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‘It is a disgrace that a hero who has conquered France inch by inch yet cannot manage two unruly women.’ 

Ferdinand, Grand Duke of Tuscany


Part One

HENRIETTE


1599

Henriette stamped her small foot, face scarlet with temper. ‘How dare they dismiss me from court! Did you not see how the King gazed into my eyes, entranced; how he complimented me on my dancing? The courtiers are calling me “une femme toute charmante”. He danced with me twice, so how dare anyone send me packing as if I were of no account. It’s the fault of that strumpet Gabrielle. She was furious because of the attention Henry was paying me.’

‘Hush, my sweet. Take care what you say. Palace walls have ears.’ Her mother glanced anxiously around, as if the Swiss guards might appear at any moment to physically evict them. ‘The Duchesse de Beaufort is the King’s favourite, carrying his child and about to become his queen at last. You must make allowances for her condition. This pregnancy is proving more difficult than the others so she is naturally tense.’

‘Bah, more likely she fears she can no longer hold the King’s love. They say she’s calling me “une baggage”!’ Henriette stormed, ripping the silver combs from her coiffure and flinging them across the room. She’d been excited to receive the invitation to attend the wedding celebrations of the King’s sister, had revelled in the admiration she’d attracted; now it was all spoiled, and she was beside herself with fury.

Pushing Henriette gently down on to a dressing stool Madame d’Entragues began to brush the bright auburn hair, soothing her tempestuous daughter with soft words as well as with strokes of the brush. The former Marie Touchet, one time mistress of Charles IX, had never been one to make a fuss, her gentle manner often providing a calming influence on the excitable young king.

Her daughter was another creature altogether. Quite unlike her younger sister, dear little Marie-Charlotte, who was a fragile, beguiling child, always eager to please. She was even now patiently sorting the ribbons and jewels that her more volatile sister had scattered in her temper. Far too much like me, her mother ruefully admitted.

Sadly, Henriette had inherited her father’s scheming, crafty nature. François de Balzac, Baron de Marcoussis and Lord of Entragues and Malesherbes, was utterly tenacious when it came to getting his own way. As governor of the city of Orleans he’d once offered to sell the town to Henry of Navarre, the plan only thwarted when the citizens fiercely objected.

This daughter was equally ruthless.

And if Henriette did not quite possess the beauty of Henry’s long-established favourite Gabrielle d’Estrées, the Duchesse de Beaufort, at twenty years of age she had about her that indefinable quality that sent men wild with desire. She was dark and slim with a comely figure and handspan waist. The heavy-lidded, glittering green eyes were shrewd and sensuous, if somewhat provoking; the small, Cupid’s bow mouth inclined to curl upwards at each corner in a knowing little smile. Straight nose, finely arched brows and a heart-shaped face with a softly rounded chin, the girl possessed a feline grace. And, like a cat, she could purr with pleasure or just as easily put out her claws and scratch. One moment she would be all sunshine and smiles, the next spitting with fury if something should displease her. While she lacked neither wit nor charm, even her own mother took care not to cross her.

Henriette was expressing that displeasure now. Shrugging off her mother’s ministrations, she began to storm about the room, the maids running about in a desperate bid to catch the vases and marble figurines she picked up at random to hurl in the wake of the silver combs. And as she raged, Henriette complained bitterly about the imperfections of the quarters allotted to them and how glad she would be to leave it, while at the same time describing Gabrielle as a bloated fishwife, saying how much more attentive she would be to the King were she allowed to stay.

‘Take care what you wish for,’ Marie softly warned, gathering up shards of broken china. ‘Loving a king can be fraught with danger, child. I was fortunate in that Charles’s queen, Elizabeth of Austria, was an undemanding girl who made no protest about his keeping a mistress. She and I became firm friends, each loving the King in our own way, and supporting each other.’

Henriette looked at her mother with scathing contempt, not at all understanding such generosity of spirit. ‘That is because you are happy to have people walk all over you, like silly Marie-Charlotte here. I am not so stupid.’

If Marie Touchet felt any urge to defend herself against her daughter’s rebellious condemnation of her mild manners, she gave no sign of it, simply returned to folding gowns and laying them in the coffer until Henriette snapped at her again.

‘Stop that at once, Maman. We keep maids to perform such a task. Do not demean yourself.’ Then arching her back and stretching her arms above her head to show off the perfect lines of her lithe body, exactly as a cat might, she softly purred, ‘This isn’t the end, believe me. Next time I shall capture his heart. The stakes may be high, Mother dear, but I know how to play them. I’m perfectly sure another opportunity will present itself.’

The opportunity came sooner than even Henriette might have expected. Gabrielle d’Estrées died during the early hours of Saturday, 11 April, although whether from complications of a difficult pregnancy or something more malicious, no one dared say. Gossip was rife, suspicions privately held against ministers close to the King as the Duchess had made many enemies. Men with connections in Rome who sought to have an Italian princess on the throne. These included Sancy, who had constantly resisted her rise in favour, and even Rosny, Henry IV’s closest advisor, but none dared point the finger. Whatever the cause of Gabrielle’s death, the fortune-tellers had been proved right. She had indeed died young, very possibly betrayed by friends as she’d sickened following a supper at Zamet’s house. The Italian had personally brought her a glass of lemon juice and Gabrielle had drunk deep.

