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  To see the eclipses of Sun and Moon; to see the capture of wild elephants and snakes; and to see the poverty of the wise, is to see that the power of fate is always supreme.




  —Hindu proverb
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In My End Is My Beginning England, 1587




  In the deepest part of the night, when all the candles save one had been put out and everyone lay quiet, the woman crossed silently to her desk and sat down. She put that one

  candle at her right hand, and spread out a piece of paper as slowly as possible across the desktop, so as to make no noise. She held its left side down with her hand—a white hand with long,

  slender fingers, which the French poet Ronsard had once described as “a tree with uneven branches.” The hand looked young, as if it belonged to a virgin of fifteen. From across the

  room, with only one candle for illumination, the woman’s face looked as young as the hand. But up closer, although the outlines of the beauty were still there, within the frame of the old

  loveliness there were lines and bumps and sags. The skin no longer stretched taut against the high cheekbones, the long, imperious nose, the almond-shaped eyes. It lay softly against them, tracing

  and revealing every hollow.




  She rubbed her eyes, which were heavy-lidded and had traces of exhaustion under them, with that incongruously slender-fingered, elegantly ringed hand. Sighing, she dipped her pen in ink and

  began to write.




  

    



      To Henri III, the Most Christian King of France.




      8 February 1587.




      Monsieur mon beau frère, estant par la permission de Dieu—




      Royal brother, having by God’s will, for my sins I think, thrown myself into the power of the Queen my cousin, at whose hands I have suffered much for almost twenty years, I have

      finally been condemned to death by her and her Estates. I have asked for my papers, which they have taken away, in order that I might make my will, but I have been unable to recover anything of

      use to me, or even get leave either to make my will freely or to have my body conveyed after my death, as I would wish, to your kingdom where I had the honour to be queen, your sister and old

      ally.




      Tonight, after dinner, I have been advised of my sentence: I am to be executed like a criminal at eight in the morning. I have not had time to give you a full account of everything that has

      happened, but if you will listen to my doctor and my other unfortunate servants, you will learn the truth, and how, thanks be to God, I scorn death and vow that I meet it innocent of any crime,

      even if I were their subject. The Catholic faith and the assertion of my God-given right to the English throne are the two issues on which I am condemned.


    


  





  She stopped and stared ahead, as if her mind had suddenly ceased to form words, or she had run out of them. The French language was soothing, lulling. Even terrible things did not sound so

  heinous in French. Her mind could not, dared not, form them in Scots.




  “Ce porteur & sa compaignie la pluspart de vos subiectz . . .”




  

    

      The bearer of this letter and his companions, most of them your subjects, will testify to my conduct at my last hour. It remains for me to beg Your Most Christian Majesty,

      my brother-in-law and old ally, who have always protested your love for me, to give proof now of your goodness on all these points: firstly by charity, in paying my unfortunate servants the

      wages due them—this is a burden on my conscience that only you can relieve: further, by having prayers offered to God for a queen who has borne the title Most Christian Queen of France,

      and who dies a Catholic, stripped of all her possessions.




      I have taken the liberty of sending you two precious stones, talismans against illness, trusting you will enjoy good health and a long and happy life. Accept them from your

      loving sister-in-law, who, as she dies, bears witness of her warm feelings for you. Give instructions, if it please you, that for my soul’s sake part of what you owe me should be paid,

      and that for the sake of Jesus Christ, to whom I shall pray for you tomorrow as I die, I be left enough to found a memorial mass and give the customary alms.




      Wednesday, at two in the morning.




      Your most loving and most true sister,
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    Queen of Scotland


  




  She put down the pen, blinked once. Then she carefully put two small books on the paper to hold it down. Each movement was delicate, but weary. The fine, slender fingers stretched out once, then

  rested. She blew out the candle.




  Walking slowly toward the bed on the other side of the room, she reached it and then lay down upon it, full length, in her clothes. She closed her eyes.




  It is done, she thought. The life that began at the lowest point in Scotland’s fortunes has followed that fortune, and now is finished.




  A small curve of a smile played about her lips. No. I am finished. Or, rather, I would be finished. O Jesu, let me not fail now!
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  I




  [image: ]n the smoky blue mist it was impossible to see anything except more mist. The sun, shrouded and muffled, wore a

  fuzzy circle of light around itself and was the one thing the men could sight on as they attempted to fight. If they could not see the enemy, how could they defend themselves?




