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      When I began writing the Boleyn Bloodline series, I was fascinated by the legends surrounding the infamous English queen, Anne Boleyn. A profound historical figure in her own right, Anne Boleyn has captured the hearts and minds of people around the world, and many truths and mistruths still circulate about her today. Anne Boleyn was the second wife of King Henry VIII, put to death on May 19, 1536, on charges of treason against the king, adultery, incest, and some say, even witchcraft. My goal was to write a book series that blended the facts of Anne Boleyn’s young life in France with the alluring fiction that still surrounds this captivating woman.

      Anne Boleyn lived her teenage years at the French court between 1514 and 1521, during the same period the celebrated Leonardo da Vinci was also in residence. It was this concrete fact that became the premise for my second book, Boleyn Time. In my story, Anne Boleyn is Leonardo da Vinci’s loyal apprentice who serves her master at the Château du Clos Lucé. In actual fact, Leonardo’s true apprentice was named Gian Giacomo Caprotti da Oreno—better known as Salaì. It should be noted there is no formal historical record verifying that Anne Boleyn knew Leonardo da Vinci, but in her service as translator to Queen Claude, who lived in the same small city of Amboise, in my opinion it would have been almost impossible for Leonardo and Anne not to have at least been acquainted.

      Da Vinci, the Italian painter, engineer, and architect, was the “Light of the Renaissance” and a fascinating subject in his own right. He is most famous for paintings such as the Mona Lisa, the Last Supper, and the Lady with an Ermine. But Leonardo da Vinci also produced the Vitruvian Man drawing as well as hundreds of notebooks with designs for modern-day inventions such as the bicycle, an armored military tank, scuba-diving gear, a helicopter, several flying machines, as well as a mechanical robotic lion. These items are scattered throughout the scenes in my novel, paying homage to his genius. Many of these inventions are on display in the gardens of the Château du Clos Lucé today.

      In 1515, King Francis invited Leonardo to France to serve as the king’s first painter, engineer, and architect. Da Vinci, who would have been in his sixties, traveled to central France on a mule, carrying with him sketchbooks and unfinished artwork, including the Mona Lisa. Leonardo lived out his final days at the Château du Clos Lucé in Amboise, serving as the king’s favorite advisor until his death on May 2, 1519.

      Francis and Leonardo’s deep friendship is well documented. So much so, that King Francis installed a secret tunnel between the Château du Clos Lucé and the Château d’Amboise so the two men could meet in secret—away from the prying eyes of the court. What they discussed during these meetings, however, will forever remain a mystery.

      Before his death, Leonardo designed the double helix staircase at the Château de Chambord, one of the most beautiful and well-visited castles in all of Europe. Having visited it myself, I can attest to the fact that da Vinci’s staircase is still as breathtaking today as it was five hundred years ago. The primary architect of the Château de Chambord was Domenico da Cortona. He designed the building and surrounding grounds initially as a hunting lodge for King Francis. Domenico da Cortona, who is the villain in this story, most certainly was not responsible for the evildoings I attributed to him in Boleyn Time.

      I would also like to mention some of the historical accuracies related to witchcraft trials in this novel. In the early 1500s, Europe saw an increase in witchcraft trials, a horror that reached its terrible climax the following century. The Hammer of Witches was the go-to guide for court inquisitors, and it provided guidance on the forms of torture that would be effective in obtaining confessions. It is this book, the Maleus Malifecarum, that graces the edges of Anne’s storyline throughout the Boleyn Bloodline series.

      Medieval torture methods of the 16th and 17th centuries were barbaric and included heinous devices such as thumb screws, the Judas Chair, the choke pear, and the Strappado—otherwise known as the rack. The rack, the torture device that takes prominence in this novel, was a device so horrific it almost always drew a confession from the accused. People who survived it were usually paralyzed for life.

      In 16th-century France, unlike other countries in Europe, no national Witchcraft Act had been enacted. As a result, people accused of this crime (almost entirely all women) fell under the jurisdiction of local courts and the witch hunt differed between regions. The witch trials of northern France fell under the jurisdiction of the Parlement de Paris, largely guided by the recommendations of the Maleus Malificarum. It was this parliamentary system that assessed and determined justice in my novel.

      I wanted to provide an accurate depiction of the French court system of the time, so that the events that played out around Anne could have unfolded the way they did in my story. According to the judicial court structure in 16th-century France, the king and his personal judicial court, the Grand Conseil, was the highest in the land. Witchcraft and heresy trials, crimes that fell under the Cas Enorme, usually proceeded without the king’s interference. However, on occasion, and when it suited the king’s personal interests, he could enact the Lit de Justice (the Chair of Justice). This act permitted the king to intercede in court decisions by entering the judicial process while in session.

      King Francis I, at the bequest of his sister, Marguerite de Navarre, enacted the Lit de Justice at least once during his reign, at the trial of Louis Berquin, an academic accused of heresy. In this trial, King Francis intervened by invoking the Grand Conseil, and the accused was set free three days later. It is this historical fact that became the underpinning for the climax of my novel.
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        “And so in this twilight and evening of the world, when sin is flourishing on every side and in every place, when charity is growing cold, the evil of witches and their iniquities superabound.”

      

        

      
        ― Montague Summers, The Malleus Maleficarum of Heinrich Kramer and James Sprenger
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      The tiny gear trembled in the old man’s fingers, unwilling to comply. His other hand lay lifeless on the table beside him. It had grown so wasted over the last few months, it was no longer much good for anything.

      It pained Anne to watch Leonardo when he worked now. He had become so frustrated, so angry, she almost didn’t recognize the man he once was. His patience stretched like a thread pulled too tight. His moods swung between thunder and lightning. Most days, he was a tyrant to be near. But she stayed by his side, no matter how unpleasant he became. No matter the outraged hysterics, the sulking silence, the general malaise. It wasn’t his fault. It was his sickness.