Henry showed not the slightest suspicion in anyone, possibly because he was too grief-stricken to hear the whispers. But then he was not a man who cared to dwell on unpleasant thoughts and events. His affable, easy-going nature ensured that he personally made few enemies, which had been his salvation on numerous occasions in the past. It was a skill he’d learned as a young man, following his marriage to Marguerite de Valois, when the pair of them had been held hostage in the Louvre for some years by Catherine de Medici following the Massacre of St Bartholomew.

Queen Margot was now languishing in the fortress of Usson, first as a prisoner and then taking control of it in her own inimical way. She refused to leave as she claimed to fear for her life. All a nonsense – she was simply holding out for more money – although Henry believed that he’d finally won her agreement to a divorce. Too late. His beloved Gabrielle, his hoped-for bride, was gone, as was their child. There would be no wedding, no crown for his angel.

He’d been so devastated when he’d heard the news that he’d fainted in his carriage, then had closeted himself in the palace of Fontainebleau for days, refusing to see anyone.

Gabrielle lay in state and more than twenty thousand people sprinkled holy water on her bier. She was buried at the Church of St Germain l’Auxerrois under a superb catafalque. Requiems were chanted, prayers read, and all the court was present. No grander funeral could have been provided had she indeed worn a crown.

Henry swore that he would never love again. ‘The root of my love is withered,’ he cried.

Rosny gently pointed out that her death was by Divine will. ‘One day you might thank God for this blow. Think of the impossible position in which you were placed, drawn to her as you were and yet bound by honour and duty to marry a royal princess. Now you can rest easy in the joy and blessing of your people.’

Too overwhelmed by despair, Henry did not trouble to respond. He ordered the entire court to wear black, and Gabrielle’s memory was honoured to the extent that Parliament itself offered the King its condolences, normally only given for persons of royal blood. His sister, Catherine, newly married to the Duke of Bar quite against her wishes, sent him her love and deepest sympathies, as did Queen Margot herself. All expressed tender condolences while privately rejoicing in the removal of this inconvenient obstacle.

Like the good father that he was, Henry visited his children to offer them his love, and gave instructions concerning their mother’s effects: her furniture and personal jewels, while retrieving those which belonged to the crown.

By the end of the month he’d discarded the black apparel in favour of violet, and was once again writing letters of state. Studiously avoiding any mention of his loss, he remained swamped in melancholy. He would sit oblivious to the roistering and wit going on all around him from his courtiers, even the charms of the lovely ladies who would readily have offered him comfort. Bellegarde, his closest friend and one-time rival for Gabrielle’s affections, did his utmost to cheer him, while the Comte d’Auvergne lost no opportunity of mentioning the charms of his sister, Henriette de Balzac, reminding Henry how he had enjoyed dancing with her.

‘She is a woman of great reserve and virtue,’ he told the King, raising a collective disbelieving brow among the courtiers at this unlikely description of his sister’s charms, a saucy coquette if ever there was one. It was also well known that her father, François d’Entragues, had been one of the most profligate courtiers of the licentious court of Henri III. Auvergne himself, often referred to as the Bastard de Valois as he was the son of Marie Touchet by Charles IX, and therefore the girl’s half-brother, was known to be restless and overambitious, and not averse to a little wily conspiracy.

But on this occasion, perhaps weary of lonely days of mourning, and recent trying visits from various ambassadors, Henry responded with a smile. The entire court applauded, so relieved were the noble lords to see their king begin to recover his usual good spirits.

It was this wish to cheer him that his courtiers suggested a hunting trip to Blois. When he agreed, Auvergne quickly dispatched a secret message to his mother, urging her to invite the King to call at the estate of Bois-Malesherbes, the residence of the Entragues family, to rest from the fatigue of the chase. The message was received as the party rode back towards Fontainebleau and Paris.

‘Now you can judge for yourself, Sire,’ Auvergne told him, ‘whether I do not speak true.’

Surrounded by a hundred hectares of parkland, the stately chateau with its tithe barn, chapel and huge pigeonnier, overlooked the beautiful valley of the River Essonne, situated in the department of the Loiret. Henry was impressed. Balzac had clearly done well for himself. The fellow had a beautiful wife in Marie Touchet, who had presented him with a son and two daughters, plus he also had a son and daughter from a previous marriage. A fortunate man indeed.

Henry could not help but experience a burst of envy, thinking of his own ill fortune.

Why was he, of all men, denied happiness? Even now his advisers were making plans to marry him off to some dull royal princess, constantly reminding him that Queen Margot would only agree to a divorce if her replacement was considered worthy. He’d battled against this unreasonable stricture, deliberately keeping his wife short of funds in order to force her to bend to his will. But the years were slipping by, he was no longer young, and, if he was to produce the legitimate heir France needed, Henry knew he could hold out no longer.

Not now that he had lost Gabrielle.

