seems likely that he remained convinced that his characters were works of fiction. In fact, research now shows that (even if the plot of the novel owes more to gossip and rumour), there were at least musketeers in the King’s forces who went under those names: Charles de Batz-Castelmore, Sieur of Artagnan; Armand de Sillégue, Seigneur d’Athos et d’Auteville; Isaac de Portau; and Henri d’Aramitz.

The ‘novelist’ Courtilz was, however inaccurately, a biographer.

Likewise, I discovered, The Sons of Sword and Hazard is history inadvertently presented as fiction. Rochefort – Valentin Raoul St Cyprian Anne-Marie Rochefort de Cossé Brissac, to give him his full name – is, at the very least, based on a real man.

That fact formed the seed of an obsession.

All of it was old news among literary critics, true; or among those few of them interested in the ‘sensation’ adventure novel. The complete Memoirs existed only in their damaged form, and it was by pure accident that the fire-blackened pages were not thrown away. I managed a trip to Paris on a student’s grant, and saw the original manuscript; my schoolgirl French not helping me much with the (very kind) curators, nor with the crabbed Early Modern French of Rochefort’s spiky handwriting.

Ten years later, having managed to force a fair amount of that version of French into my brain – I’m notoriously bad at languages – I was on a second Masters degree which had nothing to do with post-mediaeval scholarship. However, it was at that university that I first discovered people using computer techniques both to analyse mediaeval and post-mediaeval handwriting, and to enhance images to uncover previously ‘lost’ damaged texts.

I had had it in mind, before that, to translate a new edition of The Sons of Sword and Hazard; but that doesn’t seem necessary, given the freshness of both Weyman’s and Maquet’s writing. For those who expect Prithee! and Gadzooks!, this is always a pleasant surprise. I knew instantly that I wanted to apply the new technology’s techniques to Rochefort’s Memoirs.

So, this translation of the Memoirs is an adjunct to the classic novel. I’ve tried to translate Rochefort’s recovered narrative into modern English, keeping a flavour of the original terms, but making it a story we can easily read.

I should perhaps warn the unwary new reader that the complete text of the Memoirs contains passages that are, to twenty-first-century eyes, erotic or pornographic, according to the reader’s definition. Rochefort, writing some forty years after Montaigne, follows the pattern of the Essais by his unflinching confession of his own conflicted sexual life. If The Sons of Sword and Hazard is a story of Machiavellian politics and romance, the Memoirs are, among other things, the story of a sexual obsession.

But perhaps that is the same thing. Any reader of Stanley J. Weyman, Rafael Sabatini, Georgette Heyer and Dumas must admit that the popular historical romance has a powerful unacknowledged erotic subtext, from which it draws secret potency.

In some ways, that is also the answer to the question: why a new edition of the Memoirs now? I doubt it could have been published in 1894, even if it had been known. However, we don’t now face the censorship, or the self-censorship, of Victorian England. Rochefort’s confessions can perhaps be read with sympathy and understanding – if, also, with some amusement.

I should note here that the strangest parts of the Memoirs are invariably those that have the most fire damage – to the point where I suspect this can only be deliberate. Someone desired to burn the parts of Rochefort’s narrative that are to do with his sexual life. Someone, also, attempted to destroy almost all of what Rochefort wrote about the prognostications of the English physician and Rosicrucian theorist, Robert Fludd (who barely appears in the novel). One can only speculate why.

Here, then, is the rediscovered and retranslated story, separated from us by one language and four centuries. The recovered Memoirs, rendered as fully as I can. Or perhaps it would be more reasonable to say: as adequately as Time permits.

And where it seems necessary – where they shed light on the writings of Valentin Raoul Rochefort – I have added to the history those other documents that were included in the wooden box that contains the manuscript of the Memoirs.

With one of which, we begin.


PART 1


Cipher Journal of Robert Fludd

27th January, year of Our Lord 1608, Julian calendar (6th February 1609 by the Gregorian calendar that is to come.)

The work continues well. The troubles in Jülich-Cleves look set to become war within another year, perhaps a year and a half. I am leaving the French King no option about what he says and does. And that man of his, Sully, and his foolish Grand Design – what does he know of designs, a French duke who came to manhood in the wars of religion, and who understands finance, violence, and very little of men’s minds?

Sully builds canals. How infinitely sad. Builders are always fighting against the stream of time that erodes away what they do. Here in London, two streets away from my house, the spireless Cathedral of Paul stands ancient and immutable, and yet I calculate that within half a century or so, fire will destroy it, and another set of builders will raise another temple in its place. And that too will fall, half a millennium later. Assuming I am correct.

28th January 1608 (7th February 1609 Gregorian)

Assuming I am correct. What man writes those words without a pang? True, I can see the partners of the dance coming together. Our King James keeps Robbie Cecil close to his heart – closer than it seems in court, since I hear rumours that Cecil and the Scotsman quarrel constantly over money, like a housewife bickering with her lord and master. But there they are, where I said they would be – and when I said it, Cecil was only Burley’s hunchback son, not the first lord of this kingdom.

And the others, I assume, are coming together in France. The woman who would be queen. The Catholic schoolmaster who will have his name written up large in history, although he cares as little for that fame as I do. Doubtless my spy-master is also in Paris at this time, skulking in the shadows and serving Sully’s purposes.

I do not doubt. I do not doubt. How can I?

The man, the spy, came to London with Sully’s embassy six years ago, in June and July of ’03, but I was still from England then. I could not help my self-doubt: I went to Paris afterwards, and the court of His Majesty Henri IV, to get a look at Sully’s agent. A poor scholar, I. A reader of books, a writer of books. And this man a man of war – well, he was no different from any other soldier-turned-spy. A tall man, a head taller than any other of Sully’s thugs, and with a dark look of Spain about him, although French in truth. Not a face to be easily read. I did not watch him for long: soldiers have an instinct for something that appears more than idle curiosity. I walked back to my lodgings from the Louvre Palace, through the muddy streets, my head swimming. Is this the man? This unremarkable man? Is he?

29th January 1608 (8th February 1609 Gregorian)

Today I drank wine at the tavern at the end of my road, and did not tell any man why. It is one of my most weighty calculations – this day, forty years ahead, and still by the Julian calendar, my English people will raise their King up on a dais and chop off his head. The first king to die at the hands of the rabble who will be considered justly executed.

Other things inevitably follow: other kings killed. Eventually, all kings dead, and only despots left to rule – warlords and petty criminals masquerading as statesmen. They will bring three of the greatest atrocities of the world down on us, sights and dreams to give even poor Nostradamus pause. After that, worse will follow. And all from that seed, the judicial execution of the English King.

There must, therefore, be a different king. One they will not kill. A just man, a temperate man, a man of principle.

I am left – unfortunate I! – with the royal line of Stuart. With which I must do what I can.

While drinking in Barkley’s Inn, I smiled, and no man understood why. I was thinking that it might have been worse. I might have been given the French royal house of the Valois.

30th January 1608 (9th February 1609 Gregorian)

New calculations. A new factor, at this late stage? How can it be? And yet either all I have calculated is wrong, or else there is a new player on the stage! I do not understand.

2nd February 1608 (12th February 1609 Gregorian)

Candlemass. Death of innocents. Yes, I bite my lip until it bleeds, attending the services in St Paul’s. Like Herod, I am to kill innocents. Unlike Herod, I hope to spare more by so doing.

I wept, kneeling in the shelter of one of the tombs. The stone was so cold under my knees. Death comes to all, death is final; I have so short a time to do what I can, before I too die.

It is no advantage to know that you must die upon a certain date. I have perhaps two years, if things go badly wrong. Fourteen, if I can put the right king on the throne. That must be enough, surely? To guard, to guide, to mould his mind into true kingship – stewardship of his people, as his name implies?

Even so, that is the most I can expect. To die in December of 1611, or May of 1623. I am not yet thirty-five years of age. My body shakes with an ague when I think on it.

It would be an injustice to seek to divert the flow of time to give me a longer life. I will not – will not – make those calculations.

If I were of the Old Religion, I could go to confession. Any priest would think I was a madman, but at least I could confess to another human being.

Note to self: that loneliness, and the desire for intercourse with another soul are the greatest dangers to this work. If the contents of this journal are not wise, still there is wisdom in the keeping of it. I must learn to be more solitary.

4th February 1608 (14th February 1609 Gregorian)

More calculations. Yes, there is another new player, although I cannot see what he will do. Perhaps that means his ship will sink and he be killed. Time shows me these dead ends. Improbabilities. Fates that will never be. At any rate, there is nothing I can do until he comes further within my sphere of influence. I have not known a man come from so far, before this.

The woman will have left her home by now.

Jülich-Cleves progresses towards crisis. There are troop movements in Savoy. I did not expect my man to be sent to oversee them – that was a very minor possibility – and yet he has been. There is a smaller chance that he may die there. If so, what then am I to do? Something, surely, but what?

Time is a sea, vaster than the Atlantic. I am a man attempting to control its tides. How futile am I? A madman raving on a seashore, as in a play I attended? Only the progression of the days will tell.

18th February 1608 (28th February 1609 Gregorian)

All calculations re-done and complete. Yes, it will work. It is time for me to attempt my own communication here, with those of my countrymen who must be involved in this. Once that is done, and the necessary months expended to gain their trust, I can do nothing but wait for events in France. They will bring themselves to me, and then I will act.

I walk in my other garden now, awaiting the signs of Spring, which are late this year. Frost still ornaments the marble, and the sun rarely casts a shadow from the gnomon of the sundial. I wish that I had the luxury of believing in omens.

Influence is being exerted to have me finally made a Fellow of the Royal College of Physicians, so that I may practise my healing with their authority. I have learned to be solitary; now I must learn to be in company again, but wearing a flawless mask, which I must not let slip.

