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PROLOGUE



The great ballroom buzzed with the sound of champagne corks popping and the happy chatter of the French court. Everywhere Mary looked, she saw people smiling, her friends laughing, and it filled her heart with joy. It had been far too long since the French court had enjoyed a real celebration. The king and queen had not hosted a ball since their coronation; there had been so little to celebrate. The plague had taken its toll on the country, and on the court, and the Protestant threat grew ever stronger since Mary’s cousin Elizabeth had ascended to the English throne.


Mary, Queen of Scots, glanced across the room at Francis, the King of France, her husband. Things had been so strained between them, it did her heart good to see him enjoying himself. Ever since she had lost the baby, they had struggled to recover their once unwavering connection. While he was physically there, a constant presence by her side, she felt as though he had been somewhere else these past weeks. And now, she wanted him back.


“You look stunning,” someone whispered in her ear, an arm snaking around her waist. “That gown is so beautiful.”


The queen turned to see her three best friends, Lola, Kenna, and Greer, beside her. Kenna, the owner of the offending arm, squeezed her tightly. “You look tiny, Mary,” she said, flipping her long honey-brown hair over her shoulder. “How long did it take you to get into that corset?”


“Too long.” Mary smiled, breathing in for effect. The full skirt, supported by layers and layers of tulle, fluttered around her. “I keep seeing those tiny almond pastries I love so much, but I can’t eat a thing.”


“It’s worth it,” Lola said, eyeing Mary’s black-and-gold gown with friendly envy. The low neckline showed off Mary’s creamy white skin and the golden embroidery made her dark brown hair shine, while the narrow long sleeves came all the way down to the diamond rings on her fingers. “You look exquisite.”


Lola had chosen her loosely fitted soft pink dress specifically to hide the evidence of her new baby. Not that it was a secret anymore. It was hard to conceal the fact that you were the mother of the king’s son, even if he was illegitimate.


“You all look quite lovely,” Mary said, admiring Greer’s sky-blue velvet gown, which made her blond hair look even brighter than ever. “Very elegant, Greer, and, well, I’m not sure elegant is the word for you, Kenna.”


The Scottish lady laughed, giving her friends a spin, making her rose-gold silk dress swirl around her. “Bash got it for me from Paris,” she said, smoothing the dress down over her curves. “I’m amazed he even let me leave our bedchamber.”


“Because it looks like underwear?” Lola asked, all innocence.


“Oh, honestly.” Greer rolled her eyes at her friends, a smile on her face. “We all know he can’t keep his hands off you, Kenna. You’re hopelessly in love and your passion knows no bounds.”


With a teasing shrug, Kenna said, “I can’t help it if my husband is besotted with me.”


“And where is Aloysius this evening?” Mary asked Greer before Kenna decided to regale them all with further tales of her and Bash’s bedroom antics. “Will he be joining us?”


Greer’s shoulders fluttered in an uncertain shrug. “He’s away,” she said. “On a business trip somewhere. He won’t be back for a week or so. The spice trade waits for no man.”


“Some newlyweds you two make,” Kenna commented, accepting a glass of wine from a passing servant with a polite smile. “Bash and I had broken two beds within the first month of our marriage.”


Mary clapped her hands together, determined to have a fun evening without any unnecessary dramatics. “Lords and ladies of the French court,” she announced loudly as her friends stepped behind her. “I thank you for joining us this evening and hope that you will find a moment’s respite to congratulate and thank one another for all that you have done to ensure the ongoing prosperity of our country. France is greater for your support.”


“And I would like to thank our queen,” Francis interrupted before the ballroom could applaud. “For being the epitome of grace and beauty and strength, and standing beside us at this most crucial time.”


Mary felt a blush come to her cheeks as Francis descended the staircase and walked toward her. Sometimes he could still catch her off guard. She felt as though she were standing outside the castle for the first time again, watching him stride across the lawn toward her, eschewing protocol and winning her heart. His thick blond hair curled around his crown, and his black jacket, adorned with golden buttons, complemented her gown perfectly.


“Now I think we should have some music,” Mary said, recovering herself as Francis took her hand. “I feel as though I should like to dance.”


Francis bowed low as the musicians struck up their instruments. He had always looked young—his good looks were boyish in a way—but over the last few months, a maturity had come over the king. His blue eyes remained crystal clear and full of love for Mary, but the stresses of the crown showed on him physically. No one else would notice, Mary thought as he took her in his arms and began to move about the room. No one else would see the beginnings of creases around his eyes, around his smile. But Mary saw them. And she loved him all the more because of them.