He’d had word that Margot had already sent a personal requisition to Rome, in which she’d declared that their marriage had been in opposition to her own free will, and entirely at the instigation of her brother, King Charles IX, and Queen Catherine, her mother. She claimed that she had not even spoken during the ceremony, her agreement invoked when her brother the King had forcibly inclined her head. The letter had concluded, ‘And with the King my husband and myself being related in the third degree, I beseech His Holiness to declare the nullity of the said marriage.’

Henry was relieved the battle between them was finally over, that perhaps they might even be friends again, in time. But it would not be long before Rosny would be naming a new royal bride. His heart sank to his boots at the thought.

The bedroom he was given at Malesherbes was most commodious and magnificently appointed, decorated with a series of tapestries depicting biblical scenes. Oh, but it felt so empty, the bed lonely without his angel beside him. At least it was not one they had ever shared. Henry was so determined to avoid the memories of their blissful nights together that he slept in his own bed as little as possible, constantly visiting the homes of friends and courtiers, and refusing to retire until he was dropping with fatigue.

But it was almost the end of May, the trees were fragrant with blossom, the sun warm on his skin, and he was happy to see Marie Touchet again. He remembered her as a sweet girl who, along with Elizabeth of Austria, had done much to calm the madness of Charles IX when he was out for Henry’s blood.

Now Marie presented the two daughters of her marriage with François de Balzac, and the moment he set eyes on the elder, he remembered that dance. He recalled the way she had moved with a sensuous grace, scandalously flirting with him even as his would-be Queen had looked on. She was the most bewitching girl he had ever seen. For the first time in weeks he felt that familiar spark of interest that brought him instantly alive again. He was utterly captivated by her youthful exuberance, so like that which had once attracted him to his lovely Gabrielle. That, of course, had been before several pregnancies had plumped her figure. This girl made him feel young again, charming him with her wit and clever conversation, by the way she laughed and teased him as if he were simply an attractive man, and not a king. She did not appear in the least overawed at being in the presence of her monarch, which Henry found exciting.

‘Why do you surround yourself with these buffoons?’ she chided him, indicating Bellegarde, Montglat, Frontenac and others, including her own brother. ‘Do you not realize it is their own vanity they wish to flatter by being in Your Majesty’s presence.’

He smiled into her green eyes. ‘You wish them to flatter me?’

‘You are their king, more worthy of accolades than they. Do not allow them to rule you, or dictate their own wishes as if they were your own.’

Henry sketched a teasing bow. ‘I thank you for those kind words of wisdom. But it was their suggestion that I call here at Malesherbes. Was that a mistake, think you?’

Henriette allowed herself to appear slightly flustered as she cast him a sidelong glance from beneath her long dark lashes. She was certainly well versed in the art of flattery, and knew how to fascinate a man, even a king.

‘How do you know the invitation came from them? I doubt these so-called nobles are capable of such a very noble thought. Do they possess any sensitivity or consideration for others? I very much doubt it. Perhaps the idea for this visit was born of quite a different source, inspired by your good self at some point in the not-too-distant past.’ She arched one finely plucked brow and he laughed out loud.

‘I think you are cleverer than I gave you credit for, mademoiselle.’

The small pert mouth curved upwards into a bewitching smile. ‘I dare say that is something you might discover for yourself, given time.’

‘And will you allow me the necessary time to make such fascinating discoveries?’

Henriette sank into a deep curtsey, head bowed for a moment before raising it to look directly into his eyes. ‘I would never presume to deny a king, unless he were to ask me to relinquish my good character.’

It was a challenge Henry could not resist. He stayed at the château several days longer than intended, enchanted by the young beauty. He found her to be both vivacious and intelligent, entranced by the secret smile that played about her lips whenever she looked in his direction. Henry was never allowed to be alone with her, as her protective mother assured him she was still a virgin and had no wish for her daughter’s virtue to be compromised. Yet unlike his sweet Gabrielle, she did not act like one. There was a promise of passion in those catlike eyes that were as deep and unfathomable as the ocean. Henriette made it very plain that she would not succumb easily, but it came to him with a delicious shock that he wanted her, very badly.

Gabrielle had been dead for just five weeks.

Henriette was jubilant. ‘Did I not tell you, Maman, that I could charm the King? He could not take his eyes from me.’

Balzac, well pleased with the royal attention to his beautiful daughter, was already weighing up possible advantages for his own future. ‘You must not surrender to the royal suit unless it includes the crown matrimonial.’

‘Indeed, I will not,’ Henriette agreed with a knowing smile.

Marie sighed, wishing to caution both husband and daughter yet knowing they would not listen. She had wanted a respectable life for her girls, but how could she, as a one-time royal mistress herself, deny Henriette such an opportunity? ‘Remember that the King is in mourning. Had Gabrielle d’Estrées lived, she would have been our queen by now.’

‘But she is dead, and I am very much alive. I am young, and if not quite such a beauty, I am as well born and possess a spark-ling wit, or so the King thinks.’ Henriette laughed. ‘I certainly know how to play him.’

‘Flattering the vanity of a king is not difficult but can easily lead to disappointment, particularly with this one. Henry has a fickle nature when it comes to women, so do not set your heart on having him. You will have many rivals for his affection. I loved Charles. He loved his beloved Elizabeth, but also adored me. I was fortunate in that I was his one and only mistress. You could never be sure of such constancy from Henry of Navarre.’