One chance. The year 1610, which is the pivotal year. Next year. One chance to divert the avalanche that thunders towards us. God – if there is a God – guide my hand.


Rochefort: Memoirs

1

It is not every man who sets out to kill the King of France and begins by beating his own servant.

‘Messire Valentin!’ Gabriel Santon protested, staring up at me from the floor as if Fate and Chance together had both kicked him in the stomach, rather than I.

I can see I will have to do better than this.

I strode across the bare boards to the window, feeling the chill of the wooden floor through my hose. If I had more resolution, I would have waited until my boots were on and kicked him then.

Spring of the year 1610: the shutters, open, let in the smoke of every man’s breakfast cooking fire, obscuring the Paris roofs with the common early morning haze. For all that, I could still see the shadow of my watcher down under the overhang of the house across the street, where he (or another of the Queen’s men) had been all the sleepless night.

‘Shave me,’ I ordered curtly, and turned away from the cool May air, back to the fugginess of the room. The scent of horse dung followed me, and the sound of raucous cockerels proclaiming dawn. I set myself down on the room’s one bare bench, deliberately turning my back on Gabriel.

I have no way to leave these lodgings without being observed, front entrance and rear, I thought – as I had been thinking for the past five hours, since the moment when Queen Marie de Medici’s men smirked and left me on my own doorstep. So, what is to be done?

Gabriel’s large fist shoved a jack of ale into my hands, and then he stepped behind me, and I heard the clatter of the basin as he filled it from the kettle of heated water brought up from the communal kitchens. I could have taken the risk of sending him out for food—

—but they will think I am sending him out with a warning. And they will put a dagger in his kidneys before he gets to the bottom of the street.

His tread was heavy on the floorboards, as befits an old soldier grown fat in my service. Gabriel was skinnier fifteen years ago in the wars of the Low Countries, when he discovered a fool of a young ensign in search of a noble death. I think he knocked me down a time or two, in the course of persuading me that scandal dies sooner than a man, and that contempt can be outlived. I barely remember; I was cow-kissing drunk at the time. Certainly drunk enough to provide an excuse for forgetting that my corporal had lessoned me much as he might one of his eighteen-year-old farm-boy troopers – and thereby kept me alive.

The ale was cool, and tasted smoky. Gabriel’s disgruntled voice sounded in my ear.

‘Head back, messire. Chin up.’

I knew him well enough to know that it hadn’t worked yet; that he would not leave me for a curse and one kick. His tone plainly said Messire was out drinking last night, messire lost money playing at hazard with dice, and guess who he takes his foul temper out on? Poor bloody Gabriel. As usual.

The hair-splittingly sharp blade of the razor followed the soap over my chin. I sat perfectly still, as a man tends to when he has a knife at his throat. Every morning for fifteen years, Gabriel Santon might have slit the big artery on the left of my windpipe, and I have never known his hand shake. Nor, now I think about it, at any of the things he has seen in those past years, and mine is a business to shake the nerves of most.

The scrape of blade over stubble and the warming air of the room, as this fourteenth day of May dawned, set my own nerves on edge. I listed it off in my mind. I must get rid of Gabriel, because no man associated with me now is safe. I must act as if I am following the Queen Marie de Medici’s orders, or her men will kill me, and I will have no way to get a warning out of what she plans.

And that means I must seem, convincingly to her men who watch me, to be arranging the murder of her husband Henri, fourth of that name, otherwise Henri of Navarre, now King of France.

The towel wiped over my face, leaving only the moustache and small point of beard that it is my custom to wear. I felt Gabriel taking the weight of my hair in his hands, searching out such few parasites as haunt lodgings like these. I am vain enough to keep my hair clean, and to wear it long in the fashion of the court, since there is, at forty, not a strand of grey in it – and a man must be vain about what he can.

‘Are you going to the Arsenal today?’ Gabriel said idly, walking around in front of me with my cuffs and ruff in his hand. ‘Or is Monsieur the Duc at the Bastille, now?’

I struck hard, knocking the linen out of his hands, and following it with a backhand blow across his face.

‘What business of yours is it where the Duc de Sully is, little man!’

Gabriel began to stoop, protesting that he meant no harm, and simultaneously grumbling under his breath. I stood up. For a moment, apprehension caught my heartbeat and the pit of my stomach: Suppose I cannot save Gabriel? Suppose I cannot save the Duc?

That I was afraid – I, Rochefort – made me angry.

I had not been afraid twelve hours ago, following an anonymous message into the back alleys of the Les Halles district. That was a usual occurrence, given what I deal with, and the men who met me sensibly did not attempt to relieve me of my weapons. I came armed into the evening-dim taproom of the tavern, bending to get under the door lintel, glanced at the man supposedly in charge of this meeting – and recognised, by the expensive cloak and her way of tapping her feet as she sat on the joint-stool, the Florentine woman, inefficiently disguised as a royal waiting-woman.

I was tempted to say, ‘Good evening, Your Majesty.’ King Henri’s wife of ten years, Marie de Medici, might well be full of her own self-importance today, after having been finally crowned Queen. She had the coming war in Jülich-Cleves to thank for it; the King planning to be out of the country and so leaving her that authority.

I supposed that after a decade of marriage to her husband without the title of Queen, she might celebrate this by harassing the agents of her enemies – and therefore had sent a message to me. The Duc my master is not the only man at court who is her enemy, but certainly the most powerful; men do not name the King without naming his friend Sully in the same breath.

Dusk, and a drinking house in the district of Les Halles, is notoriously not a time and place to come without a sword, or a half-dozen armed men for preference. If it surprised me to see Queen Marie playing Haroun al Rachid and sneaking unknown among her subjects, it did not surprise me that the dingy, taper-stinking room had ten of her faction’s courtiers with swords and pistols at the doorways and windows. But the first sentence of the mask-wearing courtier who was evidently her mouthpiece made me snort a laugh out loud.

‘You must commit a murder for us, monsieur,’ he said.

This is beyond reason. I began, ‘Madame—’

‘Not “madame”.’ She spoke in a whisper, without raising the overhanging cloth of her hood, so that evidently I was supposed not to recognise her. ‘These are the orders of my masters; I am only a poor serving woman who brings them to you.’

I have heard better lines in a play, and spoken much less stiltedly.

‘A murder?’ Allowing myself the unexpected pleasure of honesty to royalty, I remarked, ‘In the last fifteen years, madame, I have rarely come across such a ramshackle conspiracy. I am to murder a man? And the Duc be blamed for it, I suppose?’

A signal from her sent the mouthpiece and her armed men away to the room’s doors, just far enough not to overhear. She had not invited me to sit, so I folded my arms and gazed down at her – I commonly find myself the tallest man in the room, and this woman seemed tiny in front of me.

The plump shape of her lips moved under the drawn-down edge of her hood. ‘Be quiet and listen. You are Rochefort, not de Rochefort. You are not a noble. You are a duellist and known murderer. You have no power of your own; all derives from being Sully’s chief agent. You have made so many enemies in the service of the Duc that if he falls, it is doubtful you would get out of this city alive. Who else have you but him?’

The dimness of the room was a blessing; I was not sure I controlled my anger closely enough to keep it from my face.

Lightly, as I decided which way I would make my exit, I said, ‘Still less chance that you can bribe or threaten me into doing anything against his interests.’

Her apparent silliness – which might be protective in a court of men – gave way to shrewdness. ‘No, and it is not Sully whom you will damage. It is Henri of Navarre. You must have Henri killed.’

Stupidly taken aback, I said, ‘Henri of Navarre? Henri Quatre? The King?’

She gave me no time to adjust my thoughts. The hands that held the edges of her cloak together now moved, ticking off points on her fingers. ‘You are Sully’s spy. It is your business to keep him secure. Because he is closest to the King, it is your business also to know who threatens Henri. We do not try to bribe you – you do not live high, keep an expensive mistress, have family, known bastards, or gambling debts. You are not of the nobility. All you have is your position of power, and we will take that away from you if you don’t do as we order.’

I spoke in ironic amazement. ‘And I am to kill a king? Who is the Duc’s friend and protector? That will be a way to get myself valued in his service!’

There is nothing here I need take seriously, I concluded. Although I should warn M. le Duc that Queen Marie is, in her first fit of excitement, something of a loose cannon … perhaps listening to agents provocateurs of the Spanish, the Huguenots, the Jesuits. And that he should now take seriously any rumour that she wants her husband dead.

In her creaky player’s whisper, Marie de Medici said, ‘You must know of conspiracies to assassinate the King—’

‘There are always conspiracies against King Henri,’ I said, giving myself the pleasure of interrupting the Queen of France, since she came disguised and could therefore hardly protest. ‘I believe the total stands at sixty-three attempts at assassination, over the years. Or is it sixty-five?’

‘And there are some current. One of which must succeed. Tomorrow, Rochefort. It must be tomorrow.’

It was true I knew of two, perhaps three, ripe conspiracies – that was not unusual. Henri contrived to make enemies of most of Europe at one time or another, if only by rescuing France from two generations of civil war and building her into a nation of great power.

‘Regrettably, madame,’ I said, ‘no man gives me orders but the Duc de Sully. It is my job to see these threats come to nothing.’

Her temper flared in a sharp whisper. ‘You will see why you must do as I say! Gaston!’

The Queen raised her hand and signalled. One of the black oak doors opened, and two more men dragged in another man between them.

Maignan! I thought, shocked – I did not give myself away by speaking aloud.

The bullet-headed man was dressed in a rumpled nightshirt, his head bare. He hung between the two courtiers, his feet dragging across the paved floor, rucking up filthy rushes as they dragged him in. At her gesture, one of the men seized Maignan’s fleshy ear and pulled his head up. Even in this appalling light, a line of white was visible between his almost-shut eyelids.