      “Why don’t you let me try?” she asked.

      He swiped her away with his bad hand, a sure sign he would have none of her coddling today. The gold wheel fell to the table and rolled into Leonardo’s lap. 

      “For all that is holy!” he seethed.

      Anne crossed her arms, unwilling to be cowed by his fury.

      Teeth gritted, he picked up the gear and tried again, the piece rattling between his thumb and index finger.

      She sighed. The length of his nails was a problem too, but Anne was not permitted to trim those either. He had refused any care, except for allowing her to occasionally clear away his dishes and to study the books he ordered her to read. It had been that way for months, and a mess of papers and notebooks littered the floor among dirty nightshirts, spilled inkpots, and half-eaten loaves of bread.

      Leo’s tongue curled around the dimple in his upper lip as he extended the cog into the clock’s central mechanism, more determined than ever. The golden piece glinted with cheeky disdain in the candlelight before falling to the table again. 

      He pounded the desk and howled.

      A goblet of half-finished ale toppled beside him, and Anne had to catch it before it spilled on the blueprints.

      “Leonardo,” she snapped. “I’m getting tired of this. You must let me help.”

      She set an angry gaze upon his and found an equally stubborn one staring back. The exchange sparked between them, igniting into flame. They stayed in that impossible standoff for a time, her brown eyes boring into his blue ones.

      But Anne’s temper fizzled as quickly as it flared. This was not her Leonardo. Not the man she knew.

      His frustration was understandable, of course. When Leo first collapsed in January, Anne had worried he would die. He could barely move. The left side of his face sagged. Even his words were jumbled. It had been months of work, lifting his arms to strengthen them, helping him shuffle across the floor on legs that no longer seemed his own. In time, he had regained most of his functioning. His speech and his sharp mind had returned too. But his left arm still hung like a piece of meat, and the right one retained a slight tremor. He was getting better, but the illness had left behind a residue, and it followed him like a shadow. 

      Anne’s resolve was melting, as it had done so many times before, but she held her ground. If she looked away, she would lose her advantage and he would go back to trying to install that impossible gear.

      “I don’t want your help.”

      “You need it,” she said evenly. “You are an old man. Not a two-year-old. Enough with the tantrums.”

      His eyes grew round at the insult, and she braced herself for his ire. For a moment, she thought he might order her from his chamber. Perhaps he would tell her to go away forever. 

      Instead, the corners of his eyes creased, and his lips parted into a resentful smile. He chuffed out a breath.

      “Sometimes I wish I was a two-year-old,” he said dryly. “At least I would have use of my hands again.”

      That was it, a glimmer of the man she remembered. The man she loved as an ally, a mentor, a friend. She couldn’t waste the moment. Anne had stumbled onto something with this last exchange. For months she had tried to be helpful, to be caring. But she now realized her mistake. Leonardo didn’t want sympathy. He wanted a partner, not a nursemaid.

      “If you were a two-year-old, you would still be wetting your tunic,” she chided. “Or do you wish to be swaddled in a diaper cloth? Because I can have that arranged.”

      Da Vinci snorted. At first it sounded like a hiccup, but soon a gushing laughter bubbled from his chest, full and low and hacking. It was the sound of old times, when Leonardo laughed like this every day. When they all did. When Marguerite was still free to write her stories, and Claude and Anne were two girls running through the poppy fields. A time when things had been simple. Before Francis had taken the throne and everything had changed.

      Leo’s laughter didn’t last long, but when it ended, their argument was done. A silent exchange for their collective loss. Life was different now. They only had each other, and they both knew it.

      “I’m sorry,” Leonardo said softly. “I have been an odious lubberwort these last few months.”

      She snatched the gear from his palm.

      “That you have,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “And a horse’s arse.”

      His nostrils flared at the jab, but he didn’t retort.

      “Let me help, Leo. Please. Or I shall go mad watching you.”

      Anne let the request swing between them, long and creaking, like a hangman’s noose. He would probably refuse, like he had all the other times. It had felt like forever since she had studied the blueprints, fetching fresh ink for her master, preparing calculations and measurements, or sketching out design ideas under Leo’s direction. But she had never been allowed to touch it. The role of clockmaker was Leonardo da Vinci’s job, and his alone.

      The old man’s mouth formed a thin line, moustache twitching, his eyes still fixed on the little wheel in her palm. But something in his gaze was softer. It came across as a flicker, a dampening, so subtle it was almost undetectable.

      Anne dared not to look too enthusiastic.

      When he finally spoke, Leo’s words came out in a low growl. “You are more stubborn than a mule, Mistress Boleyn.”

      “I learned from the best, Master da Vinci,” she growled back.

      Leonardo’s slippers poked from beneath his nightdress, and with a little grunt, he braced himself for his weight. Pushing against the desk, he eased himself from the chair, his ancient body teetering.

      “Take my seat,” he said with a mild edge. “You will need to be steady if you are to act as clockmaker. You must guide the center gear into the mechanism. The rivets connect with the lattice hammer.”

      She sank into the chair, nodding at his acquiescence like it was the only logical conclusion. But her whole body was tingling. She couldn’t believe it had worked. Leo was going to let her touch his precious clock.

      He breathed over her shoulder as she leaned forward, eyes focused. She pinched the gear tight, lowering it into the complex layers of silver and gold. 

      “Easy now,” he advised. “Don’t drop it.”

      Anne took a breath, thankful that her hands did not shake. Hers was a steadfast dexterity, something that came with the sixth finger on her right hand. Besides, Anne reminded herself, after all these months, she was sure of its placement.

      “Not quite there, over to the left a little,” he commanded.

      Slowly, Anne looked up at her mentor. “Leonardo, I know where it goes.”

      Da Vinci’s face fell, but he closed his mouth.