‘Tch, you can be happy without becoming encumbered by love. Power is far more important.’

‘If that is what you seek then you play a dangerous game, child.’

‘Any game with a prize worth capturing involves danger,’ retorted her husband.

‘That is true, but does she not also deserve a good husband? Would love without marriage be enough for you, my sweet?’

‘There you go again, Maman, judging me by your own standards. You were not ambitious, were content to be a mistress, but that was your choice. It would not be mine.’ The green eyes glittered with a new determination. ‘Why could I not have both the King’s love and marriage? What think you, Papa?’

Balzac smirked with pleasure that this clever daughter’s thoughts so matched his own. ‘I see no reason at all, dearest child, why you should not succeed where the unfortunate Gabrielle d’Estrées failed. If you can but win the King’s heart, you could indeed win a crown.’

The château of Malesherbes was convenient enough to Paris for Balzac to take a full part in court life, but as this new plan took shape he removed his family to their house in the city so that his daughter would be better placed to pursue her dream. Henriette preened and prettied herself while she waited in breathless anticipation for the King to come. She was not disappointed. The moment Henry heard, he abandoned the hunt and hastened to Paris after her.

To Henriette’s complete delight the King was even more attentive, making a point of visiting her daily. One day he brought her a gift, a rope of pearls, which she cleverly refused to accept, not wishing to appear too grasping, or compromise her reputation.

‘My lord, do you think you can buy my favours with such riches?’ she chided him, allowing soft tears to form in her beautiful eyes. ‘You know how I value your friendship, but you are a king, and I but a humble maiden. Would you dishonour me?’

To her surprise and disappointment Henry did not press her, but put the valuable necklace back in its casket and returned to the Louvre.

‘You have played it too cool. You’ve lost him,’ Marie-Charlotte whispered as he strode away.

Henriette slapped her sister across the face. ‘Never dare to say such things to me. I will have him! He will come again, do not doubt it.’

The next day she was proved entirely right as Henry again presented her with a mysterious box. Fully expecting to find the magnificent pearls still inside, Henriette discovered instead that he had brought her a dish of a hundred apricots. She gazed upon them, stunned and dismayed.

‘You know that I seek only to honour you. Where is the harm in a dish of fruit?’

Quickly recovering her composure she laughed out loud. ‘You are an incorrigible prince.’

No one had ever called him such a thing before, and, enchanted by her audacity, Henry fell still further beneath her spell.

Casting her sister a triumphant, warning glare, so that Marie-Charlotte quickly scurried from the room, Henriette sank to the floor in a charming puff of skirts, putting her hands to her warm cheeks. ‘My head is spinning, my emotions in turmoil. You have touched my heart, Your Majesty, I do not deny it, but how can our destinies ever be joined? I constantly bewail the twist of fate that has placed you upon a throne, and thus beyond the reach of my affection.’

‘How can I be beyond your reach when I am your prisoner?’ Henry murmured, gently raising her and leading her by the hand to a quiet arbour in the garden where, unobserved, he might succeed in stealing a kiss. ‘I am your captive. How can I resist your charms?’

‘Or I yours,’ she told him, her soft white hands stroking his. ‘I am ready to make any sacrifice rather than resign my claim upon your love, save only that which cannot be returned to me intact.’

She referred, of course, to her maidenhead, in fact long since surrendered, although Henriette had no intention of allowing the King to know that.

He grasped her hand and kissed it. ‘Some sacrifices are worth making, for the benefits they gain. Say the word and you could enjoy the place and state that my beloved duchess enjoyed. You will be my maîtresse-en-titre.’

Henriette rewarded his passionate plea with a furious frown. ‘Sire, I am not Gabrielle. I am not your insipid little angel wishing always to please you and do as you say.’ Only that morning her sister had brought to her attention some verses called the Complaint of the Shade of the Duchesse de Beaufort to the King. She had ripped the paper to shreds. Henriette had no intention of being bound by the ghost of a former mistress less clever than herself. ‘I am my own person. I will not be bullied or controlled, even by a king. If I come to you, it will be of my own free will, not because you demand it.’

Excitement pounded in him, the blood roared in his head, the ache in his loins was almost unbearable. So much so that he made no attempt to chide her over the criticism of his former favourite. This one would be very different. Henry could sense the latent passion in her. He could smell it, taste it. It burned like a fever in her eyes, in her teasing little touches on his person. She would be like a tiger in his bed, not the sweet willing participant he’d grown used to in Gabrielle. Henry recognized this aura of sensuality in her and welcomed it. He needed a woman in his bed who knew how to give him pleasure, particularly if the rest of the time that same bed would be occupied by a fat Italian princess. Rosny was constantly impressing upon him the benefits of marrying Marie de Medici, not least for the sake of the treasury. The net was closing in, no doubt about it. He met the girl’s furious glare, all jesting gone. ‘I would have you come to me for no other reason, but come you must.’

A short, breathless silence, in which a silent acknowledgement passed between them.

‘Much as I might long to give in to my desire, how can I?’ she gasped. ‘My father would never agree. Nor my mother, who is overly protective of me. She warns me that I would court disappointment, were I to succumb to your pleas. And I dare not go against my father’s wishes. His anger would be so terrible he would marry me off in a moment, to the first man willing to take me, however fat or old; a husband I would surely loathe. How dare I take such a risk?’