‘He was taken from inside the Arsenal,’ the woman said. ‘Drugged; removed from his room; brought here.’

I am one man against ten; all armed, most with pistol as well as sword. Maignan cannot walk, never mind run—

Maignan’s heavy lids flickered. Either drugs or strong drink had slackened his face. And this is the man who is in charge of security inside the Duc’s household, as I am outside.

The man who held Maignan’s left arm pulled out his dagger, yanked it across Maignan’s throat, and dropped him.

I was moving before his blade left the scabbard, but plainly it was expected that I should do so. With no necessity for an order, the other men present hauled out swords, cocked pistols. I was at the centre of a ring of edged steel, every point within a yard of my face.

I am not a fool; not against ten men armed with rapiers and firearms. Furious, I slammed to a halt, knocking against the long table. Tapers overturned and began to stink, burning the rushes. The scent of slow-match drifted on the filthy air, catching in the back of my throat with the odour of blood. When I could see again – one of the men lit a candle too expensive to be purchased in this inn – the stone floor and rubbish in front of me was flooded black, and Maignan dead or dying, his artery cut through.

‘Sweet Jesu!’ Shock stripped me momentarily of control: I sounded ragged with outrage. ‘I’ll have even you arrested; the Duc will back me—!’

‘The Duc will not matter by sunset tomorrow.’

One of the other men reached down and grabbed Maignan by his ankle, dragging him across the stone flags towards the door. The body left a sodden trail. I saw, in the dim light, that Maignan wore soft silk slippers on his feet, such as a man does not wear in the street.

The woman’s voice came fussy, and foolish, and entirely certain. ‘This is to demonstrate. We have successfully planted a spy in the Duc’s household. It can as easily be Sully who lies bleeding and dead. You must do what we say, Rochefort. Who else have you but him, between you and your enemies?’

I stared, blank-faced as shock makes me; determined to give nothing away. Once I am out of this room I will turn Sully’s household up top and bottom and execute the Medici spy—

‘If you go back to the Arsenal tonight,’ the middle-aged woman went on huskily, ‘Sully will be killed. If you go anywhere near the Duc, he will be killed. If you send messages to him, he dies. You will not go back to his household now; you will make no contact with him until after Henri is dead.’

The feeling of sick catastrophe in my stomach became sub-merged by anger. I am to be manipulated by threats to the Duc; I am to be compelled and blackmailed?

‘You will be watched, Rochefort. Every moment. If it seems that you speak to any man you should not, then Sully will be killed, inside his house where he thinks he is most safe. You will not find another master,’ she added. ‘I will see to it that your enemies have you.’

I almost laughed out loud. Am I supposed also too stupid to see she must kill me, afterwards, as a witness to this? Who do they think they have, here?

I lost control, swearing, momentarily – but that might be all to the good; she would take it as a craven reaction. Thinking quickly, I gave her a silent look into which a man might read hesitation and apprehension. ‘He is the King.’

I deliberately did not say my King.

A dead man is a great convincer in arguments; she might believe me intimidated by Maignan’s murder, or subject to some mixture of self-interest and cowardice. It was not important what she thought, only that she be sure enough of me to send me about her business.

Once I am out, I can warn the Duc. Or kill the traitor in his house myself.

She spoke again. I strained to hear her under the noise of distant drinking and quarrelling in other rooms.

‘If it is Sully who dies, you will get the blame for it. Speak to no man.’

Her men were too close. I doubted I could kill her before they brought me down, even if I could allow myself that self-indulgence.

Hoping that I imitated a man who was both cowed and desperate, I said, ‘I must speak to some man, madame, or how else am I to arrange a killing!’

‘Yes. We will be watching,’ Marie de Medici said, her voice a whisper in the stinking, butcher’s-shop obscurity of the inn room. ‘You have the hours of darkness to arrange this. Now go.’

On the way out I dropped back from her men and visited the jakes – much to their amusement – and in the necessary-house slipped a livre and a verbal message to the pot-boy, telling him to run straight to the Duc at the Arsenal after the courtiers had left.

I made my way from the Les Halles district, furiously thinking. Two more of her faction met me as I did so, making signs that a blind and deaf man would have noticed, and it was plain that I must make some stab at looking conspiratorial while waiting for my message to be acknowledged.

I had no option but to find a man who immediately came to mind – since I had been gathering evidence on him before I made it a matter of an arrest – and have a clandestine conversation in his lodgings. And now they would be watching him, also.

The night went on. I could discover no way through the cordon of the Queen’s agents. No word came to me from the Arsenal.

What is happening at the Duc’s household? Has Maignan been missed? Is there a paid spy, a servant, a killer, even now in the same room with my master Sully?

Time. Time. If I had more than these few hours; if she didn’t want it done tomorrow—!

And that is not wit, on her part. She doesn’t do this because she knows it leaves me too little time to act. She does it because she’s drunk on today’s ceremony, because she has just been crowned Queen, and she’s too impatient to wait a minute longer to have her husband murdered.

By the time I was shadowed back to my lodgings, I had reached a towering fury. Two separate attempts to leave secretly, in the early hours, failed. On the second, when I set out plainly to walk to the Arsenal, one of the Queen’s hired men accosted me. He said smilingly that he would not let M. Rochefort’s temper rob the Duc of his life, and I put my sword through the upper part of his lung.

That led his dozen or so followers to escort me at a distance back to my street, where I found the pot-boy, half-senseless and bleeding, on the steps of the house.

‘She gives you this one chance,’ one of the departing courtiers said: a short man with a Florentine accent. ‘No more messages. Do as you are told.’

I sent the boy limping away with another two livres, and stamped upstairs to kick Gabriel awake to make me mulled wine, and sit scowling by the light of one candle.

Wit must sometimes stand amazed before foolishness. On the face of it, an attempt to turn her enemy’s chief agent, and in person – the stupidity! If she is being manipulated by one or other of the King’s enemies and she leaves proof, there is a scandal to satisfy even Spain.

But she can deny it, knowing the worst that may happen to a queen is exile to some provincial chateau for a year or two.

And if she were to succeed in turning me, what does she get out of it? A husband dead, good: she is then Queen Regent on behalf of her boy-Prince, Louis. Or else Sully compromised completely, because his man has attempted to kill the King. Also good: a most powerful enemy obliterated. She must think she can’t lose.

But it will fail, I concluded then, in the early hours – and now, coming back to the morning sunlight and Gabriel flinching from my backhanded blow.

Because I have arranged it so. I have no intention of killing King Henri! This will fail as the other sixty-odd attempts have. And as it does, then I can warn Sully, in the confusion, that the Medici has an agent in his house.

Something in me still insisted that Gabriel Santon be got out of the way.

If I’m seen or arrested, or – body of God! – caught, while apparently setting up an assassination, they’ll put my servant to the question.

I picked Gabriel Santon up off the floor by the neck of his linen shirt, dragged him to the door, and hauled him through it.

‘Messire!’ he protested, gasping and laughing, for all a slug of blood trickled down from his nose. ‘Messire Valentin! That wasn’t insolence. Not to the Duc. I meant nothing. Sit down: I’ll fetch breakfast.’

He was a stocky man, and strong, if now in his middle fifties; and it moved me unexpectedly to find I could bundle him along so easily. Reaching the outer door, I unbarred it, hauled it open, and thrust him through it with much of the strength of my arm. He bounced off the wall opposite, tipped down the stairs, and fell like a sack of meal.

I remained stern-faced as his body thudded on the treads; and when he rose shakily up on to hands and knees, in the building’s entrance, I shouted, ‘You’re dismissed, you thieving idle son of a bitch!’

‘But, Monsieur Valentin!’

‘Didn’t you hear me? You’re dismissed!’

I saw the moment when belief touched his face.

‘Sir! Monsieur. Monsieur Rochefort!’ A pause. ‘My things! Sir! My belongings—’ Gabriel Santon bellowed. ‘You can’t do this! It’s – stealing. Those are my things! Sir, you can’t—’

‘Get off my street, Santon. I will come out with a sword if I hear you speak one more time!’

I slammed the door, so that my watcher across the street should be in no doubt of my feelings.

It took me a bare few minutes to prepare, folding up the razor and putting that, and spoon and jack and other necessaries, into a leather bag. I put what money I had loose under the floorboards into a belt that I wore tied around my waist, under the band of my breeches.

The leather bag I tied by its cords to my belt, but wore inside my trunk-hose – in the year 1610, men wore them wide and capacious to mid-thigh, from where they were close-fitting, and gartered above the knee. I do not say I ever did as some, who (afraid of thieves, or lacking lodgings), instead of the fashionable stuffing of horsehair and bran, wore their kerchiefs, wigs, and bedding in their trunk-hose. I do remark that it was easy enough for me to store several small objects and a spare pistol, and still appear nothing more than a gentleman out for a morning’s walk.

Out for a morning’s walk to kill the King.

I cast a glance around the two rooms; there was nothing I could not leave without a look back. I make it a principle to live so.

By that time, Gabriel’s pleas, kicks, and angry yells had ceased, although not before a stone rattled off the shutters. I waited another count of five hundred to be sure, my eyes on the stout oak of the door. I thought what it must be like on the other side. A door that, up till now, has been nothing more than the barrier between home and the street: something which can be freely passed. Now it is a locked door, and he has no more right to enter than any passing visitor. He has been shut out of his familiar life.

Let it drive him to anger. Best of all, let it move him to report my odd behaviour this last twelve hours to someone in authority. That way no man except me will be held responsible for my actions today.

I went out briskly into the observed dawn streets.
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‘There is the King.’ I did not point, such gestures being identifiable even in a crowded Paris street.

François Ravaillac, beside me, tranquilly followed my gaze. ‘Yes, Messire Belliard, I see. His carriage. The King.’