      Anne returned to her work, biting back a smile. Now that her master wasn’t barking orders over her shoulder, she could concentrate. She knew she had to be careful. This particular gear had been difficult to produce. It had multiple tracts and rivets that spun left and right. Leonardo had sent complex drawings to the royal goldsmith and for months had always returned the piece for revision because of some insignificant flaw or another. When this version had arrived, he had seemed pleased, until his trembling fingers refused to comply with its delicate placement. 

      Her confidence grew as she worked, holding the piece as constant as a ship on calm seas. “Why is it so important we have the clock finished?” she asked in a faraway voice.

      “Concentrate, Anne.”

      “I am,” she insisted.

      Leonardo squinted through his wireframe glasses, his voice hitching with enthusiasm. “You’ve almost got it. The teeth of the top rotating spindle must catch with the lattice hammer. Pull it back slightly and then turn the central cog.”

      Anne eased the hammer back, using her fingernail to nudge the gear train. And just like that, the mechanism snapped into place with a tight click.

      The old man blinked with surprise.

      She couldn’t help flashing him a grin. After weeks of Leonardo’s work, Anne had completed the task in a matter of minutes.

      “I told you to let me help you,” she said, allowing just a hint of smugness to come through.

      But Leonardo did not take the bait. He did not lecture her on modesty or humility. Nor jest about her likeness to a mule. He simply walked to the window overlooking the gardens and sank into an armchair.

      Anne’s smile slipped away.

      “I should have asked you to do this weeks ago,” he said with a hollow tone.

      A familiar worry now bloomed in her chest like a poisonous flower. The jest was over, as quickly as it had begun. Her sparring companion had retreated, and the haunted look had returned to the old man’s eyes. The weight of the world, it seemed, sat heavy on his shoulders.

      “Do you need to lie down?”

      He glanced back at her, his blue eyes refocusing through his lenses, dragging himself back from the dark place he went to so often. “There is more work to do. The clock is not finished. And we are running out of time.”

      Anne frowned. She’d heard this before, and he’d been impossible to sway. But today, something about his resolve had weakened. He looked so very tired, so very old.

      “The clock can wait. You need to rest.”

      Leonardo shook his head. “No. The clock must be finished. It’s crucial.”

      Anne knelt at his side, gathering his hands in hers. He was doing it again, pushing her away, just when she was so close to understanding.

      “Could you just tell me why, Leo?” she pleaded. “You can trust me.”

      He returned his gaze to the winter-swept trees in the gardens beyond. A fresh dusting of snow covered the horse barn in the distance. “I have little time left, Anne.”

      She’d heard this before too. “Nonsense. You grow stronger every day.” 

      His eyes were shadowy and serious now. “But it is not my death I worry about,” he said wearily. “It is yours. And the death of the girl from the future.”

      Anne’s eyes grew wide. She had waited months for this moment, when he would finally explain what haunted him so. But she certainly had never expected to hear of her own demise.

      “She is your kin, Anne. The girl from the future. A lovely young woman with long auburn hair and black eyes. She could be your twin if she were not born of another time.”

      Heat inched up Anne’s cheeks, and she could feel the red spots forming on her china-doll skin.

      “What do you mean, born of another time?”

      “The girl will be born of your bloodline, many generations from now. And she shall be the last, if we do not get this clock working. There will be no others of your kin to follow. And that shall be most disastrous.”

      The petals of the poisonous flower in her chest fell from the stem, leaving behind only bitter seeds of dread. Clearly, this was the information Leonardo had been harboring all these months, but now that she had it, she didn’t know what to do with it.

      “Last of my bloodline?”

      Leo nodded. “Something terrible shall befall the girl from the future. And it will happen at this very castle, some five hundred years from now.”

      Anne waited for more, holding back the questions that wanted to come. She had to be careful. If she pressed him now, he might stop talking.

      Worry sewed through Leonardo’s words like tattered French lace. “Her fate is tangled with your own in the cosmos. Twisted in a way I don’t understand. But your curse connects you. And unless we can find a way to help her, the girl’s suffering will become yours.”

      She rubbed her forehead. None of this was making any sense. “But how can we help someone hundreds of years from now?”

      “With this clock,” he said, eyeing the blueprints. “When it is finished, it will not only keep time. It will also bend it.”

      “Bend time?”

      Leonardo put his good hand on her shoulder, its light tremor apparent under his touch. “That is right. It is the only way we shall save you both from the Goddess.”
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      The blackflies were a swarm of little devils. It was always this way in early May in Algonquin, but this year the insects came in droves, descending upon us like an army of bloodthirsty soldiers. 

      Grapes was making her anti-itch salve from a greenish mushroom growing on a decayed log on the beach, as the rest of us set up camp on an island off the mainland of Stratton Lake. Already, Lily had three angry welts behind her right ear that were turning a torturous shade of purple. I felt bad for her, given it was her first camping experience, but she was being a good sport about it.

      “The ointment is almost ready, Lily dear,” Grapes, my great-grandmother, singsonged. “It’s gonna fix you right up.”

      Lily gave Grapes a grim smile. She had been dutifully searching for kindling for over an hour, carrying armfuls back to the bonfire site. I had to give her credit. She worked hard whether she was acting as my research partner in the library or playing the role of a pioneer woman out here in the wilderness.

      The park was ancient and vast, never touched by urban development and city sprawl, and it echoed with memories of my childhood. It was a place I hadn’t visited for over a decade, but it was as beautiful as I remembered. There was no one else on the lake because it was too early in the season, so we had the place to ourselves. Except for the wildlife, and they didn’t seem to mind that we had crashed their party. A bale of turtles sunning on a log plopped into the water, forming rippling circles as we arrived by canoe. A great blue heron watched like a gawky scarecrow as we unloaded our gear, plunging his beak into the lake to catch tadpoles when he got bored of our antics.