Mildly irritated by this show of resistance, which he had heard many times before, Henry hastened to offer the usual reassurances. ‘I swear you would not be disappointed. I would be true, and I would never leave you at the mercy of a cruel father.’

‘You might mean to protect me, but my father has sworn to protect the family’s honour.’

Henry longed to explain that he had always generously provided previous mistresses with a rich husband, but thought better of it. In any case, some of those had indeed been fat and old. He’d never enjoyed competition. Girding his patience he decided to try another tack. ‘In that case we must employ different skills. I wish for our future destinies to be most certainly entwined, so we must seek some way to pacify your father.’

And on that promise, she allowed him to kiss her.

Following this heartfelt declaration, Henriette grew ever more daring and generous with her favours, cleverly allowing the King increasing liberty with her body, which only encouraged him to press for more. He would blaze a trail of tantalizing kisses along the slender white curve of her throat. She would creep up on to his lap and allow him to dip his fingers beneath the low bodice of her gown. Henry did so love to fondle her breasts; would rub a teasing thumb over her rosy nipple, or flick it with his tongue, surprising her by how quickly it hardened with desire. Henriette discovered to her delight that although the King was quite old, he was a generous and exciting lover. In her turn she would daringly take in hand the King’s member and pleasure him too, but she drew firm boundaries. There could be no true intimacy between them, no risks which might damage her reputation, and ruin her chances of a richer prize.

Consequently Henry’s frustration grew by the day, his patience stretched to the limit.

In early August, still eager to avoid the loneliness of his own bedchamber, Henry was staying at Zamet’s house. Following supper with the Marquis d’Elbeuf, he returned rather late and went straight to bed, only to be roused from his slumber in the early hours by an uproar. Some dispute or other was clearly taking place in the courtyard. Taking up his sword, and clad only in his nightshirt, Henry hurried to investigate. He found his Grand Equerry, the Duke of Bellegarde, and Claude, Prince de Joinville, fourth son of the late Henri de Guise, engaged in a ferocious fight.

‘What means this? What goes on here?’ Henry asked a goggle-eyed page.

‘Sire, the gentlemen fight over a woman.’

Henry snorted. ‘I should have guessed. Who is the fortunate, or perhaps I should say unfortunate lady this time?’

‘Mademoiselle de Balzac.’ Enthralled at being in conversation with the King himself, the young page poured the gossip into Henry’s ready ear. ‘Prince de Joinville has been paying the lady his addresses, but now the Duke de Bellegarde has come forward as a rival.’

‘Has he indeed?’ Henry growled, remembering how the Equerry had once begged permission to marry Gabrielle, and how he’d been obliged to banish him from court as a consequence. What an unfortunate fellow he was to always fall in love with the wrong woman. Henry called out to them, half-amused by the altercation, which did not appear to endanger life, and yet he was partly irritated that these two should dare to compete with a king. ‘Stop behaving like fools, the pair of you. The lady is taken, and by a better man than either of you.’

Certain of being obeyed, Henry had half turned away to return to his bed when he heard the unmistakable sound of a sword being unsheathed from its scabbard. Before anything could be done to stop him, Joinville had rushed at Bellegarde and pierced his rival’s thigh with his rapier.

Henry leaped out into the courtyard and was upon him in a second, de Villars and Rambouillet at his side. ‘Are you mad?’ he roared, knocking Joinville to the ground and snatching the weapon from him. ‘You could have killed the Duke.’

‘Sire, he has intruded upon my pleasure.’

‘And you intrude upon mine.’ Turning to Villars, he cried, ‘Summon the President of the Parliament. I’ll have this young fool arrested and brought to trial. Mayhap that will knock some sense into him.’

But come morning the Duchesse de Nemours called upon the King to beg mercy for her grandson. ‘He is as hot-blooded as his father was, and Guise was no enemy of yours, Sire.’

‘How can you say that when he was the love of Queen Margot’s life.’

The old duchess gave a small smile. ‘You never objected at the time. What a pair you were, each outdoing the other with your intrigues and affaires. Surely you, of all men, can sympathize with a young blood hot with love for a woman.’

Henry felt obliged to concede the point and contented himself with banishing Joinville from the court. But did not hasten to forgive him. By the time he did allow the fellow back to court, his own liaison with Henriette would surely be settled, and any hope of future rivalry for her favours forever banished. He meant to have her, and although Henry had no wish to share his throne with the daughter of the mistress of Charles IX, there had never been a woman he could not persuade into his bed.

The King took her to meet his children at St Germain. He sent her more gifts including some hangings that were conservatively valued at three thousand livres. He flattered and charmed her, freely admitted that he had lost his heart to her. It was not enough. Henriette coolly refused to surrender, and, quite against her father’s advice, returned to Bois-Malesherbes.

‘Do not push him too far or you risk losing all,’ Balzac warned his ambitious daughter.

Henriette smiled. ‘Do not worry, Papa, my absence will only serve to show the King what he is missing.’