I had had two likely men to choose from: one a soldier who had served in Venice, and with the Holy Roman Emperor’s forces against the Turks and Berbers in North Africa; the other this provincial Catholic schoolmaster. True, the soldier from Rouen, Pierre de la Jardin, Sieur de la Garde, would have been more apt to turn his hand to this job – indeed, he had been showing some skilled enthusiasm towards the supposed ‘Jesuits’ who approached him.

But he would be more likely to succeed than M. Ravaillac here, I thought, gazing down at the man by my side. And that is the last thing required.

It is true I should have preferred a man a little more the archetype of a pedagogue. Ravaillac wore his red hair shaggy to his shoulders, and he had the hands of a builder, not a user of wax tablet and stylus. It was some consolation that if any man proved a witness, they were more likely to recall a square-shouldered man with Judas-coloured hair than his companion agent of the Duc de Sully: tall and Spaniard-complexioned though I might be.

‘Schoolmaster.’ I touched his shoulder. ‘Are you listening to me, or listening to God again?’

‘To you, Messire Belliard,’ he said in an easy monotone. ‘You and He are both saying the same thing. Kill the King.’

Fifty yards away, the box-shaped cart upholstered in deep red velvet jolted up the street from the Louvre, towards us.

I rehearsed him again in an undertone. ‘Stand close behind me; I’ll go up to the carriage when it stops and ask the King if he’ll receive your petition; the rest is up to you.’

So much had worked to kill the third Henri of Valois, twenty years ago, when a monk presenting a petition had presented, instead, a knife out of the sleeve of his robe. It seemed clear to me that this latest Henri’s men were smart enough to be suspicious of random petitioners. Ravaillac had a freshly sharpened knife on him; I’d seen to that. Once they found it, and I had the confusion of an arrest and a full alert …

I glanced behind me.

Cut down to the river and reach the Arsenal, before the Medici’s agents find out what’s happened in the confusion. And if her agents are in my way, do some justice on Maignan’s behalf as I go through.

Now, when what happened during that early afternoon on the 14th of May is a matter of fame and common knowledge, rumour gives many facts that never happened. They say that the King’s coach was held up by the Carmelite Convent, opposite a tavern with the sign of the Crown and Pierced Heart, whereas I watched it come to a rocking halt – one wheel in the kennel-gutter in the centre of the road, the opposite one raised up – thirty feet away. I suspect the tavern keeper of venality after the fact.

One hand on Ravaillac’s shoulder, I forced him down between the shopping booths that cluttered the Rue de la Ferronnerie, and made it such a narrow way despite any edict. Since he and I were both tall enough to see over other men’s hats, we both witnessed Henri grope at his breast for his spectacles, wave a dismissive gesture, and signal to the Duc d’Epernon sitting beside him to read a letter aloud while they waited for the jam to clear.

Any man, even a stranger to court, would have known Henri at once from the coinage, and from the jutting white beard that went up as he laughed at something Montbazon said. The Duc de Montbazon was seated on the other side of him from d’Epernon. The coach’s leather curtains had been drawn back, letting in the heat and Spring wind, and the stench of the streets. I could guess at those men sitting with their backs to us: La Force and Laverdin.

‘De Praslin isn’t with him,’ I confirmed. Four hours of waiting for palace rumour to be proved true, that Henri is indeed taking out his carriage. Now, I could see that what I had bribed one of the pages into informing me was also the case. Charles de Praslin, captain of the guard, was at Henri’s orders overseeing the readiness of the palace for Marie de Medici’s official entrance, tomorrow, as Queen. Which left nothing but footmen and a few outriders.

History says the King’s cart was stopped by a collision between two carters’ wagons, and the advent of a herd of swine, and that is true. History does not add that those three men were paid very well for their obstruction, although I have reason to know that it is so.

As the squealing pigs rounded the corner of the street, shoving men and women irresistibly aside, I saw an occurrence I could not have paid for – all of Henri’s footmen ducking into the Cimetière des Innocents, evidently using it as a shortcut to wait for their master further down the road, beyond the stuck wagons.

Of Henri’s two coachmen, one shoved his way into the crowd, bitterly complaining and waving his hands at the cart-drivers; the other bent over to re-tie his garter. It was a bottle-green strip of silk, none too clean; I remember it to this day.

The horsemen-outriders will suffice to take Ravaillac, I thought, looking to see where they rode behind the King’s carriage.

One of them caught my eye.

There are times when it is no advantage to be the tallest man in the room or the street. The rider on the bay, one of d’Epernon’s men whom I knew slightly from Zaton’s, pushed himself through the crowds and pulled up beside me, his mount’s hooves sounding both hollow and solid on the spilled grain, muck, and litter of the street.

‘Messire Rochefort!’ De Vernyes gazed down. ‘Did Messire the Duc send you out to meet His Majesty? Can you help shift these peasants?’

I am used to controlling my expression. I thought my face showed nothing of the shock that coursed through me at being addressed in front of M. Ravaillac by my own name – and at being told that it was my master the King desired to visit.

‘Don’t look like that.’ The rider leaned on his saddle and grinned at me. ‘You’ve got nothing to worry about. Unless Sully has had his hand in the till. No, it was a joke, Messire Spaniard; don’t draw! Help me get this damn coach on the way to the Arsenal again.’

I realised abruptly that François Ravaillac was not beside me: that was why d’Epernon’s man did not react to his presence.

Where the hell is the man! I swore, while making some anodyne remark; and Montbazon screamed like a girl.

Movement took my eye.

Ravaillac stood on the risen wheel of the coach.

His hand went up, arced down; went up again – and a fine, perfect curve of droplets went through the air. Droplets of blood. They have to be, I thought, dazed. Dear good God: he has actually hit the King!

Ravaillac’s fist around the handle of the knife punched down twice more; d’Epernon threw himself across the King’s body; Ravaillac stood down off the coach’s rear wheel, hands at his sides, as if all his energy had drained out of him.

I had a second to look at d’Epernon, and think that this corpulent middle-aged gentleman who is my master’s enemy had courage, even if he had begun his court career as one of Henri III’s catamites.

François Ravaillac looked across at me from between d’Epernon and Laverdin, and said in a calm questioning tone, ‘Messire Belliard?’

He should have failed! my mind protested as I stared at the body in the coach, as La Force threw a cloak over Henri’s face. How could something this casual succeed?

I felt as winded as a man thrown from a horse. Henri’s men were supposed to take Ravaillac before he got anywhere near the King. If they were inefficient, I would be standing next to François Ravaillac, and I would kill the man myself.

Under the coach, the filthy street gleamed with liquid that pattered down and ran between the cobbles and into the kennel. Blood rushing in a slaughterhouse stream.

That is not a casual injury. I stared. If Ravaillac were killed in the attack, one could bluff. Or if the crowd battered him to death. But he’s taken; he will be interrogated; he will break. I can be proved to have been in his company.

And the King was on his way to see Sully: dear God! What more could the Queen ask for? Henri assassinated on his way to ask the Duc about supposed accusations of financial malfeasance!

Squealing and screeching like the swine of Gehenna, young weaners fled every which way through the crowds, forcing men back, spooking horses. In the same moment, d’Epernon screamed at the coachman to turn the cart and ride for the palace and the doctors, Laverdin took tighter hold of François Ravaillac, and I turned and shoved my way brutally out of the packed street, into the gateway of the Cimetière des Innocents.

Marie de Medici is at the Louvre!

There with the garlands going up for her entry tomorrow as Queen. I will denounce her where she stands. There is Henri’s killer, there is the murderer!

Under these circumstances I hate cities. The business of agents is an underground war; I would rather have my wars in the open country. If that involves marching through intemperate heat and foul rain in the day, sentinel duty and alarms at night, and the disastrous result of pike and musket-piece on a man’s body, still at least a man is free of streets in which he cannot move for the shoulder-to-shoulder press of other men – or if he is not, he can out with his short rapier or poniard and hack a way through them.

I shoved my way through the crowd pushed back into the gates of the Cimetière des Innocents, broke out into the empty space beyond, started down the narrow white paths between the sepulchres – and heard de Vernyes hail me.

Glancing over my shoulder, I saw him behind me with sword in hand, sticking prick-spurs deep into the bay’s flanks, and so forcing market-women and burghers and street-brats out of the way with much more celerity than I could. He shouted something unintelligible. I thought I have no time for this, and ran, hurdling the fallen monuments as if anger could make me fly.

The expensive sepulchres stand close together in the Cimetière, mausoleums higher than a man’s head; there is no seeing over their peaked roofs. I ran between them as silently as I could, picking my way east, halting where the ground opened up to flat tombs no higher than a man’s waist, judging my direction.

Two men on horseback clattered out from the monuments and tombs behind me: de Vernyes and another of the King’s horsemen.

They split, instantly, to go one either side of me and block off my way. Behind, I could hear a great howling roar now, in the streets: the news of the assassination attempt spreading out from the Rue de la Ferronnerie.

‘Sully’s man!’ de Vernyes’ companion shouted; a young burly man wearing the most fashionable doublet and ruff over the body of a thug. He pulled at the waist of his doublet, trying to hold his reins with the hand that held his rapier. The unmistakable shape of a pistol’s butt was visible hooked over his belt.

De Vernyes himself reined up, staring at me down the length of his blade. ‘You’re under arrest: throw down the sword. Now.’

My hands had gone by instinct to my hilts, cross-drawing rapier and dagger in a single movement. I backed away fast, circling to keep from being trapped on the paths in that narrow space between the tombs. ‘I? Why am I under arrest?’

De Vernyes’ companion shouted down, ‘You were with him, murderer!’