  The mist blew and swirled, passing low over the green bogs and mushy ground, hugging the soaked terrain, teasing the men as they tried to extricate themselves from the treacherous mire. It was

  cold and clammy, as unsympathetic as the hand of death, with which it kept close company.




  Above the bog there were a few lone trees, their branches already stripped bare in the autumn gales, standing naked and forlorn above the battlefield. Men struggled toward their grey and

  wrinkled trunks, hoping to climb to safety. Thousands of feet had trampled the ground around the trees into an oozing field. The fog blanketed it all.




  When the fog cleared the next day, sweeping out to sea and carrying the last vestige of confusion with it, the whole of Solway Moss revealed itself to be a sorry site for a

  battle. The mud, reeds, and slippery grass surrounding the meandering River Esk showed the Moss to be aptly named. There, in the southwest corner where England and Scotland met, the two ancient

  enemies had grappled like stags, floundering in the muck. But the English stag had triumphed over its adversary, and the swamp was dotted with leather shields, dropped there by the trapped Scots.

  There they would rot, as the sun would never dry them there.




  One of the English soldiers, herding away his captives, turned to look back at the site, greenly tranquil in the slanting autumn light. “God have mercy on Scotland,” he said quietly.

  “No one else will.”




  Outside it began to snow—gently at first, like little sighs, and then harder and harder, as if someone had ripped open a huge pillow. The sky was perfectly white, and

  soon the ground was, too; the wind blew the snow almost horizontal, and it coated the sides of trees and buildings, so that the whole world turned pale in less than an hour. At Falkland Palace, the

  big round towers reared up like giant snowmen guarding the entrance.




  Inside, the King looked, unseeing, out the window.




  “Your Majesty?” asked an anxious servant. “Pray, what is your wish?”




  “Heat. Heat. Too cold here,” he mumbled, shaking his head from side to side, closing his eyes.




  The servant put more logs on the fire, and fanned it to tease the flames up around the fresh new logs. It was indeed cold, the coldest weather so early in the season that anyone could remember.

  Ships were already frozen in harbours, and the barren fields were as hard as metal.




  Just then some of the King’s field soldiers appeared, peering cautiously into the room. He seemed to see them even through his closed eyes.




  “The battle?” he said. “Have you news of the battle?”




  They came in, tattered, and knelt before him. Finally the highest-ranking one said, “Aye. We were attacked and soundly beaten. Many were drowned in the Esk in the retreat. Many more have

  been taken as prisoners—twelve thousand prisoners in the custody of the English commander.”




  “Ransom?” The King’s voice was a whisper.




  “No word of that. They say . . . they may all be sent to England as captives.”




  Suddenly the King lurched from his seat and stood up, rigid. He clasped and unclasped his fists, and a low sound of utter pain escaped him. He looked around wildly at the soldiers. “We are

  defeated?” he asked again. When they nodded, he cried, “All is lost!”




  He turned his back on them and stumbled across the room to the door; when he reached the door frame he sagged against it, as if a spear had pinioned him. Then, clutching his side, he reeled away

  into his private quarters where they could not follow. His valet followed, running after him.




  The King sought his bed; he dived into it and lay moaning and clutching his side. “All is lost!” he kept muttering.




  One of the chamber servants sent for the physician; another went out to speak to the field soldiers.




  “Is it truly as bad as you reported?” asked the chamber servant.




  “Aye—worse,” said one of the soldiers. “We are not only beaten, as at Flodden, but disgraced as well. Our King was not with us; our King had left us to mope and droop by

  himself far from the battlefield—like a maiden filled with vapours!”




  “Sssh!” The servant looked around to see if anyone might hear. When he was assured that was impossible, he said, “The King is ill. He was ill before the news; the sorrow of the

  loss of his heirs, the little princes, has devastated him.”




  “It is the duty of a king to shoulder such losses.”




  “The loss of both his heirs within a few days of each other has convinced him that luck has turned against him. Once a man is convinced of that, it is hard for him to lead with

  authority.”




  “Like a fainting priest, or a boy with the falling sickness!” cried one of the soldiers. “We need a warrior, not a woman, leading us!”




  “Aye, aye. He’ll recover. He’ll come to himself. After the shock wears off.” The servant shrugged. “The King most like by now has another heir. His Queen was

  expecting to be brought to childbed at any moment.”




  The soldier shook his head. “ ’Tis a pity he has so many bastards, and none of them of any use to him as a successor.”