Her clever game worked as Henry quickly followed her, but yet again she refused him. This time he left in high dudgeon and in retaliation turned his attentions to a maid of honour at Chenonceaux where he was visiting Louise of Lorraine, widow of Henri III.

Later, on his return to Fontainebleau, Henry despatched the Comte de Lude to discuss a certain proposition with Henriette and her father. ‘Let her think that my interest is waning, that should bring her to heel.’

The King’s emissary did as he was bid and tactfully pointed out to Balzac that His Majesty was now so enamoured of Mademoiselle de la Bourdaisière, a renowned beauty, that he may well cease to pursue Henriette altogether. ‘The King’s patience grows thin.’

Startled by this news, Balzac instantly changed tactics, adopting a more humble disposition. ‘I may well agree, were my family’s honour to be properly compensated.’

The Comte hid a smile. ‘His Majesty wishes to know what price you would ask for her to concede to his desires.’

Balzac hurried away to discuss the matter with his wife and son. Auvergne had frequently feigned disapproval of the King’s pursuit of his sister, even while secretly encouraging it. Marie Touchet cried out in horror when she heard the sum he had in mind.

‘You ask too much. You shame us by these demands, husband.’

Lifting her chin with a blaze of defiance in her green eyes, Henriette challenged her mother. ‘Are you saying that I am of less value than a pile of old silver? Shall I not need to set myself up in a manner befitting my new status?’ In her heart she was secretly growing fearful of losing Henry, of her clever tricks failing to bring off this coup. There was still talk of an Italian marriage, but not for a moment would she admit these fears to her parents.

‘On the contrary, we ask too little,’ Auvergne protested. ‘The King should treat her with better respect. This is not the first time Henry has willingly paid for a woman’s favours. But I note he still does not offer a crown.’

Balzac frowned. ‘You are right, son. Does he imagine he can buy my daughter’s honour with mere money? I shall also request a suitable appointment for you, and for myself. He is hot for her and will pay whatever we ask.’

The pair at once began to devise various military promotions which might be advantageous to them both. After lengthy discussions Balzac returned with a demand for one hundred thousand livres, plus suitable positions for himself and his son.

Now it was the Comte’s turn to be startled. One hundred thousand was an unheard of sum, even for a maidenhead, and Henry was surely not fool enough to be convinced the girl was still in possession of it. But who was he to judge what a king would do to satisfy his lust? Skilfully masking his dismay, de Lude bowed deeply and quickly departed to relay these demands to his monarch.

‘Are you never satisfied, husband?’ Marie protested. ‘Think of our daughter’s virtue which you so easily barter.’

‘Silence, wife! I will not relinquish the family honour for anything less than the sum we demand, plus a crown.’

Henriette burst into a tantrum of fury. ‘The King may refuse. How can we force him to agree to what we ask? We have no power.’

‘We have more than you might think. Now do not spoil that pretty complexion with tears, and listen carefully, child, for I have a plan.’

Henry heard the demands in silence. How different the bewitching Henriette was from his sweet Gabrielle. He had showered his precious angel with gifts and love but she’d had no desire for a crown, wanting only to marry and be respectable. In the end his persistence had paid off and he’d won her affection away from her previous lover. He’d loved Gabrielle sincerely, and would gladly have made her his queen. There would be no crown for Henriette but he wanted her all the same, and if a hundred thousand livres was the price to pay to purchase her favours, then so be it.

The problem was that while he was ready and willing to hand over the sum demanded, Rosny put every possible objection in his path to prevent him from doing so.

‘Does Your Majesty not appreciate how difficult it has been for the treasury to raise the required four million for the renewal of the Swiss alliance?’

‘Then this is a trifling sum by comparison. I wish her to have status and privacy, away from her meddling father. I demand that you make the payment forthwith.’

Knowing he had no choice but to obey, the wily superintendent of finances made one final effort to change his monarch’s mind. The next morning, approaching the King while Henry took breakfast, he slowly and deliberately counted out the coins, in small pieces of silver, spreading the piles across the table in order to demonstrate how large a sum this greedy courtesan had demanded.

The gesture made not the slightest difference. The King’s decision was final.

A small château and the estate of Bois-Lancy in the Orléannois was purchased and the deeds sent to Mademoiselle d’Entragues, together with the balance of the money in silver to her father. Henry ordered Henriette to leave Malesherbes and wait upon him there.

Instead, infuriated by the lack of an appointment for himself and his son, Balzac refused to allow his daughter to leave.

As anticipated, Henry quickly followed.

‘Led like a fool by the nose, or by the demands of the heat in his breeches,’ Balzac scorned, smirking with satisfaction as the King’s entourage clattered into the courtyard. ‘Order refreshment for His Majesty, wife, and put on your best smile. As for you, daughter, remember the stakes we play for are high.’ As if Henriette needed any reminder.

The royal patience might be rapidly failing but Henry could not bear it when a woman wept upon his shoulder, as Henriette was doing now, pressing her warm voluptuous body against his as she proclaimed her distress over her father’s obstinacy. Henriette strived not to flinch or recoil at the stink of horse flesh emanating from him, and the sweat he’d worked up on a long hard ride.

Henry’s resolve to have her remained strong. ‘What more can I do for you, my beloved? You already have my heart, a fine château, and your father a small fortune in silver.’