“That’s a singular expression on your face,” he whispered as they spun across the ballroom, their dance as easy and natural as breathing. “Whatever are you thinking about?”


“You,” she said. Mary was trying terribly hard to make honesty her only policy with Francis. “And how handsome you look tonight.”


“I could only ever be a frame to a piece of art such as you,” he replied, smiling at his own compliment as Mary laughed. “I haven’t heard that sound nearly often enough lately. I should like to hear you laugh at least once a day.”


“Let’s make a promise,” she said, watching half a dozen other happy couples join them in the dance. “We will make each other laugh every day.”


He buried his face in her hair and inhaled, taking in her delicate rose scent. “Sometimes it’s hard to find things to laugh about, isn’t it?” he said.


“It is,” Mary replied. “But that’s why we have each other, to remind each other of what is important.”


“How about this,” Francis said. “I promise never to forget what is important.”


“It’s officially a promise,” she answered. Francis grabbed her by the waist and lifted her high above his head, spinning her around before bringing her back down to the ground and pausing to press his lips quickly against hers.


As the dance went on, music and people and laughter swirling all around her, Kenna dancing with Bash, Greer and Lola dancing together, even Catherine seeming to enjoy herself, Mary tried desperately to remember each moment and lock it away for a time when it might be needed. For one perfect evening, it seemed as though all of France was happy and its queen content.


Several hours’ ride to the south, another group of people were gathered together, but it was far from a celebration.


“It’s going to be all right.” Mélanie Février sat in the kitchen of her home, smiling bleakly at her family as the jeering and screaming came closer. “We know we’ve done nothing wrong. We will be safe if we stay inside.”


Two little blond girls sat by their father’s feet, holding hands and clinging to his legs. The father stared at his wife, a fear in his eyes she could do nothing to quell.


“They just need something to be angry about tonight,” Mélanie told him quietly. “Madame Limaine lost her baby today. I’m sure they have been drinking; they will pass.”


“But why are they outside our house, Maman?” the smaller girl asked. “Do they think we don’t care about Madame Limaine? Should Papa go outside with the other men?”


“No, my love,” Mélanie said. She flicked her eyes over to her elder daughter, who was shaking. Mélanie knew why they were here. She didn’t understand it but she knew. Alys had been attacked in the apothecary, had rotten vegetables thrown at her in the street. “People who are hurt and angry do not always make sense and cannot be explained. Try to ignore them; it will pass.”


But in her heart, she was no longer so sure. Terrible things had been happening in their village and none of it could be explained. And so the village elders had found an explanation of their own. Mélanie looked sadly at Alys, her special, sensitive daughter. She had heard the whispers, the stories. These villagers had known Alys since she was born, known Mélanie and her husband since they were children—how could they believe any of it?


And then came the knock at the door.


“Jehane Février,” a loud but calm voice echoed through the wood. Inside, the man grabbed his daughters’ hands and stood, terrified. “Jehane Février, open this door at once.”


Mélanie stood slowly and walked toward the door.


“What are you doing?” Jehane asked. “You cannot let them in.”


“If we don’t open the door, they will knock it down,” she said, forcing herself not to show fear in front of her daughters. “Jehane, take Ada downstairs. Alys and I will talk to Duquesne.”


With the greatest reluctance, Alys’s father let go of her delicate fingers, a sob choking in his throat as he did so. Wrapping her in his tightest, strongest hug, feeling as though he would rather crush her himself than let these monsters take his daughter, he kissed the top of her head, breathing in her woodsy, fresh clean scent.


“Be strong,” he whispered in her ear. “And believe.” His shoulders shaking, he picked up his younger daughter, ignoring her kicks and screams, and disappeared into the back of the house, locking every door behind him.


Pulling back her shoulders, Mélanie opened the door to find Duquesne, the leader of the village council, smiling politely. Behind him were dozens of her neighbors and friends. Their expressions were not nearly so friendly. The black of the night was torn apart by flaming torches and shining axes and pitchforks held aloft.


“You know why we are here,” he said, eyeing the young girl.


“I know why you believe you are here,” Mélanie replied. “But you will not take my daughter. She has done nothing wrong. There is no proof.”