      But camping was work, at least upon arrival, and Dez and I were so busy bickering over the tent, we barely noticed Lily’s bug-bite misery. When we argued like this, it was hard to remember we were best friends. We had fought about every aspect of this bloody big canvas and had made little progress. At the moment, we couldn’t agree on which rod slipped into which flap. To be honest, the thing resembled a parachute that had blown open in the sky, having killed its parachutist, and fallen through the woods to our campsite. 

      “Can’t you just use magic to put up this freakin’ tent, El?” Dez snapped. “What good is it if you can’t use your talents for something practical.”

      I stepped from beneath what should have been the back porch and glared.

      “It is not magic. It’s witchcraft. And if you want me to use my talents, I’ll light the tent on fire. And then we can all sleep under the stars. With these bugs, Lily’s ears might fall right off.”

      “What?” asked Lily from the trees.

      Dez smacked a mosquito and cursed under his breath. “Don’t be so dramatic. Just start putting the pegs in the ground.”

      I threw a spare peg at him with a begrudging huff and got back to work.

      “I love camping,” crooned Bernice from the shoreline, her oversized blue jeans patched with pink hearts were cinched at her waist, just under her generous bosom. “It’s been years, hasn’t it, girls?”

      Grapes looked up from her mushroom paste on the beach. “It sure has,” she called.

      Gerty sank into a portable camp chair and looked over the water with satisfaction, her birdlike body swallowed by the sag in the seat. She took a swig of gin from a tin cup. “Attagirl, Lily. There’re some real nice firewood to your left.”

      “Come on, El,” said Dez, wiping his brow. “Let’s just get this impossible tent up so we don’t get eaten alive.”

      I huffed again. This time it came between clenched teeth, but I couldn’t disagree with the sentiment.

      Working together now with some level of solidarity against the almighty tent-beast, Dez and I determined the basic footprint that would house our cacophonous crew. It was the same tent my family used when I was a kid, when Mom and Dad were still alive. My parents used to bicker when they put up the mutant canvas too. Dad called it the divorce-maker. It was the worst part of camping. But once it was up, we always settled into our happy backwoods routine, and I was counting on it for this weekend.

      When Dez and I finished, we were a sweaty, sticky mess and the tent wasn’t in much better shape. The entrance flap sagged, and the zipper stuck in the screen’s mesh fabric. The second bedroom was a triangle rather than a square. But the damn thing was up.

      We raised our water bottles in victory as the sun became a red fireball and sank into the lake. Dez put his arm around me and chuckled. “God, that sucked.”

      I found myself laughing, until another mosquito got me square between the eyes. I unzipped the door, fighting with a bit of screen jammed in the zipper. With a heave, I picked up Dez’s backpack too and glanced over my shoulder.

      Dez hustled behind me and stumbled into the first bedroom. He zipped us in frantically, waving a small crew of insects out so they didn’t find us in the night.

      But now that I was inside, I found I couldn’t move. The blue fabric glowed with the setting sun, dappling shadows dancing across the surface with ghosts from long ago. A coffee stain adorned the side wall where Dad had dropped a mug one early morning years ago. There was a small hole in the floor thanks to the car’s cigarette lighter. That was Mom’s doing. She had tried to set up a mini-heater one unusually cold spring.

      I took a long, slow breath as the memories filled my mind. A strange warmth washed over me in an angel’s breath, of all the good times we had as a family. Along with the cold slap of horror of the day I lost Mom and Dad.

      “You okay?” asked Dez.

      I smiled. “It still smells like them. After all these years.”

      He unrolled his sleeping bag. “I’ll bet it does.”

      I looked around the blue nylon, the little girl awakening inside me.

      “I used to watch the campfire dance across that wall before I went to sleep,” I said dreamily. “And right there, Dad got stuck in that back-door zipper. He was chasing a raccoon away from the cooler.” 

      Dez unrolled my sleeping bag and laid it beside his. “Is that why you picked a camping weekend for your birthday? So you could be with your parents, at least in memory?”

      “I guess so.”

      He smiled. “Well, it was a great idea. We’re gonna have an awesome weekend. It’s amazing we got the whole Titanium Trio out here. I thought we were going to tip the red canoe when Grapes started waving that family flag around.”

      The Titanium Trio was the name of my great-grandmother’s group of friends. These were the three old ladies who raised me after my parents died, with as much love and affection as any kid could hope for. I could hear them outside telling stories by the shoreline, still bossing poor Lily. Something about their voices eased the tension from my body. I wrapped my arms around myself, cocooned in the glow of the past as it shimmered in the here and now. This was my family, for better or worse.

      Dez sat on his heels and studied me, the freckles on his cheeks twitching. “Ellie? Are you okay?” he asked. “You’ve been…funny lately. It’s like…you’re only sort of here.”

      I waved his concern away. “It’s just the memories. I’m a bit distracted.”

      “But you’ve been like this for months. It’s like you’ve forgotten about everyone else.”

      “It’s fine,” I insisted. “I’m fine.”

      Dez wrinkled his nose. “Ever since John went away, you’ve been in your head all the time. I mean, are you guys even a couple anymore or what?”

      The warmth in my belly turned cold. I didn’t want another lecture about John right now. Dez just couldn’t get used to the fact that we had paused our relationship. We had been hot and heavy at the beginning, but John’s term abroad in New Zealand had left things to fizzle. We hadn’t broken up exactly. But it was hard to have a relationship with someone on the other side of the planet.

      “Listen,” I said flatly, “John and I are fine.”

      “Oh really? When was the last time you spoke to him?”

      “A couple of weeks ago, maybe?” I muttered, punching my camping pillow into shape.

      He put his hands on his hips. “Ellie, you haven’t spoken to John for over a month. He told me so himself.”

      I ignored him, not willing to continue with this line of questioning. Not on my birthday weekend. Dez had been after me for weeks about it, and I was getting tired of his lectures. I was determined to forget about John this weekend and just enjoy my family. And now that the tent was up, we were going to have fun, damn it. Whether we liked it or not.