She stroked a soft hand over his cheek, playfully tweaked his beard and ran a finger over that sensuous lower lip of his, hearing the low groan of desire deep in his throat. ‘I would surrender to your will this day, this very moment, but my father will not allow it. He wants more. I confess he is a greedy, cruel man who will beat me if I do not obey his wishes,’ Henriette lied.

Fearful of losing her when the promised prize was tantalizingly within his grasp, his hands circled the tiny waist to press her ever closer, hoping to ease the ache in his loins. ‘What is it he wants from me this time?’

‘I dare not say. It is too shocking.’ Pushing the King gently away, Henriette retreated to the window and hid her face in her hands, praying he would follow. ‘I swear I do not possess the courage to communicate his demands to Your Majesty.’

‘Tell me, my sweet, and I swear I will not blame you, whatever they may be.’

Feeling his arms come about her she closed her eyes in relief and allowed herself to sink back against his broad chest. Then catching a breath in her throat, Henriette spoke quickly, as if in fear. ‘My father the Marquis will never consent to my becoming your mistress unless he receives a written promise, signed by Your Majesty’s hand, that you will offer me marriage, provided that within a year I successfully give you a son.’

Turning in his arms she gazed lovingly up into his face, and saw a small frown gather upon his brow. Henriette hastened to lay the blame squarely upon her father. ‘I did try to point out the futility of such a demand, but my arguments were in vain. My father declares that he seeks only to preserve the honour of his house.’

‘Does one hundred thousand livres not soften his loss sufficiently that he must demand more?’

Henriette felt the smallest panic start up in her breast as she pressed herself ever closer, showering kisses over his mouth and bearded chin. ‘I reminded my father that the word of a king was of equal value to his signature, and that I, a mere subject, could never dare to demand such a promise. But he is adamant, and since he will not relent, can you not indulge this whim? Of what consequence is it? If you love me, and value the love I hold for you, how can you hesitate to comply with his desire? Name what conditions you please, I am ready to accept them, content to obey your slightest wish. In everything.’

And leading the King to a couch she gave him most, if not quite all, he desired. The document was duly signed before the day was out.


We, Henry fourth, by the grace of God, King of France and Navarre, promise and swear before God on our faith and word as a King, to Messers François de Balzac, Lord of Entragues, a Knight of our Orders, that [he] giving us as companion Demoiselle Henriette Catherine de Balzac, his daughter, in case in six months, beginning from the first day of this present one, she should become enceinte, and should give birth to a son, then and instantly we will take her to be our wife and legitimate spouse, whose marriage we will solemnize publicly and in face of our Holy Church according to the rites required and customary in such a case. For greater confirmation of the present promise we promise and swear as herein stated to ratify and renew it under our seals, immediate after we have obtained from our Holy Father the Pope the dissolution of our marriage with Dame Marguerite of France, with the permission to marry again as may seem fit to us. In witness whereof we have written and signed these presents.

At the Wood of Malesherbes, this day the first of October, 1599.

Henry.



Rosny was furious. He picked up the carefully worded document, read it to the end, then ripped it in two.

‘Since you wish to know my opinion, that is what I think of such a promise.’ Had he not just rejoiced at finally being rid of the obstacle to his plans to provide France with an honourable queen, he most certainly had no wish for another.

‘Ventre Saint Gris!’ cried the King. ‘What are you about? Have you gone mad?’

‘I fear so, Sire,’ Rosny answered. Privately he thought it was his monarch who had lost his wits. ‘I am a fool. Would that I were the only one in France. Sire, remember how d’Entragues and his daughters created a scandal in the time of the Duchess de Beaufort. Did you yourself not insist that I give une baggage orders to quit Paris?’

Flushed with irritation Henry refuted this. ‘It was my dear angel who insisted the girl leave, as she was foolishly beset with jealousy over a simple dance.’

‘But the promise of marriage will only serve to bring Your Majesty into derision. In addition, the document would prove a serious obstacle both to the projected divorce from Queen Marguerite and to a suitable matrimonial alliance which might benefit France. I beg you to think carefully on this, Sire. Queen Margot will not surrender her title to any demoiselle, nor will the Pope insist that she does. You could well lose all hope of alliance with the Italian princess, Marie de Medici, who is by all reports a lovely young woman as well as rich, and find yourself once again shackled to Queen Margot with no prospect of escape.’

Furious at being so challenged, yet knowing the argument to be sound, Henry strode from the room. But obstinately refusing to back down he called for his private secretary to write out a fresh promise of marriage to replace the one which Rosny had destroyed. Then he mounted his horse and went hunting, an expedition which conveniently took him to Malesherbes, where he remained for several days.

The matter was far from settled. Balzac decided he would be satisfied with nothing less than the post of Marshal of France, a position for which Henry considered him entirely unsuitable as he did not possess the necessary military qualifications. The Marquis made this further demand as he daringly outfaced the man who lusted after his daughter, even though he was a king. Henry was incensed and refused, point blank, to grant his wish. He’d thought the girl almost in his hands, now it was all going wrong.

‘This transaction is turning out to be far more expensive than I bargained for. You have silver in your pocket, your daughter a fine château, and a promise of marriage. Would you have my bleeding heart too?’