This second horseman was having difficulty forcing his mount in among the tilted stones and monuments. In the fumbling moment while he tried to unhook the pistol’s butt-hook from his belt, I made a leap up on to one of the flat-topped graves so that I was level with him where he sat in the saddle, and gave him a thrust that went through his chest just under the armpit, and put six inches of wet steel out of the back of his ribs.

‘Bazanez!’ de Vernyes shouted to his friend and swore at me. His horse curveted. Hooves rattled on cobbles; tack clinked. He abruptly dropped the reins, freed himself from the stirrups, and slid down from the saddle without using his hands, they being both occupied with rapier and dagger.

I tightened my grip through my rapier’s finger-ring, twisted, and recovered my blade from Bazanez’s chest.

Heads were turning at the edge of the Cimetière.

I caught a flush on de Vernyes’ face; he looked as though he wished it any man but me.

‘Give up, Rochefort! You will speak as loud as a dead witness as you will alive.’

‘Not quite true,’ I said grimly, ‘as you may find by asking any of these men around us.’

Skull-ornamented stones stood up in the bright day: jaws and femurs and time-glasses carved on monuments, along with weather-obscured names. The only men close by were dead men, but it might not be more than moments before live men came to investigate.

‘Truly convenient, if I should lose,’ I remarked, jumping down from the gravestone, between hysterical laughter and absolute fury. How can this happen!

It may have been the confusion of the attack on the carriage. It might be that men thought us engaged merely in an ordinary duel. No man started to cross the Cimetière des Innocents towards us. I saw de Vernyes glance that way, make as if he would call out, and then think better of it.

With an impatience I cannot quantify, I realised that the fool could have called to any of the King’s horse or foot that might still be left in the area – although that in itself was doubtful – or any help available from the citizens of Paris. Instead he preferred to make it a duel; preferred to have the ‘greater honour’ of taking me alone.

‘I have no need to kill you.’ I gave de Vernyes my shoulder as I stood sideways to him on the narrow flagstone path. ‘It would only be wasteful.’

‘Merde!’

Duelling is endemic; I had a name for it myself, although it was my master the Duc who put forward the Edict of ’02 that declared it illegal. Ironically, in law, de Vernyes and I might both be hanged now, and our property confiscated – although that would doubtless be of more concern to this rich young sprig of the nobility than to me.

Henri will pardon him, I reflected – and, with a shock as of cold water, thought of Henri now perhaps dying. The King grants his clemency to duellists and men of honour on average once a day; I have had cause to be grateful for that myself, although it made Sully grumble. And now the King may be dead, at his wife’s hand, and this fool will not get out of my way!

I let habit take me into that flat gaze that does not focus on any one man or weapon; that takes in point, edge, pommel; riderless horses; a wounded man; stone crosses, white marble cornices against the sky, the paths that are exits from this narrow place; all with equal lack of emotion.

De Vernyes engaged my blade at once, driving for my face. As one of the King’s horsemen, he wore a cuirass; a close-cut quilted doublet of mail made in a rich black velvet. That and his voluminous dark Venetian breeches did not give me much of a target unobscured by cloth, but the body rarely is; his friend Bazanez had presented me with a chance opportunity.

‘I am sorry, messire,’ I said, stepping in and taking his edge on mine, and wrenching the blades around in a disarm. At the same time I smashed the pommel of my dagger into his forehead with a fracturing crack.

De Vernyes stumbled back up against a tilted tall monument. The clatter of steel announced his rapier hitting the path six yards away. I kept both my points covering him. He slumped on to his knees and slid down sideways, laying by a knot of flowers and an icon of Our Lady, his eyes open to the blue sky.

The second horse, evidently well-trained, stood with its head down, the rider slumped over the pommel of his saddle, arms loosely hanging, the reins slipping to fall under the hooves. I did not turn my back to him.

I could have killed both of them in cold blood. I have done as much before.

But I need not, I realised.

The damage is already done.

The Duc de Sully is implicated, without their testimony on top of all. If d’Epernon himself does not remember Ravaillac speaking to me, then Ravaillac will incriminate ‘M. Belliard’ as soon as he is tortured. De Vernyes and his companion are merely an additional inconvenience.

How could such a fool’s assassination succeed!

Grimly, I picked up my hat and spent a moment or two trying to straighten the brim.

How much time has passed? A quarter-hour? More? The coach will have got back to the palace. She’ll know, now, to have herself guarded. I won’t get near enough to make an accusation before I’m arrested.

I put the hat back on my head, and stood for a moment with my sword in my hand.

Henri may not die. But … that isn’t a throw a man would sensibly bet on at dice.

Breathing hard with the exertion of the fight, I backed away from the horses and the fallen men, and ducked into the narrow paths that led towards the east side of the Cimetière. I did not take de Vernyes’ mount, knowing it might be recognised by another guardsman. I thrust my way out into the most crowded streets, among the greatest concentration of guards, armed men, and noblemen’s households, towards the palace. Here, any man might conceivably recognise ‘the Spaniard’, but—

I must know. Henri may still live.

Church clocks struck faintly as men galloped through the shouting crowds, waving drawn swords. An hour gone past since the blow; it felt as if it had evaporated in seconds. Every possible rumour went from man to man as I elbowed through the crowd. Henri’s alive; he’s dead; d’Epernon has been seen weeping over his body, the Queen has spirited Henri out of Paris, the Spanish did it, no, the rebel Huguenots; no, the Queen has been seen running through the palace, weeping and crying le roi est mort!

I thrust through to the railings at the Louvre at the same moment that a guardsman nailed up a proclamation.

He was dead, Henri of Navarre, Henri Quatre, dead. He had died, I guessed, between Ravaillac’s hand putting the knife into his chest in the Rue de la Ferronnerie and the carriage jolting back through the palace gates.

As I stood with the Spring sun hot on my back, grave bearded men to either side of me began to weep, openly, tears running down their faces. A silence spread out until the only voices were at the distant edges of the crowd, where men could not fight close enough through the streets to learn the news.

Henri is dead, I thought as I gazed over the heads, through the railings, at courtiers swarming around the palace gates, beyond the guards.

Henri is dead.

I began to ease back into the press of the crowd, letting other men come in front of me. What I felt – I confess it with shame – was almost an emotion of relief.

Now … Sully may be safe.

Henri is dead. Two suspicious murders in one day – no, that would point a finger more thoroughly than the Medici bitch will risk!

I gritted my teeth, needing more certainty than I had for that conclusion. Every impulse urged me to go straight to the Arsenal now. The saner part of my mind remarked: Even in this chaos, the Medici’s men will be waiting there, where they know you will come …

She has a spy in Sully’s household. She will leave the man there. But then, the next time the Duc is a threat to her, he is in danger—

No. The King, his friend, is dead. She doesn’t need to kill Sully to get rid of him, now. This changes everything.

As soon as I am arrested – there is Sully accused of the King’s murder.

As soon as Ravaillac is broken, there is the proof of M. Rochefort’s involvement. There is Sully indicted.

Time. It cannot be undone. A man is dead. It has happened.

I swore out loud, passing unnoticed in that heaving crowd; swore and made a gesture, and only then realised that I still held my rapier bloody and naked in my hand.

I fought out towards the edges of the crowd, heaving against the current of men pushing in, arriving panting and dishevelled by narrow alleys. I risked one look back at the palace roofs. There was no way to see through to the river and the Arsenal. I could only guess that the news by now must have reached the grave Gascon Duc.

I cannot help the Duc now; I can only harm him. Let me get away safely, so Sully can reasonably claim I acted without his knowledge. Out of the city; out of France! Then let me send word to him – proof of her guilt—

I have saved the Duc de Sully, I thought, suddenly cold. How may I tell him that I have saved his life by killing his friend the King?
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A man of unreasonable affairs should have a reasonable mount, one that will not stay in the mind of observers. I kept at that time two horses: a roan of seven years, that was known in the city as ‘the Spaniard’s’, and a dun so unremarkable that men did not even notice it for a jennet, a superlative Andalusian of the true arched-neck breed. It is on the latter I should leave Paris, I thought, pacing down the empty cobbled street towards the stables, with my breath in my ears.

I did not like to put the sword away bloody, both for cleanliness and because the stains would speak against me. The best I could do was slam my back against the masonry wall of the convent and stare about, dragging my kerchief the length of the now all-but-dry blade. I dropped the cloth in the kennel and trod it deeply under the black, sticky mud that is peculiar to Paris.

With a grim humour, I thought: If Gabriel has returned I shall have to shoot him to save him from himself. It will be kinder than what they’ll do to any man linked to King Henri’s killer.

At last I ducked through the gates into the stable yard. It had the same farmyard appearance as any stables then in Paris. It came to me all in a second’s glance: the dusty earth and single plum tree, the steaming manure heap, the worn paddock in front of the stables themselves. Everything silent. Everything empty.

News has run this far: the grooms have gone to see if their King is dead.

‘Safe!’ I muttered under my breath, and it said something for my frame of mind that I instantly took the loaded and spanned pistol off my belt. I trod down towards the stable entrance with the wheel-lock pistol in my left hand and the naked rapier in my right.

They were not good stables; few men would have frequented the large, barn-like structure if they cared for their mounts to be kept in stalls, or if they cared anything about neatness. It was for that reason I kept my horses there – that, as well as cheapness, I might benefit from the lack of general traffic. Great beams supported the roof, and equipment was stacked carelessly there on shelves. Under the entrance, on the stone floor, I saw the usual litter of straw and discarded woven baskets, rakes and trugs. I could just glimpse the shine of a horse’s flanks towards the great manger on the back wall, and see the slow flick of the ass’s ears, where it was tied up to the wooden hurdle at one side.

Apart from the absence of swearing grooms, it might have been any other ordinary Spring day. Flies buzzed on the muck-heap as I passed it. There was no clamour from the street beyond the high walls of the yard. I smelled nothing but horse, mud, muck, and hay – the scent of blood must purely be in my mind.