      Dez was still staring, his eyes demanding an answer.

      “You haven’t exactly been available either,” I snapped. “You’ve spent every waking minute with Lucien. Even now that he’s back in France, it’s still all about him. All you ever do is text and FaceTime. Lucien this…Lucien that…I mean, I get it. You’re in love. But come on. It’s kind of nauseating.” 

      I hadn’t been planning on saying it, and I knew I was being harsh the moment the words left my mouth. But I couldn’t help myself. Guilt gnawed at my gut with ratlike teeth.

      Still, there was truth in my words. There was something about Lucien that bugged me. Come to think of it, there was something about Dez, when he was with Lucien, that bugged me too. At least I could say I was being honest.

      Dez met his boyfriend around the same time John left. The university had offered a series of international exchange opportunities, and just as John jetted off to New Zealand, Lucien had arrived from France. As a result, I had no choice but to watch their romance blossom as my own relationship was falling apart. Every day I had to put on a fake smile and act like I was happy about it.

      Dez’s smile smeared, as if I had scrubbed it away with a sandpaper washcloth. He stood looking at me for a long time.

      In silence, I pulled a mini-coffeemaker from my pack and laid it beside the java beans. Then, ever so carefully, I lined up six camping-style coffee mugs.

      Dez watched me complete my chores with unnecessary fastidiousness with a look of exasperation. I could only manage a few side glances, but I knew he was mad.

      Finally, he made his way to the entrance, half-bent by the height of the tent. He turned to look at me before leaving.

      “Just because you suck at love doesn’t mean you have to be a total cow about my happiness.”

      I flinched, but I kept my eyes on the coffee grounds. I had been harsh, it was true, but I did have Dez’s best interests at heart. Lucien wasn’t right for Dez, that much I knew for sure, but I had never had the guts to tell him. Now that the discussion was out in the open, I knew I needed to be honest with him. Best friend to best friend.

      “Look, Dez, I’m sorry if that came out the wrong way,” I tried with a new conciliatory note. “It’s just that Lucien is…” I searched for the right words. “It’s just that he’s so different from you. He’s polished and slick, and he wears that musky man-scent cologne.”

      “Really, El? You don’t like him because of the way he smells?”

      “I didn’t say I don’t like him,” I replied too quickly. “I just…I don’t get him.”

      His eyes rolled heavenward. “Well, I do get him. And he gets me. And I can’t believe you are being so horrible about all of this. Are you really so jealous that you can’t be happy for me?”

      Now it was my turn to be stunned. This was simply not true. I wasn’t the problem. It was Lucien. He was arrogant and obnoxious, and his cologne was strong enough to gag a pig.

      “I’m not jealous!” I said with a level of shrill that might have woken the dead. “And I’m not the one being horrible.”

      Dez’s hands flew to his hips again.

      “Um, yes, you are, on both counts—jealous and horrible,” he sneered. “In fact, you’re being such an ass, I almost don’t even want to tell you my news…”

      I stopped. Something cold slithered across my skin and I was left with a snaky vibe that made my hairs stand on end.

      “What news?” I asked levelly.

      Dez’s mouth twisted into a smile.. He stood a little taller, his head squishing into the top of the tent. Despite his proud stance, his words came out as wobbly as a newborn doe’s.

      “We’re getting married. Lucien asked me a couple of weeks ago, and I said yes.”

      My hand flew to my mouth. “What?”

      His eyes were glued to mine now. I thought I saw a hint of dew behind his lids. There was a vulnerability there I hadn’t seen in years. It reminded me of his broken expression after he’d come out of the closet in first year. He had been rejected by his parents. They hadn’t spoken to him since. That was the year we had become best friends. The year that Grapes and I became his family.

      I got to my feet, knocking over the carefully arranged coffee mugs.

      “You’re getting married?”

      Dez dropped his eyes. “I never thought I would fall in love, El. And it finally happened for me.”

      I closed my mouth, not sure what to say next. I had just been about to tell him why Lucien was exactly wrong for him. Why they didn’t make sense together. Why it wasn’t worth investing anymore in the relationship now that he’d gone back to France. But my tongue was stuck in the back of my throat.

      Dez shrugged. “I came on your birthday weekend hoping to ask if you would be my best man.”

      “Oh,” I said like an idiot, still fumbling with arranging nouns and verbs into a sentence. “I…uh…well…uh…”

      Dez winced. “It would mean a lot to me, El. My own family, well, you know how they feel. I was also planning to ask Grapes to walk me down the aisle, if that’s okay with you?”

      A five-alarm fire had broken out across the back of my brain, and I had to drag out the hydrants to put it out before I responded. I swallowed hard and unstuck my tongue. Something told me I needed to change tactics. My best friend put up a good show with his sarcastic attitude most days, but I knew him better than anyone. Inside this red-haired giant’s heart was a trembling bowl of Jell-o, so jiggly and soft that it could be damaged with the slightest stab of a fork. And I couldn’t be the one to slice through his squishy, quivering happiness.

      “Of course, that’s okay. My family is your family. Grapes would be honored. I…would be honored.”

      Dez let out a long sigh that seemed to go on forever.  “Ohhhhhh, thank God. I thought you were going to tell me to go to hell.” He gave me an enormous grin as he threaded his fingers through his bushy hair. “I was hoping you were just being grumpy. It would have killed me if you told me you really don’t like Lucien.”

      I forced down a bubble of nausea. “No, I was just being a cow. Like you said. Lucien is great. You guys are perfect together. I’m really happy for you.”

      Dez let out a squeal and grabbed me up in his arms, spinning me around until the tent almost collapsed.

      “The whole gang will be invited. It’s all arranged. The Titanium Trio and Lily…” he breathed into my hair. “We will celebrate the wedding next month.”

      He put me down, and I almost fell over.