He entered the house as though he owned it, the rest of the mob staying safely behind him. “Alys Février, you have been accused of witchcraft,” he said, his gray whiskers gleaming gold in the light from the hearth. “As by the decree of the village of Auxerre, you shall be tried by fire.”


“Mon Dieu!” Mélanie threw herself on the floor and grabbed her daughter. The girl just stared, speechless. “No, please, Duquesne. That is no trial, that is murder.”


“It is the only true way to eradicate a witch,” he replied, beckoning two huge men to enter the house. “If she is by some miracle innocent, her soul will be purged and she will be accepted into heaven.”


Mélanie covered her daughter as the men advanced. “What is your proof?” she demanded. “You cannot link my daughter to the things that have been happening in the village.”


“She gave me herbs and then I lost my baby!” a woman Mélanie recognized as the village baker screamed from the front door.


“And when she treated my father,” another cried out, “he died two days later.”


Even though they were certain in their judgments, no one wanted to cross the threshold of the Février house. No one wanted to tempt their witch.


“You should have left the village when you had a chance,” Duquesne said, casting the girl a dark look. “Your husband was warned when these stories first came to me.”


“This is our home, why should we leave?” Mélanie argued. “Alys is a child, she is thirteen years old, an apprentice healer. Just because these things happened after she treated you does not mean she caused them. Every time we lose a friend in our village, Alys feels it more than anyone. She is a healer because she wants to help.”


“She is a witch,” Duquesne replied. “Because she wants to kill. And the only way to rectify that is with fire.”


He gave a soft wave, then the two men hulking over the Févriers reached down to peel Mélanie away from her daughter. Mélanie kicked and screamed and scratched and bit the first man as the second picked up Alys, who hung limp in his arms like a rag doll.


“The tests!” Mélanie shrieked. “If you will try her as a witch, first you must perform the tests.”


Duquesne’s lips formed a hard line. He looked at the desperate woman and then at the wild-eyed mob outside her front door.


“Fine,” he replied. “I will administer the tests. If she fails, the trial will take place immediately.”


“Maman?” Alys reached out for her mother as she hung over the man’s shoulder, her arms outstretched but too far away. Duquesne exited the house first, Alys and her captor close behind him while his partner stayed back to subdue Madame Février.


“Stay strong, Alys,” she called out, locking eyes with her elder daughter. They looked so alike, both slight and blond and both terrified. “Believe, my love. We will find a way to stop this.”


Once Alys was out of the house, surrounded by a human prison, the man holding down Mélanie let her go. He turned and spat on the stone floor as he left. She lay there nursing her bruises as the echoes of the crowd grew farther and farther away, leaving only the thin strains of her younger daughter sobbing in the basement beneath her. Oh, Alys. What could be done now? Her own village, her own people had turned on her, she who had only devoted her young life to helping others.


Now all they could do was trust that someone else would help her.















CHAPTER ONE



And so, I ask for Your Highnesses’ assistance.” Lord Verrier bowed deeply before his king and queen. “As you can tell, this is a most pressing matter, which must be received with the utmost urgency.”


“Really?” Mary replied, her perfectly arched eyebrow raised. “The utmost?”


“What the queen means to say,” Francis said, drawing Lord Verrier’s confused gaze back to his throne, “is that perhaps a dispute over the ownership of chickens isn’t something that necessarily requires royal intervention.”


“But, Your Highness—” Verrier began.


“I will have it dealt with,” the king interrupted. “Thank you, Lord Verrier.”


Red-faced, the nobleman nodded and shuffled backward out of the throne room. Francis waved to the guards to close the doors behind him.


“Are you not enjoying yourself?” Francis asked his wife as she carefully lifted the weight of her crown from her head. Nursing it carefully in her lap, Mary rolled her head from side to side before resting her huge brown eyes on the king.


“How many more are there?”


“I don’t know,” he confessed. “But I do know how important it is that we keep the nobles and the peasants on our side right now. Giving the people an audience with their king and queen allows them to feel they are being heard.”


“No one believes that more than I, Francis, you know that.” Mary reached across her throne to take his hand and he squeezed her delicate white fingers tightly. “Only I hadn’t expected to be hearing quite so many, well, petty squabbles. It’s like being a little girl in the nunnery again; she stole my chickens, he took my carriage. Really, I begin to wonder, do people ever grow up?”


He smiled playfully. “More than a year at court and you have to ask me that?”