How could it work! I seethed. How could a hulking young idiot like the schoolteacher succeed where sixty-two other men have failed! How!

Merest chance. A man is looking to the left, not the right; someone turns to speak; a guard is inattentive for a moment. All nothing, even taken together. Chance.

Although, of course – I reflected ironically as I stepped from harsh sunlight to dimness, under the overhanging roof of the stables – in this case one man did his best to create that chance. To have fortune on his side. Valentin Raoul Rochefort, mordieu!, who contrived much about that ‘chance’ scene.

The roan stirred, further back by the manger, and the Andalusian dun shifted his great round hooves. Both are stone horses; I expect them to be a little restless and excitable.

There was a faint glint of light in the corner of my vision.

Nothing more than as if the white sunlight out in the yard had glinted on some piece of horse-brass – and I shot into a reverse on the heartbeat. I shifted my weight on to my rear foot and took a whole pace backwards on the cluttered floor, bringing up my pistol. The dun and the roan are restless not for me, but because there is someone in here; the glint not from brass but from steel—

A sword’s razor-tip made a wk!-sound as it split the air in front of my eyes.

I brought the pistol up, sighting down my arm at the man’s silhouette. He will have been behind something – a ladder, a pile of bottels of hay. Or standing in amongst the woven baskets hanging on the walls, or the struts by the corner of the ass’s pen. From habit I halted my breathing as I squeezed the hard trigger.

The wheel-lock pistol gave a sharp, shattering whirr and a loud clatter.

Bemused for a split second, instinct had me bringing the rapier up into guard. I realised what had happened. The flint had shattered as the spring freed it to strike.

The mechanism is therefore clogged with fragments of stone, no fire has been sparked, and the powder is as useless to me as if I had none.

‘How in God’s name—!’ did you get here before me? I had been going to demand. I stopped, my eyes adjusting to the shadow.

I had been looking too high. It was not one of d’Epernon’s men. Or the Queen’s. Or – as I feared more than I could tell – the Duc’s. A figure halfway between young man and boy stepped lithely and sure-footedly across the cluttered floor.

‘In a hurry? Somebody must have pulled your tail,’ a lazy, too-familiar voice observed.

If I am to be taken by any man, it will not be him—!

Anger and hatred felt like vitriol in my chest. In that moment I would have given my right hand for another loaded pistol. The sheer satisfaction of terminating this encounter by blowing the young man’s brains across the wooden wall of the building—

‘Messire “Dariole”,’ I said caustically, the while I listened expertly. Nothing up in the rafters; nothing out in the yard. Evidently he had come alone, without his lordling friends. That argued such conceit that it left me breathless. I am Rochefort: men do not capture me singly, still less half-grown boys.

His pale, plump face became clearer against the noon light coming in through the ass’s pen behind him. His unbleached linen doublet stood out against the brown shadows, amid the ruck of rubbish – rakes with broken wooden tines, leaking leather buckets, withy-hurdles on their sides. He looked malicious, cheerful, and with the duellist’s common contradiction of seeming both excited and relaxed.

He doesn’t know, I realised.

No man can fake that amount of innocent venom. He does not know, yet, that the King has been killed.

I might have asked Why are you here? Instead, I said, ‘Get out of here before I kill you,’ and took another step back, and made as if I lifted my blade as an invitation to walk past me.

The surge of anger that had blinded me faded away. Urgency took its place. Men may be close behind me – they may be here any second – and I can’t afford to let a chance encounter with this young fool delay my leaving the city!

He smirked as boys do; noble ones worse than the rest. ‘You’re in a hurry, Rochefort. What happened to the bit where you tell me how much of an upstart brat I am? I don’t mind. Let’s get to it. You don’t really think I’m going to fall for that, do you?’

The munching of the dun and roan broke the silence after he spoke. The two stone horses stood shoulder to shoulder by the huge manger, lifting their heads up to pull down hay; companionable as long use can make two entire mounts. Having heard my voice, they were no longer restless. The boy was between me and them – and also between me and the old battered wooden chest in which it has long been my habit to keep spare sets of tack and saddle locked, for the times when I might not safely return to my lodgings to get it.

I snarled, ‘Out of my way.’

His mouth began to curve up at one corner. I knew why. Anything except a sudden breaking into violence speaks of lack of confidence: I should not have spoken and given away my impatience. I should merely have knocked the yard-and-a-quarter swept-hilt rapier out of his hand, where he loosely held it, and put my blade through his chest.

The young man smiled with infuriatingly sunny insolence. ‘You know, I thought if I hung around here, I’d find you wanting to ride out some time. And now you have to get at your horse past me. Think you can do it?’

I wanted to yell in his smug, young face: Don’t you know how serious this is?

While you’ve been sleeping off having spent the night drinking yourself sick and losing money at dice, your King has been killed, the whole balance of power is shifting – and you are still a nobleman’s stupid young son out to pick duels for the fun of it.

I drew in my breath as if I collected myself. With a nod of my head, I lowered my sword still further towards the hay-strewn paving stones, began, ‘Messire Dariole,’ on a rising interrogative tone – and threw my heavy pistol full into his face and fell forward, rapier thrusting into a lunge at his eyes.

I do not know that I have ever hated a rival as I hated Dariolet.

I underestimated him at our first meeting. It was a piece of stupidity on my part.

This was at Zaton’s, a gambling house, in the Ordinary or dining-hall, where I sat with a number of my fellow gamblers after a successful afternoon’s play. Most of the company were male, and likewise most of them soldiers, or professional gamblers; duellists and the like – all with too much time to kill, and too little money. Dariole (as he had rapidly been nicknamed) came in with a gang of other very young men.

I thought him no more than fourteen or fifteen, an adolescent, which was my mistake. He began to make comments as I passed to get more wine, moving from cheeky over-familiarity to the edge of insult, and I ignored it.

He had a set of weapons on him, but they were brand new; I guessed the leather still squeaked. Papa’s boy, with the first good sword he had ever owned; the rest having been training-hall knockabouts.

My silence silenced him, at that point. Reputations are sometimes useful. It was a quarter of an hour or so later when he began again, calling me ‘Rochefort’ without the courtesy of a ‘sir’ or ‘monsieur’. He was closer to sixteen, or seventeen, I noted, on closer study. A rather overweight young man in wheat-coloured doublet and slops, his hair hacked unusually short for a gentleman – just below his shoulders – and the merest shadow of hair on his upper lip. He twisted about on the bench on his well-upholstered buttocks, asking me how good a duellist I still was, after all this time, at my age.

This is hardly a new experience, and I caught the eye of some of my companions and smiled. They smiled back. Any duellist with a reputation gets this. Young men with testosterone in their bodies, fizzing for an outlet; looking to challenge anyone with a name for being a man-killer. Since I had earned my reputation, I felt justified in ignoring the boy again.

This went on until I went up to the kitchen-hatch for more wine, and the young man and his group of cronies began to mock directly.

‘Sully’s black dog,’ he said, grinning like a dog himself. Plainly he meant my hair, my complexion and habitual dress. ‘Bark, messire! Your master wants you!’

Even if I had been inclined to let a personal insult pass – and why should I, when he was so plainly looking for a fight? – Sully was my patron.

With the benefit of later wisdom, I see that I should have taken Dariole seriously.

‘Dariolet’ was fairly plainly a pseudonym – the boy being evidently of noble descent, and equally evidently full of romantic dreams about coming to Paris and making his name as a duellist, or soldier, or whatever else boys dream of at sixteen. Da Riolet, ‘by the river’; it indicated that the noble family in question had an estate on one of France’s great rivers; the Loire, by his accent.

He was seated at the long table, with one of the pastries that had got him his nickname of dariole barely begun before him, and in the event I decided to exercise my wit. He having insulted me to my face, to no response, he was content to turn around on the bench again with his back to me and snigger; and when he did so, I politely handed my wine to a bystander and put Dariole’s face down into his flan.

I was a foot taller and several stones heavier than the boy; it was no hardship for me to lean my body over his, so that he was trapped against the table. Encouraged by the whistles and shouts of onlookers, I used my grip in his collar-length hair to lift his head up again, and then to wipe his face back and forward in the mess, with a slow, malicious deliberation that I trusted played to the crowd.

That done, and the boy held immobile, but spitting and swearing, I used my other hand to grab him by the back of his belt. Lifting him by that and his hair, I hoisted him off the bench and threw him bodily across the room.

It was a child’s punishment, and he should be glad of it; if I had taken the adult response it would have been a killing matter. At the best, I would have run him through a time or two. He would probably land with no more than bruises, though I would not have regretted it if he had broken an arm or his nose.

Cheers came from the older men present, and shouts of an indeterminate nature from Dariole’s young friends, and I am not stupid enough to turn my back on a man I know is not dead. I put my fists on my hips and waited for him to pick himself up and wipe the mess off his face, and listen to my sound advice about provoking fights with older, heavier adults who might not have my whimsical temper.

Dariole hit the floor and bounced up on to his feet and came back at me with his sword out.

He must have drawn while he was being hurled across the room, impossible as it seemed. He didn’t wipe his face. The nearest he got was a jerking flick of the head that sent food sliding out of his eyes. And he came back fast enough that I barely had time to get my rapier into my hand.

There were the usual cries of ‘take it outside!’ that occur whenever there is a fight in Zaton’s, and the cook clapped the kitchen-hatch shut. It was no duel, just a brawl, and I had enough confidence in the outcome to wonder if I could afford to buy the company a drink to apologise for spoiling their leisure.

Five seconds later I was fighting for my life.