      “Next month?”

      Dez gave me one of his most charming Cheshire Cat grins. “This is the part I’ve been waiting to tell you, El. It’s the craziest news ever. Lucien’s family owns the Château du Clos Lucé in France. Like, you know—the infamous Clos Lucé? It’s normally a museum, but the building is closed for renovations. So, they’ve invited us to have the wedding there. We’re going to use it like a private hotel.”

      My eyes bulged. “The Clos Lucé?”

      I put my hands to my temples to contain the fireworks in my head. Thousands of words, hundreds of journals, dozens of my own academic research papers spun through my mind. The Château du Clos Lucé? The place where Anne Boleyn lived out her days in France? The very place where I discovered the connection between our Boleyn and Bowlan families?

      Dez stood there, grinning ear to ear.

      “Holy shit,” I whispered.

      Dez leaned down and pinched my chin gently.

      “Can you be happy for me now? We are going to spend a week for the wedding, the whole lot of us, living at a French castle. Your favorite one, in fact.”

      I grinned back at him, my chin still lodged between his thumb and forefinger. “For the Clos Lucé, I can be happy for anything.”

      As soon as the words left my lips, I felt their weight. This was Dez’s life, after all. It wasn’t just about a fun vacation to a place I’d always wanted to visit. Getting married was a permanent commitment. I had to know this was what he really wanted.

      “As long as you tell me you’re sure,” I said. “As long as you know, in your heart, that you love Lucien. That’s all I want for you. You know that, right?”

      He pulled me back into a bear hug. “I know it in my heart, in my lungs, and all the cells in my body. Hell, I know it in my DNA. He’s right for me.”

      I blinked over his shoulder, trying to shed that slippery snake feeling again. But what else was there to say?

      “Then I will stand by your side, Dez. And I will be the bestest best man France has ever seen.”
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      Anne pulled at her corset, the boning digging into her armpits. She hated the discomforts of ladies’ courtier dress, but today she would endure it. She had to keep up appearances, for Leonardo’s sake. She didn’t want him looking any less than he was, the king’s advisor accompanied by his master apprentice.

      Today they were taking the tunnel that connected the grand château with the simpler country castle of the Clos Lucé. Although Leonardo would not explain why. The passage snaked through the earth like a viper in its nest. The tunnel was a solid piece of engineering, but Anne had always avoided it. Despite the sconces lit with torchlight, it was dark and damp, and it made her claustrophobic.

      “What are we doing down here?” she asked, wrapping a fur around her neck. 

      Leonardo had slipped back into his cantankerous ways over the last few weeks, and he had refused to tell her anything further of the girl from the future. It was the clock that plagued him so. Some days, it turned him into a monster. The clock ran, yes. In their early trials, it kept time perfectly, but Leonardo still insisted it did not work to his satisfaction.

      “You ask too many questions,” he barked. 

      Anne stopped walking. “Leonardo, you were the one who told me to ask questions. Do you remember that?”

      The old man continued his pace, unwilling to slow. His black cat trailed after him, its tail twitching in the darkness. Somehow the feline’s loyalty irritated Anne further.

      Salaì, she commanded in her mind’s eye. Stop following him. 

      But the cat ignored her, padding after Leonardo like he was the only thing worth living for.

      Leonardo kept his head down, advancing through the passageway. Soon Anne was standing in the dark with only the light of his lantern ahead. But she did not care. She would not run to catch up with him.

      “If you don’t want my company, just say so!”

      Da Vinci turned toward her, a scowl fixed on his face, the lantern swinging in his fist. His long, white beard caught the light of the flame, his eyes blackened pits against pale flesh.

      “I do want your company,” he snarled. “Now hurry on.”

      “I will step no farther until you explain.”

      Leo set the lantern beside a puddle on the floor. “Child, you are as stubborn as they come.” He picked up the cat that was now winding its way through his legs. “If you must know, we are going to meet the king.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I gathered as much.”

      Anne was no idiot. Leonardo was the king’s favorite advisor. If they were going to the Château d’Amboise, they were most certainly going to meet Francis. Still, Leo hadn’t answered her question.

      “But why do we not meet him in public. It is our usual custom?”

      Finally, the old man relented. “We are going to meet King Francis and a man named Domenico da Cortona. He is an Italian architect I knew many years ago. Francis has invited him to develop a blueprint for the king’s new hunting lodge.”

      Anne frowned. That hardly sounded like a big secret.

      Leo put the cat down and began his hasty shuffle toward Amboise again, waving for her to catch up. “I have asked that we meet in the tunnels because there are other matters to keep from the prying eyes of the court.”

      “What matters are those exactly?”

      But it was no use. He was on his way again.

      Anne picked up her skirts and jogged after him, no longer able to contain her curiosity. He was mumbling to himself, something more about Domenico, but she couldn’t make out his words. The cat’s tail twitched mockingly at Leonardo’s side.

      Traitor, she called to the animal.

      As her master surged on, she was plunged into darkness once again. A drop of fetid water splashed her cheek, and she wiped it away with disgust.

      “Leonardo, you really are impossible.”

      A noise ahead pricked her ears, and she strained to make out the sound. It started like a set of hushed whispers, a shuffling of feet. Soon the clip of men’s heels echoed down the chamber. She squinted in the blackness just in time to see Leo disappearing behind the bend in the tunnel.

      Anne quickened her pace, unwilling to be left alone in the dark. When she reached the bend in the passageway, she found Leonardo sweeping a bow to two well-dressed men.

      She studied them as she approached. It was easy to recognize the king, even at a distance. His slightly oversized nose, the careful trim of his beard, the way he thrust his shoulders back with all the confidence in the world.