  The King refused to rise from his bed, but lay there limply, as if in a trance. Some of his nobles came to him, and stood round his bed. The Earl of Arran, the burly head of

  the House of Hamilton and hereditary heir to the throne after any of the King’s own children, looked on solicitously. Cardinal Beaton, the secretary of state, hovered as if he wished to hear

  a last confession. The Stewart cousins, all powerful clans in their own right, stood discreetly about the chamber. All wore heavy wool under their ceremonially bright garments; the weather remained

  bitter cold. In other chambers the King’s mistresses, past and present, lingered, concerned about their children. Would the King see fit to remember them?




  The King looked at them, shimmering and reappearing, sometimes seeming to dissolve, under his gaze. These faces . . . but none of them dear to him, no, not one.




  Scotland had been beaten, he would remember, with stabs of pain.




  “The Queen,” someone was whispering. “Remember your Queen. Her hour is near. Think of your prince.”




  But the princes were dead, the sweet little boys, dead within a few hours of each other, one of them at Stirling, one at St. Andrews. Places of death. No hope. All gone. No hope. No point to

  another; it was doomed, too.




  Then, a new face near his. Someone was staring intently into his eyes, trying to read them. A new person, someone brisk and detached.




  “Sire, your Queen has been safely delivered.”




  The King struggled to get the words out. Strange, how difficult it was to speak. Where earlier he had been reticent, now it was his body holding back, even when his mind wished to communicate.

  The throat would not work. “Is it a man-child or woman?” he finally managed to command his tongue and lips to say.




  “A fair daughter, Sire.”




  Daughter! The last battle lost, then.




  “Is it even so? The devil take it! Adieu, farewell! The Stewarts came with a lass, and they shall pass with a lass,” he murmured.




  Those were the last words he spoke, although, as the physician saw that he was sinking, he exhorted him, “Give her your blessing! Give your daughter your blessing, for God’s own

  sweet sake! Do not pass away without that charity and safeguard to your heir!”




  But the King just gave a little laugh and smile, kissed his hand and offered it to all his lords round about him; soon thereafter he turned his head away from his attendants, toward the wall,

  and died.




  “What meant he by his words?” one of the attendant lords whispered.




  “The crown of Scotland,” replied another. “It came to the Stewarts through Marjorie Bruce, and he fears it will pass away through—what is the Princess’s

  name?”




  “Princess Mary.”




  “No,” said his companion, as he watched the physicians slowly turning the dead King, and folding his hands preparatory to having the priest anoint him. “Queen Mary. Mary Queen

  of Scots.”




  His widow, the Queen Dowager, struggled to regain her strength after childbirth as quickly as possible. Not for her the lingering recovery of days abed, receiving visitors and

  gifts and, as her reward for their well-wishes, presenting the infant for their inspection, all swathed in white lace and taffeta and wrapped in yards of softest velvet in the gilded royal

  crib.




  No, Marie de Guise, the relict—quaint phrase, that, she thought—of His Majesty James V of Scotland must right herself and be poised to defend her infant, like any wolf-mother in a

  harsh winter. And it was a very harsh winter, not only in terms of the flying snow and icy roads, but for Scotland itself.




  She could almost fancy that, in the ruddy flames of the fires she kept continually burning, the teeth of the nobles looked more like animal fangs than human dog-teeth. One by one they made their

  way to Linlithgow Palace, the golden palace lying on a long, thin loch just west of Edinburgh, to offer their respects to the infant—their new Queen. They came clad in heavy furs, their feet

  booted and wrapped round with animal skins, and it was hard to tell their ice-streaked beards from the furs surrounding their faces. They would kneel and murmur something about their loyalty, but

  their eyes were preternaturally bright.




  There were all the clans who came to make sure that they would not be barred from power by any other clan. For this was the greatest of all opportunities, the equivalent of a stag-kill that

  attracted all the carrion-eaters of the forest. An infant was their monarch, a helpless infant, with no one but a foreign mother to protect her: a Frenchwoman who was ignorant of their ways here

  and far from home.




  The Earl of Arran, James Hamilton, was there; had not this baby been born, he would now be king. He smiled benevolently at the infant. “I wish her a long life,” he said.




  The Earl of Lennox, Matthew Stuart, who claimed to be the true heir rather than Arran, came shortly and stood looking longingly down at the baby. “May she have all the gifts of grace and

  beauty,” he said.