“Good point,” she replied. “To think of all the little girls across France, dreaming of glamorous court life.”


Mary stretched her arms above her head, breathing in to find some relief in her green brocade gown. A dress this tightly corseted was not designed for sitting on a throne listening to childish arguments between men old enough and rich enough to know better.


“You talk as though you didn’t dream of debating the ownership of Lord Verrier’s farm animals,” Francis said, teasing. “Mary, Queen of Scots, Queen Consort of France, and chicken fancier.”


Mary looked down at her beautiful brocade gown, at the diamonds and rubies that sparkled on her fingers, and then at Francis, the King of France and her husband. These were the things that little girls dreamed of across the country, across the world even. What they didn’t anticipate were the politics, the power struggles, the constant threat of assassination, not only from the Protestants inside France who resented their Catholic rulers but now from her own cousin, Queen Elizabeth, who sat on the throne in England, only a short sail across a small sea. And then there was this distance between herself and Francis that she could not seem to breach. He was beside her always but sometimes felt so far away, as though his head and his heart were elsewhere, and it scared her. Life in the palace was far from a fairy tale.


“Mary?” Francis saw his wife’s happy expression shift and squeezed her hand again. “Are you all right?”


“Yes, of course.” Mary recovered herself quickly. Replacing her crown, she smiled at Francis. His golden hair shone in the bright afternoon sunlight and his blue eyes shone with relief. She was getting too good at lying. They both were. “Shall we get on with it? I’d like to have settled whether or not Madame du Metiere’s goats should have been sent to market or not before it’s time for dinner.”


With a quick grin that reminded Mary he was still the man she loved, Francis motioned for the guards to open the door to the throne room and send in their next guest.


Immediately, Mary could tell something was seriously wrong. The family that rushed toward them and fell to their knees were shaking, all three of them, husband, wife, and young child. There was no blustering, no marveling to be in the same room as royalty, only solemn and silent panic, the kind that filled a room before even a word could be spoken.


“If it pleases you, Your Grace, we need your help.” The woman spoke first, bent in such a deep bow that her forehead practically touched the stone floor. “We don’t know who else to turn to.”


Francis, feeling the same uneasiness that had unsettled his wife, felt his spine lengthen and grew taller on his throne. “Tell us what has happened and we will help if we can,” he replied.


“It’s my Alys, my daughter Alys,” the father said, almost shouting. “They’ve taken my little girl.”


His wife rose to her knees and rested a hand on the man’s arm to calm him. Now that they faced her more fully, Mary could see the evidence of tears and a sleepless night etched into their expressions. Even the child, a girl no more than six or seven, looked exhausted, and it hurt Mary’s heart to see someone so young bear such weight on her shoulders.


“Who has taken your daughter?” Mary asked. “Do you know where she is?”


“We do, Your Grace,” the wife replied. “Our village elders have her. They believe her to be a witch and intend to execute her tomorrow at dawn.”


“Surely there is a longer story here,” Mary said, pulling forward in her throne, and ignoring the anxious look on Francis’s face. “Please tell it to me.”


“My name is Mélanie Février, this is my husband, Jehane, and our younger daughter, Ada. We have traveled from the village of Auxerre, four hours south of your castle, Your Grace,” the woman began. “Some weeks ago, there began strange occurrences in the village that no one could explain; several people died of no cause the doctors could find. At first it was older people and no one was too suspicious—we have been short on food for a while and the weather has not been kind this year—but then it was the babies.”


“The babies?” Mary raised a hand to her throat, afraid to hear the next sentence.


“Yes, Your Grace,” Mélanie said. “They were born… wrong. Or they weren’t born at all.”


“My God,” Mary breathed, her thoughts turning to her own miscarriage. Refusing to cry in front of her people, she steeled herself for the rest of the story. “Continue, please.”


“At first, someone said he had seen a dark figure riding around the edge of the forest at night, and we thought perhaps this man, whatever he may be, was visiting these nightmares on our village, but the men of the village waited out all night with torches and saw nothing. And still the old people and the babies were dying.


“Eventually, after many discussions with our priest, the elders decided it must be a curse. There was no natural reason for the things that were happening to us and so it was agreed that someone had placed a curse on the village. The only person who had tended to all of the dead was our village healer. Many years ago there were rumors that he was no ordinary healer, that he possessed a supernatural gift and practiced witchcraft, but he had been so kind to our village and saved the lives of so many people, no one had ever suspected him of ill intent.”