      King Francis hadn’t always conducted himself with such poise. Anne remembered a time when he was boyish, before he had taken the throne. When he was pliable and soft, easily influenced by his sister Marguerite’s ideas. But the power of the kingdom had changed him. His Groom of the Stool had ensured he wore only the finest furs; his jeweler decorated his fingers with the best royal gems. The ways of the court had buffed away his sensitive nature and polished it into a hardened diamond, and Anne no longer recognized the man she had once considered a friend.

      King Francis and Leonardo were exchanging courtly pleasantries as she approached.

      “I am sorry, my king,” said Anne, dropping a curtsey. “Leonardo has gained his strength back as you can see, and he outpaces me once again.”

      But the king paid her no notice. Not even an acknowledging glance.

      Anne bit her lip. Francis’s disinterest stung. She had never quite gotten used to it. She had to constantly remind herself she was Leonardo’s apprentice now, nothing more.

      “You look in fine form, da Vinci,” said Francis, slapping the old man on the back. “It is difficult to tell you have even been ill.”

      Leo wagged a finger. “It is all Anne’s doing. She has been my only source of comfort these last months.”

      The king’s eyes finally slid to hers, but his gaze barely landed before it bounced back to da Vinci.

      “Anne is the finest apprentice I have ever known,” Leonardo continued. “I dare say, she has a startling intellect that may one day surpass my own.”

      She blushed at her master’s compliment, but the king seemed unimpressed.

      “A woman apprentice, Leonardo?” asked the well-dressed man behind the king. “You were always one for strange ideas. Although I will say she is very pretty, so I suppose that is something.”

      Anne found herself glaring at this new man. He was tall and spindly, his gold-trimmed overcoat glinting in the torchlight. He wore garish silk hosiery and a pair of men’s heeled shoes embellished with an enormous silver buckle. His large mustache curled up into sharp points like bull horns. In spite of his flamboyant dress, his salt and pepper hair was greasy, and he moved with an arrogant, twitchy energy.

      Da Vinci nodded to this new man, but otherwise paid him no mind. Leonardo and the king continued with their pleasantries, almost as though he wasn’t standing there at all.

      Anne suppressed a grin. She knew it was small of her to enjoy this little snub. But she relished in it anyway. If the king could show her such disinterest, such apathy, she would content herself to know that Leonardo would put this man in the same place.

      “And what of the dauphin?” asked Leonardo. “Is he quite well?”

      The king’s smile faded at the mention of his son. “I’m afraid little Francis has been ill. Claude and Marguerite are at his side. We continue to pray, of course. And they have administered their tonics. His fever has broken, but he remains lethargic.”

      Leonardo frowned with concern. “Claude must be tired. I hear a new child is to be born soon. Another son, I hope?”

      A shard of glass sliced through Anne’s heart. It was one thing to be discarded by the king, but Claude and Marguerite had been like family. The truth was Anne understood little of why they had drifted apart. Yes, it was more difficult now that Claude was queen. Marguerite, too, was in a public profile as the king’s sister. But it almost seemed like her women friends had been avoiding her. She hadn’t seen either of them for over a year.

      Anne had tried to console herself by remembering they all had their roles to play. That life was different now, and that wasn’t anybody’s fault. She didn’t regret taking on the role of apprentice to Leonardo. Not for a moment. Still, it hurt that her friends had forgotten her.

      The man standing behind Francis cleared his throat now, like a small dog nipping at its master’s heels for attention.

      The king raised an unamused eyebrow and turned slowly to acknowledge him.  “Da Cortona. I take it you and Leonardo da Vinci are acquainted.”

      Leo shook the man’s hand, and Anne noticed a small card transferring between them. She couldn’t be sure what it was, but the smile Leonardo produced for Domenico did not reach his eyes.

      “Indeed, it has been many years.”

      Domenico jostled a set of blueprints in his other arm. “I am looking forward to showing you my designs of the new hunting lodge in Chambord. The king has approved every specification,” he said boastfully, “and it shall be most magnificent.”

      Leonardo raised an eyebrow.

      “The basic foundation of the hunting lodge is just the beginning,” Domenico continued. “Once it has been laid, and we can buy the surrounding properties for royal land, the lodge shall be extended to a full-scale château. She shall be the jewel of the Loire.”

      “To be clear, da Cortona,” the king said, raising an authoritative finger, “I have approved the designs, pending Leonardo’s final word. He shall oversee your work.”

      Domenico’s jaw stiffened, but he conceded the point.

      “I shall be only too happy to review the blueprints,” said Leo smoothly. “I shall ensure it meets the king’s high standards.”

      “Then it is agreed,” Francis announced. “Two Italian masters shall work side by side. Today is a good day for France.”

      Leonardo bowed, tucking his shaking hand beneath the long sleeve of his shirt.

      “Da Vinci?” asked Domenico da Cortona, his upper lip hitched into a sneer. “Will your tremor not make it difficult for you to participate in the design of Chambord?”

      A tension fell between the men now, one that Anne expected. It had happened on many occasions before. Artists could be fickle, and those who held Leonardo in high esteem could harbor plenty of jealousy. This was the time when the fracture would set in. A resentment that would grow between the two artists until it would become unbearable.

      Her master eyed the man dangerously. “You needn’t worry about me, da Cortona. I assure you, I am still quite capable. If the king asks it, then it shall be so.” Leonardo reached for Anne’s arm, and they turned back toward the Clos Lucé.

      “I am sure your oversight will be brilliant, and I look forward to your input,” called Domenico behind them. “Perhaps, I dare say, you will draw upon the talents of your apprentice. The one with the startling intellect.”
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      A winter wind swept through the trees at the build site for the new Château de Chambord, biting into Anne’s cheeks. She could no longer feel her toes, and her fingers were turning to icicles bigger than the ones hanging from the branches.

      Despite the cold, scores of men dressed in heavy furs had begun digging, but it was hopeless work. They were making little progress against the still frozen ground. A makeshift cabin stood on the cleared land amid the tree stumps that jutted up like the wiry whiskers of a day-old beard. The property was unattractive now, but Anne had seen the plans. In the future, these grounds would become a manicured lawn surrounded by an acreage of lush, rich forest.