That is not a new experience for me, but it’s rare. Most swordsmen are simply not as good as I am. Even then, with my reputation, I was out no less than once every month, and I either downed my man or forced him to recant. I know men and I know swords.

The boy had me fighting at top-level within heartbeats. Benches went over, tables skidded back, men dodged; but I couldn’t trip Dariole backwards over any of the obstacles. If he didn’t have eyes in the back of his head, he had amazing peripheral vision. And he drove me around the dining-hall like a dog herding sheep in Andalusia.

My fault was that he had had the initiative ever since the first blow, and the fight was too hard and fast: I couldn’t take it back from him. His edge came cutting in, his point thrust low and hard, and he caught my free hand and drew blood in the first minute. It never occurred to me that we might stop: this was no formal duel. Never mind first blood; it might not stop the first time one of us ran the other through.

When he pinned me up against the wall, uninjured, I understood that he wouldn’t kill me. Otherwise why bother to pin me there? I stood jammed back against the stonework, hands down at my sides, not dropping my weapons, but unable to do anything for the rapier-point that stuck under my ruff and made a dull burning ache at my throat.

‘Sully’s dog!’ he said, grinning and panting – too plump to move this fast without over-exerting himself, I suppose. His face was still stained with cream and sauces, and I anticipated something bad, not liking the humours of adolescents. If he had run me through, it would have been disastrous, but something I could remedy if I lived through it. Nothing holds young men back from what – to a mature man – may seem attractive but unwise actions.

Dariole had not been the only partaker of pastries; they were a delicacy at Zaton’s, and there were tarts and flans abandoned on the tables. He pinned me right-handed with his blade, and, left-handed, picked up such a pastry and ground it into the crotch of my breeches.

I let him – I had no alternative – but I don’t think I have hated like that since I was sixteen.

When word got about that, not only had I been defeated, but I had suffered a catastrophic affront to my dignity, I found myself challenged three times in one day, and a dozen times in the week.

Having killed two and put the rest in hospital, the challenges died down somewhat, but my hatred didn’t. I hated the boy Dariole with the insensate, bitter loathing we can only feel for someone who has bested us. Tell the story to myself as I might, I couldn’t tell it any other way but that it ended with my losing a fight and being humiliated.

That he could have killed me – that I had felt, however momentarily, fear of him – I could even less forgive. I took every occasion to fight him again, and looked a bully as I did so: a grown man threatening a mere boy. A number of inconclusive bouts were interrupted by the authorities. Each time, the plump young man grinned at me as if I had been rescued.

The fact was that with the initiative not on his side, or not lost to me, I had skill enough to kill him – but I could not prove it. The interference of some provost intent on keeping the King’s peace did not rescue me, but him. But I could not say so. Because the only time we had fought to a conclusion, I had been the one to be beaten.

Laughter followed me. I was aware of it. I tried ignoring anything that did not demand a duel, and those men that did, I sent home wounded or killed, in bloody-minded satisfaction at my own skill. But ‘Sully’s black dog’ followed me too, and I do not think I have ever had so mortifying an experience as when the Duc called me in to explain to him, in person, exactly how I came by this sobriquet.

Therefore, when it seemed I must leave Paris – who knows for how long – and now that he and circumstance positively invited me to it – I could not leave without killing Dariole. I had to.

It was not a fight to watch (although my contention is that none of them are); it was unspectacular, except for that final error that all swordsmen foresee – the one that is getting them killed.

The boy put my point safely past his face, too quickly for a common duellist’s skill, but I by that time remembered him to be uncommon.

At the same moment he brought his left forearm up, braced, and took the impact of the pistol on it without a flinch.

And at the same time as that, he thrust in time with me, the tip of his blade leaping for my sternum, and stepped in and kicked me in the belly.

I confess now that I had no expectation of his doing it. He was a young man, not yet grown to his full height or weight. He must have realised that in physical grappling, he would be at the greatest disadvantage; that he must rely on the forty-four inches of steel in his right hand or I would pummel him into blood-pudding. It was the greatest shock of my life – and I can claim only that my mind and attention were back with Henri and Ravaillac – when I parried his blade but he succeeded in putting the toe of his riding boot into my gut.

A handspan lower and pain in the stones would have blinded me. Even so, I gasped for breath and bent forward. And, in seeking to correct, over-corrected: I jerked too rapidly away and back.

One of the pieces of debris left on the stable floor was a two-wheeled cart, with rakes and sacks piled up against the extended shafts. It happened too fast and with too much inevitability for me to stop. I lodged the calf of my leg up against the concealed wooden shaft, fell backwards over it with the boy all but in my arms, and couldn’t shorten my sword to stab him, or grab my dagger from my belt.

I caught my balance as I brought my other leg back – then continued in the fall, again, as I twisted salmon-like, away from the dagger-stab he threw into my face.

It is not always an advantage to be a tall and heavy man. Something cracked against the back of my head as I slammed down, full weight, to the floor. Dazed, I smelled feathers and chicken dung, the unswept remains of horse manure, human sweat (the latter mine); and my eyes filled with dazzles.

There, I had time to think, in less time than it takes the heart to beat. One misjudgement, one, and then fourteen inches of sharpened steel in the guts or heart—

A great weight crushed my chest. I thought, dimly, This is how a thrust through the lungs feels, and then realised there was no penetration, only weight.

I opened my eyes, and saw through one of them. My left eye was black. No: black shot with sparks of red and white brilliance.

Something pressed against eye-socket and ball, pressed flat – the blade of his dagger, I realised; freezing for a second as the tip of his knife poked into the place between eye-corner and nose. A sharp sinus-pain went through my head.

‘You lose, messire,’ a voice said, so close to my ear that I felt warm, moist breath on my skin.

The words were not easy for me to make sense of, stunned as I was. All my skin was tight with the anticipation of a thrust and my death. I felt the boy’s body hard on top of mine, felt that his free hand moved while I was still knocked half into unconsciousness – that he dragged my right hand out of the hilt of my sword; that my arm was pushed behind me.

It can only have been seconds before it became clear to me both what he was doing, and that he had succeeded. He pushed both my hands under me, rolling my body to either side by my shoulders. I lay on my back with my own weight pinning my arms.

His dagger point still pressed against my eye; did not dig into it. I was not dead.

‘You lose,’ Dariole repeated, sitting back up, straddling my chest and stomach. His weight was warm and damp with sweat, his face flushed, and the sunlight from outside made a dusty aureole around his hair. His chest rose and fell under the dirt-smeared doublet. He panted, ‘How about that, Rochefort?’

Idiot, not to have killed me! I thought, all my mind coming back to me. He pinned me, but, yes, even a year after our first encounter, he had only a young man’s weight and strength. For that very reason, he needed to stay at the full extent of his reach, and fence. And now he sat on my sternum and belly, thinking the threat of a knife in my eye enough to subdue me.

A man can live with one eye. A man can fight, still, with one eye, although vision is different; I might even train myself to be no less of a duellist. Half blind is better than dead.

I concentrated, so as to go from immobility to attack in a heartbeat without any tensing of the muscles that would warn him – and he shifted where his plump buttocks pressed down into my belly, glancing behind.

‘Oh, now,’ he said softly, in a different voice. ‘Will you look at that.’

The focus of a man’s mind is a strange thing. I had been aware solely of the concentration of the fight, of his knife-edge where it threatened to slice into my eyelid. I had not consciously felt the heat and solidity of his body, or of mine.

Now I was, all in a second, aware of how I lay helpless under him. That I could rip his arm from his shoulder-socket, for the price of an eye, was not in that moment relevant. I lay on my back with the cold of the flagstones seeping through doublet and trunk-hose at my shoulders and pelvis. My hands were trapped under me by my own weight. And the boy’s warm solidness rested on my belly; weight shifting as he moved his left hand to grope down under the seat of his breeches, where his buttocks pressed against the pit of my stomach.

He put his hand on my prick, through the velvet and linen of my hose.

Every muscle in my body tensed. What held me back from throwing myself up from the floor and beating him bloody was not the knife. The focus of the duel fell away from me. My face must have gone instantly scarlet, since I could feel the heat of my skin.

I could neither face nor deny the fact: inside my breeches, my cock was standing up taut where he put down his gloved palm.

You must understand that in the court of our previous King, Henri III, in which I grew up as a young man, my reaction would not have been unusual – under other circumstances. M. Dariole, haloed by the sunlight, reminded me vividly of that King’s louche young men, far more interested in their own company than that of the Queen’s women-in-waiting.

If panic seized me, at that moment, it was because these were not those other circumstances.

‘Now will you look at that?’ Dariole repeated with a wicked child’s leer, looking back at me in a complete travesty of lust. I suppose my expression must have been something to behold, because the false face broke and he burst out laughing.

And I suppose that any other man, or any man not as I am, would at that point have freed his hands, at the cost of one eyeball, and used them to strangle the life out of M. Dariole. Dariole was slight; it would have been little harder than wringing the neck of a poached rabbit. But I did not do that. I froze, under the insignificant weight of him, staring up at his face.

‘You’re not going anywhere, you know,’ he said confidently, and with the fingertips of his left hand, set about unhooking the front of my hose.

I am a gentleman; I am used to servants dressing and undressing me. To be pinned to the stone floor of a stables, however, and to have the fabric wrenched at by a boy who giggled as he did it – who laughed with such joy and malice that humiliation held me frozen still – was an indignity that I could not have conceived of.

He undid my linen under-breeches, and took out my stiff prick in his hand.

A man’s cock is such a small amount of flesh, compared with all his body. And yet everything changed with the shame of it being bared to the open air – and the still-greater, overwhelming shame of its response. I forgot Sully, Henri, the panicking streets of the capital; forgot everything but this ignominy.

The cold air on my flesh, and the disgrace of such nakedness, should have wilted the member in his grip. And it did not. I grew stiff as a man on the point of congress with a woman, and with such confusion in my head that I could have roared out blasphemies, hit him, or wept, with equal ease.