  Patrick Hepburn, the “Fair Earl” of Bothwell, stepped forward and kissed the Queen Mother’s hand lingeringly. “May she have power to make all who gaze upon her love

  her,” he said, raising his eyes to Marie’s.




  The red-faced, stout northern Earl of Huntly strutted past the cradle and bowed. “May she always rest among friends and never fall into the hands of her enemies,” he said.




  “My lord!” Marie de Guise objected. “Why mention enemies? Why even think of them now? You tie your well-wishes to something sinister. I pray you, amend your words.”




  “I can amend them, but never erase them. Once spoken, they have flown into another realm. Very well: let her enemies be confounded and come to confusion.”




  “I like not the word.”




  “I cannot promise that there will be no enemies,” he said stubbornly. “Nor would it be a good wish. ’Tis enemies that make a man and shape him. Only a no-thing has no

  enemies.”




  After the lords had departed, Marie de Guise sat by the cradle and rocked it gently. The baby was sleeping. The firelight painted the side of her face rosy, and the infant

  curled and uncurled her fat, dimpled little fingers.




  My first daughter, thought Marie, and she does look different. Is it my imagination? No, I think she’s truly feminine. The Scots would say a lass is always different from a lad, even from

  the beginning. This daughter has skin like almond-milk. And her hair—she gently pushed back the baby’s cap—of what colour will it be, to go with that skin? It is too early to

  tell; the fuzz is the same colour as that of all babes.




  Mary. I have named her after myself, and also after the Virgin; after all, she was born on the Virgin’s day, the Immaculate Conception, and perhaps the Virgin will protect her, guard over

  her as a special charge.




  Mary Queen of Scots. My daughter is a queen already; six days old, and then she became a queen.




  At that thought, a brief flutter of guilt rose in her.




  The King my lord and husband died, and that is how my daughter came to be Queen before her time. I should feel tearing grief. I should be mourning the King, lamenting my fate, instead of gazing

  in wonder at my daughter, a baby queen.




  The child will be fair, she thought, studying her features. Her complexion and features all promise it. Already I can see that she has her father’s eyes, those Stewart eyes that are

  slanted and heavy-lidded. It was his eyes that promised so much, that were so reassuring and yet so private, hiding their own depths.




  “My dear Queen.” Behind her she heard a familiar voice: Cardinal Beaton’s. He had not left with the others; but then, he felt at home here, and never more so than now, with the

  King gone forever. “Gazing upon your handiwork? Be careful, lest you fall in love with your own creation.”




  She straightened and turned to him. “It is difficult not to be in awe of her. She is lovely; and she is a queen. My family in France will be beside themselves. The Guises finally have a

  monarch to their credit!”




  “Her last name is not Guise, but Stewart,” the bulky churchman reminded her. “It is not her French blood that puts her on this throne, but her Scottish.” He allowed

  himself to bend down and stroke the baby’s cheek. “Well, what are you to do?”




  “Hold the throne for her as best I can,” answered Marie.




  “Then you will have to remain in Scotland.” He straightened up, and made his way over to a plate of sweetmeats and nuts in a silver bowl. He picked one up and popped it into his

  mouth.




  “I know that!” She was indignant.




  “No plans to run back to France?” He was laughing, teasing her. “Made from Seville oranges,” he commented about the sweetmeat he was still sucking. “Lately I tasted

  a coated rind from India. Much sweeter.”




  “No. If this child had not come, if I were a childless widow, then of course I certainly would not linger here! But now I have a task, and one I cannot shirk.” She shivered.

  “If I do not die of cold here, or take consumption.”




  It was snowing outside again. She walked across the chamber to the arched stone fireplace, where a huge fire was blazing, by her orders. The baby’s chamber must be kept warm, in spite of

  the wildly bitter weather raging all over Scotland. The Cardinal, who lived luxuriously himself, doubtless approved.




  “Oh, David,” she said, her smile suddenly fading. “What will become of Scotland? The battle—”




  “If the English have their way, it will become part of England. They will seek to grab it one way or another, most likely through marriage. As the victors of Solway Moss, with their

  thousand high-ranking prisoners in hand, they will dictate the terms. They will probably force Mary to marry their Prince Edward.”




  “Never! I will not permit that!” cried Marie.




  “She must needs marry someone,” the Cardinal reminded her. “That is what the King meant when he said, ‘It will pass with a lass.’ When she marries, the crown goes

  to her husband. And there is no eligible French prince. The marriage of King François’s heirs, Henri de Valois and Catherine de Médicis, is barren. If little Mary tries to marry

  a Scot, one of her own subjects, the rest will rise up in jealousy. So who else but the English?”