      Smoke curled from the chimney of the cabin, a sure sign Leo and Domenico were at work inside. Anne had gone for a walk when they had begun arguing about the blueprints again. It was rather tiresome to hear them bicker. But now her toes were frozen, and her feet demanded she head back inside. The wooden door banged shut with a clack that could have been the twelve-bell choir at the Notre-Dame Cathedral, but it didn’t stop the altercation between the two. 

      “Only the most brilliant Italian sculptor must develop the turrets. I shall send word to Michelangelo,” said Domenico with a decisive snap. “I believe he is still in Rome.”

      Leonardo bristled. “We shall not invite that self-absorbed peacock to France.”

      “But his work on the Sistine Chapel is finished. My sources tell me he is open for a new commission.”

      Leonardo’s eyes hardened. “Absolutely not.”

      Domenico looked aghast. “But Michelangelo is the best.”

      “No, I am the best!” Leo slammed his bad hand on the worktable. “And you shall not forget it. I am the overseer on this project. And I make the final decisions.”

      Anne hung her cloak on a hook by the door. Now that they were in private, there was no need for her to mind her position, and she often found herself playing the role of peacekeeper.

      “Perhaps you gentlemen have had enough for today,” she said coolly.

      The men sat glaring at each other, neither willing to back down. She tried again, hopeful there might still be room for negotiation. It would certainly be a more pleasant way to spend their last day in Chambord.

      “There are plenty of architectural details both of you agree on. Domenico, has Leonardo shown you his designs for the double helix staircase? It is a masterpiece to behold, even on paper. I can only imagine its magnificence when it is built.”

      “I shall take my leave,” spat Domenico. “Da Vinci’s ego is too big for this small cabin.”

      Anne bit her lip. She had never seen someone draw Leonardo’s ire the way da Cortona did. Loyalty stirred her tongue into action, peacekeeper be damned.

      “I assure you,” she said, “if Leonardo says no to Michelangelo, then the answer is no. King Francis will not dispute it.”

      Domenico pulled at his moustache, his lip curling. “Your beloved master will not live to see the foundation of this castle dug. He can design his double helix staircase if he wishes, but in the end, it is I who will oversee its building.” He gestured to Leonardo sulking in the corner. “That old man’s time has passed.”

      “And what makes you so sure of that?” she growled.

      Domenico pulled on his cloak and drew the fur-lined hood around his head. “Why don’t you ask him yourself?”

      The door slammed behind him, leaving an empty fury in his wake. The cabin was silent now, save for the crackling fire and the clanging of the men’s half-hearted digging outside. Still, Leo did not take his eyes from the flames.

      “Well?” said Anne with hands on hips. “Are you going to tell me what Domenico knows of your fate?”

      Leonardo raised his eyes to meet hers. Great, bushy eyebrows drooped across his heavy lids. “Da Cortona made it clear to me. I shall not last the year.”

      “And why should you believe him?”

      Anne put another log on the grate. She didn’t see why Leonardo would put so much faith in anything Domenico said.

      Her master tented his long fingers, flexing them slowly as he processed his thoughts. “Because Domenico da Cortona has connections to those with great magical power. He is a member of the Garridan’s Trifecta.”

      “What is that?”

      “A Garridan is a keeper of secrets. A scoundrel. A spy,” Leo said darkly.

      Anne studied him. She still wasn’t buying Domenico’s story. But there was something about Leonardo’s gaze. It wasn’t quite fear, but there was a certain resignation there that worried her.

      “But he is not your friend. You don’t even like each other,” she said. “Why would he tell you this…secret?”

      Leonardo shook his head. “I do not understand his motivation, but he provided me with proof. It was last month, in the castle’s tunnel.”

      Da Vinci reached beneath a fold in his robes and pulled out a tattered card, handing it to Anne.

      As soon as she touched it, the flesh on her hands wriggled, as if they were crawling with maggots. The sensation was so vile, she almost dropped it.

      The playing card was yellowed with oil and very old. It looked to be made of thick Italian vellum, and it seemed to contain an energy of its own, as if it was pushing back against her fingers. Instead of putting it down, she grabbed it a little harder, but it didn’t bend the way it should. It just sat in her hands, evil and threatening, resisting her touch. A robed figure holding a sickle stood at its center. Black ravens arched their wings in the background. A skull rested on the ground amid a pile of bones.

      Leo closed his eyes. “It is a seer’s card. The card of death.”

      Anne had not heard of those who could divine the future from a stack of cards. It was not something Marguerite had ever shown her. It was wrong. She wasn’t sure how, but she knew it for certain. This thing was dirty and dangerous.

      “Where did Domenico get this horrible thing?”

      Leo looked out the window. “I do not know.”

      Something icy inched up Anne’s spine, a sense of foreboding that she could not deny.  “We should throw it in the fire. It feels like dark magic.”

      Leonardo took the card and held it in his lap. She was glad to let it go, but she noticed how heavily it weighed in his trembling hands. It had somehow attached itself to him, like a leech that grew fatter with every suck of his blood.

      “No, Anne. We cannot. But whether he intended to or not, Domenico has given me useful information. It is his gift to me. Much like my gift to you. I can foresee your death. And he can foresee mine. Only with this knowledge may we change the direction of things.”

      “You need to throw it away,” she insisted.

      “Sadly, I cannot,” he said wearily. “It is fated to me. I am at its mercy.”

      Leo slid the card into a hidden pocket in his cloak and looked at her with hollow eyes. A strange heat in Anne’s cheeks ran down her neck and spilled like refuse into the pit of her stomach. It sat there in a blackened clot of dread.

      “Come, child,” he said, reaching out a hand for her assistance. “It is time to summon the carriage. I am in need of a warm bed for the night.”
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