Balzac smirked, certain he was winning. The only danger to his plan was that his daughter was like a cat on heat, more than eager to surrender whatever was left of her virtue. In order to separate her from the King while he concluded these arrangements to his complete satisfaction, he dispatched the girl to Marcoussis, then followed himself in order to guard her.

The King fell into a sulk and on 10 October wrote to Henriette.


Mes chères amours. You order me to surmount, if I love you, all the difficulties . . . By the proposals I have made I have sufficiently shown the strength of my love for those on your side to raise no further difficulties. What I said before you I will not fail in, but nothing more.



It seemed the King had reached the end of his tether and Henriette was deeply alarmed. Marcoussis was closer to Fontainebleau than Malesherbes, but it was a stronghold with ramparts, and a keep which was only reached after crossing three drawbridges. The castle had been erected in the fourteenth century, since which time it had more than once withstood a siege, notably by John the Fearless of Burgundy in 1417. It could easily withstand that of a lover, even if he were a brave soldier king.

The protracted argument over her surrender had gone on long enough, so far as Henriette was concerned. She wanted to enjoy some of the benefits of capturing a king’s heart. She certainly had no wish to be confined in a prison, as was Queen Margot. ‘Why would I wish to be locked behind these stone walls when I could grace the bed of a king?’ was her constant cry. ‘Advise me, Maman, how to keep his interest, as you so successfully retained the love of Charles IX. Am I not as clever and as beautiful as you?’

‘You are certainly more ambitious, child.’

‘At least I took the precaution of getting this,’ she snapped, flourishing the signed document in her mother’s face. Soon, I shall be his wife and Queen of France. What say you to that?’

‘That Henry of Navarre was never a man for keeping his promises, or for constancy, so do not count your chickens too soon, my love. He could easily grow bored and turn again to Mademoiselle de la Bourdaisière. And I’ve heard he is also paying court to Mademoiselle de la Chastre,’ Marie mildly remarked. ‘Did I not warn you of possible disappointment?’

Henriette stamped her foot, her cheeks growing crimson with fury. ‘So tell me your secrets. What must I do to win, and keep, a king, and a crown? He is a man, after all, with a man’s weaknesses. What more can I do to fascinate him?’

Marie could have said that Henriette should listen less to her own greed and more to her heart, and not too blindly to her own father, but did not dare. And in truth her younger daughter, Marie, was far less shrewd, having recently eloped with Bassompierre without any promise of marriage. Perhaps this one was cleverer than she gave her credit for. With a sigh, Marie gave Henriette the kind of advice a mother should never give a daughter on how to please a man with pretty and titillating little tricks. However unsavoury and embarrassing, it was the only advice to which she would listen.

When this was done, or Marie could bear to say no more, Henriette merely laughed. ‘But I’ve already tried all of that, save for the falling in love part,’ she scorned. ‘I’ve learned a few tricks myself these last few years. Have I not had two lovers fighting over me? Skilled as I am in the art of love, why have I failed to capture the King? Why does he not come to me now?’

‘How can he when you are so well guarded?’

Her head jerked up and she grew instantly thoughtful. ‘Then how can he get past Papa?’

‘Ah, that is a difficulty for you to resolve. I couldn’t possibly advise.’

Her mother quietly withdrew, leaving Henriette to restlessly pace her bedchamber, chaffing even more at the restrictions placed upon her. Then an idea came to her. Calling for pen and paper she quickly wrote a note which suggested that the King summon her father to some alleged duty away from the castle, which would leave the way open for her rescue. She quickly dispatched the missive with a loyal page.

The plan worked like a charm. The Marquis innocently obeyed the King’s orders, and, once he had left the castle, Henry presented himself and carried off Henriette. No one dared to protest.

She was duly installed at the Hôtel de Larchant in Paris, which had been specially prepared to receive her, decked out with new hangings and flowers in every room. ‘A pretty bird should have a pretty cage,’ Henry said, gathering her hungrily in his arms.

‘I want no cage,’ Henriette softly protested. ‘Only the freedom to be every moment at your side.’ Carefully remembering all her mother’s advice, she did indeed shower him with love and fond words of affection, well laced with her own adventurous spirit. That night she gave the King all he had hoped and dreamed of, and beyond. As always, Henry was an eager lover, nor was he disappointed with his prize, and Henriette set no boundaries in her resolve to please him. She let him do with her as he willed, and even showed him one or two tricks of her own. Henry was enslaved.

By the end of the month Henriette d’Entragues was firmly established as the royal favourite. One of her first unselfish acts was to solicit the pardon of the Prince de Joinville. But then he had previously been her lover, so she was determined to help him if she could. Henry generously granted the request, and in early November Joinville came to Saint Germain-en-Laye, accompanied by his uncle, the Duke of Mayenne, to pay obeisance to the King. Henry received him with much kindness. Soon after that, his royal mistress was presented with her new domain and granted a title to go with it. Gabrielle had been the Duchess of Beaufort, Henriette would in future be known as the Marchioness de Verneuil. Not quite so high in rank, but it was a good place to start. Henriette resolved that her next advancement would be the highest in the land, next to the King’s.
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