‘You could get out of this,’ the boy said, as if he could read the thoughts behind my blank face. ‘I’d have your eye, but you could get up, and you might even kill me. But you’re not going to, are you?’

‘I’ll kill you,’ I got out. ‘So that you can never tell any man what happened here—’

‘I’ll call men in from the street.’ He spoke with not a fraction’s hesitation. ‘What do you think, there might be a crowd to see the great Messire Rochefort on his back with his prick hanging out – oh, whoa! You liked that one!’

His gloved fingers were tight around me, and I could have sobbed like a boy. Between shame, confusion, and the sensation of weakness that flooded my muscles, I was for the first time completely at a loss. I did not know what to do.

The boy shifted, his buttocks grinding my pelvic bones into the cold flagstones. His teeth were bared in an amazed smile of pleasure. He said, ‘And this is what I should have done at Zaton’s, in front of everybody.’

My flesh leaped in his hand. I could feel my skin heat from my throat to my forehead. I could feel, too, droplets of sweat running back into my hair.

That is the end of Rochefort, I thought with a stunned calm. If I was not forced to leave the city before, I would have had to go now.

And not because this brat might – will – tell other men what he has seen. Because I cannot live in a place that has seen me react so to disgrace.

I confess that all I could find to say, to choke out, was, ‘Let me go!’

It was an error, as I would have seen if I had not been so completely at a loss. It sounded not a threat, but a plea. I felt an increase in that sensation as if my muscles were melting and turning to water. And my rebellious flesh swelled; I could do nothing to prevent it, even though he still had his hand wrapped about the shaft.

His weight shifted on me, and he looked down past his shoulder at my face. His expression was something between Henri III’s feline courtiers, and a child when it torments some frog or spider. His cheeks were flushed in pleasure at my complete downfall, and I was so far beside myself that I could have wept.

He lifted his head and yelled, ‘Help! In the stable! Fire! Help!’

His youth’s voice cracked with the vehemence of it. Horror flooded me, that he did mean to call in witnesses under any pretext, and chose the one that would get most passers-by here the soonest. The knife-tip drew dull pain from my eye-socket. I realised I was straining against the sharp edge, and that it broke the skin; warm blood tickling my nose and cheek as it ran down.

Heartbeats ticked by. Nothing broke the echoing silence.

‘Call all you like,’ I said hoarsely. ‘No man is going to come! Dariole – Messire Dariole—’

That attempt at civility, that sounded as servile as any grovelling courtier, sent heat into my face again. I could not help but meet the boy’s eyes. There was a glaze about his expression, as I have seen on a man’s face when he goes into a woman, and I slammed shut the doors of my mind: I would not consider it.

Urgency was all that was left. It is not for me alone that I have to go. Without thought for the consequences of such honesty, I said, ‘Henri is dead. The King, murdered, in the Rue de la Ferronnerie. I must leave Paris.’

The dazed, daydreaming expression on Dariole’s face froze. His eyes became alert. He opened his hand, freeing my flesh. ‘Is that why no one’s answering?’

‘Yes.’

‘But you?’

‘I’m leaving the city.’ The breath was raw in my throat, but I had myself under control. Another few heartbeats and I might have him lulled, engaged in conversation, and then I could attack and kill.

His weight shifted.

All in a second, he slid his left hand into the grip of his discarded rapier, picking it up by the asymmetric hilt; and rocked back from his knees up on to his toes in a squat.

The flat of the dagger ceased to press against my eye; flashes in my field of vision ceased. In the same moment he brought the tip of it up under my scrotum and sagging, half-full cock.

‘Up on your feet,’ he said, close enough that I could smell the faint perfume on his court doublet.

Shock makes a man’s muscles shake, do what he may to prevent it. I reached out and grabbed the wooden cart-shaft, with hands numb from lack of blood; knocked a stack of baskets over and sent turnips scattering across the floor; lurched up and got my feet under me, and stood up, swaying.

Through all the jerking, swaying movement, he rose in complete balance on to his feet. His dagger point never left my stones, and never cut me, though we were all but in each other’s arms. I remembered the dull pain in my throat in Zaton’s, when he held me with the merest fraction of his sword piercing the skin; I had to admire the control of his blade, at the same time that I could have killed him for it.

So much shame, fury, fear and anger rushed through my body that for a moment I had no sense of hearing or sight. I stood, shoulders back, staring out over his head. I did not look down at where I hung out of my breeches. If I saw that taut flesh as well as felt it, swollen and trembling on the brink, I foresaw myself undergoing such a humiliation that I could not wipe out with his death – that I could not, myself, live with.

Conversationally, he said, ‘You know I could make you kneel to me, don’t you?’

I spoke roughly over him, as if I could cut off the words and not be affected by hearing them. ‘I will make you a deal, Messire Dariole; one of my horses for your life. Stand aside and I won’t kill you before I leave.’

The corner of his mouth pulled up again, in a smile that made fire and ice go through me. The cold iron of his dagger hefted my sac. He said, ‘You can’t kill me. I can kill you. Or I can make you beg for your prick – that would be fun, wouldn’t it? I wonder if I can make you spend?’

I do not know what seemed the greater hurt in my own mind, then: to be castrated, or to be made to unwillingly spill my seed in front of him.

What was the greatest humiliation was that we stood close enough to touch. His chest heaved with his rapid breathing, and I all but felt it. I could have attacked him, barehanded, and downed him. The dagger might cut me, or it might (more dangerously) pierce the great artery in the leg. Either way, I still stood a reasonable chance of survival.

But you will not do it, I apostrophised myself, as I held the boy’s gaze. I felt weak at the knees and the belly. If I had cared to admit it, I might have confessed that I had lost my nerve for attacking this young man – that the appalling response of my body had thrown me into such confusion that I only wanted to run; I would not fight.

I would not think of the assassination, of Gabriel, of the Medici, or the Duc. At the thought of being put on my knees to this boy, my skin shivered like a horse’s flanks.

‘I must leave,’ I repeated, and I had the greatest success of my life; I kept all pleading out of my tone. ‘These are matters of state. I will – take this up with you later. You may be sure of it.’

The young man’s gaze lifted. For a second, he looked as dreamy-eyed as before; then his features sharpened, as he evidently concentrated.

‘The King’s dead? You saw it? You were there?’

I inclined my head. It is difficult to be dignified with one’s body shaking from tension, and with unfastened breeches, but I did what I could.

‘Why are you going?’

‘Sully.’

It was the simplest answer – it was even the truth – although he would take it to mean I had the Duc’s orders.

Slowly, he shook his head.

‘I think I believe you. That Henri’s dead, I mean. You look … But then you wouldn’t leave. The Duc would need you. Unless he’s involved. Or you are. And he’s the King’s friend.’

‘Messire Dariole—’

He stepped back, still with the knife pointed at me, and cocked his head to one side, the sunlight illuminating the dirt-smear of a moustache on his boy’s upper lip. I could see the moment when his wit leaped.

‘You know who did it, don’t you? And – you haven’t told Sully? Sully’s dog hasn’t … And you’re leaving?’

He glanced briefly towards my horses; the duellist’s snap of the head, that barely loses sight of the opponent for a fraction of a heartbeat. His eyes slitted in the light as he looked up at me.

‘Why wouldn’t you tell Sully? Because he wouldn’t like the answer? Oh, name of the good God! You did it. Didn’t you? If the King is dead … you did it.’

On any other day I might have killed him, there, while he was dazed by his conclusions, or said something to make him believe it merest unfounded speculation. As it was, I was in such confusion that I only protested hoarsely, ‘I didn’t kill Henri!’

‘No? But you really do have something to do with it … And you’re Rochefort: Sully’s servant Rochefort …’

As in a nightmare, I saw the young man nipping at his underlip, his dark eyes on me, and an expression of unusual gravity. Who would have thought M. ‘Dariole’ could think at all, never mind so quickly?

He grinned maliciously.

‘People are going to ask questions. Of you. Of anyone connected with you. Oh, I see. I see why you weren’t going to kill me, messire. You’d be happy for the King’s interrogators to do it.’

I suppose I glared at him. ‘The King’s dead, boy! Do you think I have nothing better to think of than you?’

He laughed; an effeminate sound that grated on my ears. Gesturing with his free hand, he said, ‘Harness up both of them, messire Rochefort.’

I stared at the dun jennet, and the roan, and back at Dariole. ‘What?’

M. Dariole gave me a sunny look, but he did not take his dagger out of immediate danger to my prick and balls.

‘It’s easy enough to find if the King’s dead, or if that’s just you lying. The first man I meet on the street will tell me that. And if you’re lying, then I kill you right there.’

Dust sifted down golden in the air, still not settled from our undignified scuffle. Completely at a loss now, I repeated, ‘Both horses?’

‘You’re leaving Paris.’ Dariole shrugged with one shoulder; the one that did not support his dagger. ‘You don’t want hot irons and the strappado, and being slung into some airless cell in the Chatelet for ten years. And I tell you what, messire Rochefort – nor do I.’

I opened my mouth to protest. He suddenly laughed, looking as elated as only a very young man can.

‘You killed Henri, or you know who did. You wouldn’t be leaving town if you weren’t deep in it. And now I’ve been connected with you – a hundred people might have seen me coming into these stables! Looks like finding you this morning wasn’t the stroke of luck I thought …’

For one of the few times in my life, I could only stare. His grin widened. He touched the cold point of his dagger to my flesh again; then withdrew it.

‘You put that away, messire. And saddle up. Hurry! We’re going to ride out into the streets, and I’m going to see if you’re right; if there has been an assassination. And if there has, and you’re leaving Paris – I’m coming with you.’
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