  “Not an English prince!” Marie kept repeating. “Not an English prince! They are all heretics down there!”




  “And what do you plan to do about the King’s bastards?” the Cardinal whispered.




  “I shall bring them all together and rear them here, in the palace.”




  “You are mad! Better bring them all together and dispose of them, rather.”




  “Like a sultan?” Marie could not help laughing. “Nay, that is not a Christian response. I will offer them charity, and a home.”




  “And rear them with your own daughter, the lawful Queen? That is not Christian, but negligent. You may see your daughter reap the evil harvest of that misguided kindness. Beware that you

  do not nurture serpents to sting her later, when you are gone.” The Cardinal’s fat, unlined face registered true alarm. “How many are there?”




  “Oh, nine or so, I think.” She laughed, then felt guilty about that, too.




  I should feel bad about the King’s infidelities, she thought. But I do not. Why not? I must not have loved him. Otherwise I would have attacked the women and torn out their eyes.




  “They are all boys, except one girl, Jean. His favourite bastard was the one who carried his name, James Stewart. He’s nine years old now, and lives with his mother in the castle at

  Lochleven. They say he’s clever,” said Marie.




  “I don’t doubt it. There’s no one more clever than a royal bastard. They have inordinate hopes. Force him into the Church and tie him up there, if you value the little

  Queen’s safety.”




  “No, the best way is to allow him into the palace and let him learn to love his sister.”




  “His half-sister.”




  “My, you are stubborn. I appreciate your warnings, but I will keep a close watch.”




  “And what of the nobles? You cannot trust any of them, can you?”




  “Yes, I trust the ones who have married the girls I brought with me from France. Lord George Seton, who married my maid of honour, Marie Pieris; Lord Robert Beaton, who married Joan de la

  Reynveille; Lord Alexander Livingston, who married Jeanne de Pedefer.”




  “But the greater nobles are not on that list.”




  “No.”




  Just then the little Queen let out a wail, and her mother bent down and picked her up. The tiny mouth was puckered and quivering, and the big eyes were brimming with tears.




  “Hungry again,” said Marie. “I shall call the wet nurse.”




  “She is a beauty,” said the Cardinal. “It is hard to imagine that anyone would wish her harm.” He tickled the baby’s chin. “Greetings, Your

  Majesty.”




  “All men lamented that the realm was left without a male to succeed,” a young priest named John Knox wrote, slowly and thoughtfully. He looked up at his crucifix,

  hanging above his desk, as he dipped his pen in the inkwell.




  Why have You not provided? he beseeched the cross silently. Why have You abandoned Scotland?





 





  II




  [image: ]he September weather had played peekaboo all day. First there had been a rainstorm, with high, gusty winds that

  were even stronger up on the two-hundred-fifty-foot heights of Stirling Castle. Then the clouds had blown away, going east in the direction of Edinburgh, bringing piercingly blue skies and an

  astringent sense of cleanness. Now black clouds were coming in again, but Marie de Guise still stood in the sunshine and could see a distant rainbow over the retreating storm clouds, which trailed

  a skirt of mist all the way to the ground.




  Was it an omen? The Queen Mother could be forgiven if she was anxious this day; it was her daughter’s coronation day.




  The ceremony had been hastily arranged in an act of reckless defiance of England; it was, nonetheless, supported by all Scotsmen. Almost to a man, they found the bullying and patronizing of

  Henry VIII intolerable and unswallowable. His smug demands and his schoolboyish threats; his lack of any grasp of the idea that Scotland was a nation, not a sack of grain to be bought and sold; his

  cool assumption that he held all the power and therefore must prevail—all these convinced the Scots that they must, and would, resist to the utmost.




  The first thing to do was to break the forced betrothal of Mary to Edward, a betrothal that had as a condition the sending of Mary to England to be raised. Balked in that, King Henry had wanted

  to place her in the care of an English household in Scotland and ban her own mother from her presence. He was determined that she be in English hands at all times; in other words, she must be kept

  from her own people and brought up English, not Scottish—the better to betray their interests later, so his thinking went.




  Henry’s “assured lords,” the captives from the battle of Solway Moss, had turned coat and repudiated the English policy as soon as it was possible, and now the second act of

  defiance was being hurried forward: Mary would be crowned Queen of Scotland this afternoon, to hammer home the fact that Scotland was an independent nation with its own sovereign, even if she was

  only nine months old.