“Until now?” Francis asked.


“Yes, Your Grace,” she said, hanging her head low. “Only, the healer had passed away just before the curse was visited upon us, leaving his apprentice to take on his work.”


Francis’s mouth set in a hard line.


“Your daughter Alys is the apprentice?” Mary guessed.


“She is, Your Grace.” Mélanie pushed her hair behind her ears and pressed her hands to her heart, rising to her feet. “But she is good. She is young and eager to learn. Ever since she was a baby herself, she wanted to take care of others. We would never have allowed her to study with the healer if we thought he was teaching her ill. He came to us, said he had seen how good she was with the old and the sick in the village, and she wanted to do it, she wanted to help people. She would never hurt anyone.”


“The villagers suspect the healer was teaching your daughter witchcraft?” Francis asked.


“No, Your Grace,” she replied, wiping a stray tear from her strong face. “Guillaume Maillard was a great man. The women of the village would have it that Alys took his learnings and used them to harm instead of heal.”


Mary held out her hands to calm the woman as the guards began to draw their swords. “But why were the elders so quickly convinced of her guilt?” she said while Jehane choked back a sob. “This must be very difficult for you, I know, but I beg you understand why we must ask these questions.”


“As soon as they accused her, the deaths stopped,” Mélanie said simply. “But it just isn’t possible. My daughter is no witch and she hasn’t the heart to harm a fly. She could not have done this.”


“If Your Grace does not intervene, they will burn her at dawn tomorrow.” Jehane found his voice, shaking as he spoke. “They will kill my daughter for crimes she could not possibly have committed.”


Mary and Francis glanced at each other, a thousand silent exchanges passing through the ether. Francis was uncomfortable, that was plain to see, but the reasons for his disquiet were not. His recent brushes with the supernatural—visits from the ghost of his father, the dreams he had suffered—all made him want to wash his hands of this case. But he could not. He was the King of France, the defender of the Catholic Church, and any reports of witchcraft had to be dealt with before paranoia ran rife throughout the country. Something as serious as a proven witch could be more devastating to France than the plague, and yet, this family seemed earnest. The thought of an innocent young girl going to her death to appease the superstitions of old men made him angry.


“We will send someone to your village.” Mary spoke before Francis had even finished thinking. “Please trust that your daughter will not be executed tomorrow; no harm shall come to her until we have spoken to the village elders. Until we are satisfied that we know the whole truth in this matter, no action will be taken.”


“Oh, Your Grace.”


Jehane rushed toward the throne, throwing himself prostrate at Mary’s feet. The guards were upon him in a second, pulling him away even as he wept.


“Guards, let him go,” Mary ordered. “And send for the king’s brother, immediately. We will take no more audiences today.”


“You would send Bash to investigate this threat?” Francis asked in a low voice as the family gathered themselves and prepared to leave the throne room.


“Yes,” Mary said, determined. “He can travel quickly, he knows about these things, and he is your second. The elders will have to obey him.”


Francis shook his head slowly. “How many more decisions will you make for me, Mary? How many more times will you speak before we discuss?”


Mary turned, shocked. “What’s to discuss? A life is on the line.” She spoke quietly but fiercely. “I didn’t realize I needed to ask your permission to stop an innocent French girl from being slaughtered.”


“But what if she isn’t innocent?” he replied in a harried whisper. “What if she is a witch?”


“She isn’t.”


A small, clear voice rang out from the doorway of the throne room. Mary and Francis turned to see the younger daughter of the Févriers staring straight at them.


“She heard us?” Francis breathed.


“Yes,” Ada said. “But it’s all right, I understand. You don’t know Alys. But she isn’t a witch. Don’t be mad at Mary, she’s a nice lady. Her crown is too heavy and it hurts.”


The queen looked at the little girl. It was a long time since someone had been so informal with her. Even the youngest children of court referred to her as “Your Grace” and were often too intimidated to come close.


“Apologies for my Ada, Your Grace.” Mélanie scooped her daughter up in her arms. “She is full of worry for her sister; she does not know the protocol.”


“It’s quite all right,” Mary said, her eye still trained on the young girl, who only smiled and waved.


With one desperate glance back at the royal couple, Mélanie buried her face in Ada’s blond hair and left the room. As the door closed behind the Février family, Mary and Francis sat there alone, in uncomfortable silence. Again.
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