  The date chosen was most unfortunate, thought the Queen Mother: September ninth, the anniversary of the dreadful battle of Flodden Field, where exactly thirty years before, Mary’s

  grandfather had met his end, hacked to death by the English.




  Yet there was a certain stirring defiance in it, as if not only Henry VIII were being challenged, but fate itself.




  She looked up once more at the darkening sky, then hurried across the courtyard to the palace. There was no time now to admire the French work that her late husband had lavished on decorating

  the grey stone palace, down to the whimsical statues he had installed all along the façade. There was even one of her, now looking down at the living model that walked quickly toward the

  entrance of the palace.




  Her daughter was ready, wearing heavy regal robes in miniature. A crimson velvet mantle, with a train furred with ermine, was fastened around her tiny neck, and a jeweled satin gown, with long

  hanging sleeves, enveloped the infant, who could sit up but not walk. Her mother smoothed her head—soon to wear the crown—prayed silently for her, and then handed her solemnly to Lord

  Alexander Livingston, her Lord Keeper, who would carry her across the courtyard in solemn procession to the Chapel Royal. As they passed outside, the Queen Mother saw that the sunshine had fled and

  the sky was black. But no rain had yet fallen, and the baby passed dry in her ceremonial robes into the chapel, followed by her officers of state in procession.




  Inside, there were not many. The English ambassador, Sir Ralph Sadler, who saw in this the ruin of all his master’s plans, stood gloomily wishing ill on the ceremony and all its

  participants. D’Oysell, the French ambassador, hated to be there at all, for his presence would seem to condone it. But King François would have to be informed of all the details, or

  he would punish his ambassador mightily for his ignorance. The other Lord Keepers of the baby Queen constituted an entire row of onlookers. Cardinal Beaton stood ready to conduct the ceremony,

  hovering over the throne.




  The coronation itself was not lavish, or even intricate, as would have been its counterpart in England. The Scotsmen were ready to get on with it, and so, in the simplest manner, the Lord Keeper

  Livingston brought Mary forward to the altar and put her gently in the throne set up there. Then he stood by, holding her to keep her from rolling off.




  Quickly, Cardinal Beaton put the Coronation Oath to her, which her keeper, as her sponsor, answered for her; in his voice she vowed to guard and guide Scotland and act as its true Queen, in the

  name of God Almighty, who had chosen her. Immediately then the Cardinal unfastened her heavy robes and began anointing her with the holy oil on her back, breast, and the palms of her hands. When

  the chill air struck her, she began to cry, with long, wailing sobs.




  The Cardinal stopped. True, this was only a baby, crying as all babies cried, unexpectedly and distressingly. But in the silence of the stone chapel, where nerves were already taut with the

  whole clandestine, rebellious nature of the ceremony, the sounds were shattering. The child cried as at the fall of Man, as if in horror of damnation.




  “Sssh, ssh,” he murmured. But the little Queen would not be quieted; she wailed on, until the Earl of Lennox brought forward the sceptre, a long rod of gilded silver, surmounted by

  crystal and Scottish pearl. He placed it in her baby hand, and she grasped the heavy shaft with her fat fingers. Her crying died away. Then the ornate gilded sword of state was presented by the

  Earl of Argyll, and the Cardinal performed the ceremony of girding the three-foot sword to the tiny round body.




  Later, the Earl of Arran carried the crown, a heavy fantasy of gold and jewels that enclosed within it the circlet of gold worn by Robert the Bruce on his helmet at the Battle of Bannockburn,

  not far from Stirling. Holding it gently, the Cardinal lowered it onto the child’s head, where it rested on a circlet of velvet. From underneath the crown, heavy with the dolour of her

  ancestors, Mary’s eyes looked out. The Cardinal steadied the crown and Lord Livingston held her body straight as the Earls Lennox and Arran kissed her cheek in fealty, followed by the rest of

  the prelates and peers who knelt before her and, placing their hands on her crown, swore allegiance to her.





 





  III




  [image: ]enry VIII unleashed the full force of his fury against the Scots. An army was sent to storm Stirling Castle,

  capture Mary, and sack and burn everything in the surroundings. Men, women, and children were to be put to the sword; Edinburgh destroyed, Holyrood razed, the Border abbeys demolished, and the

  harvest, already gathered in, to be set on fire.




  The English soldiers slashed and murdered their way into Edinburgh. They came down the Canongate and up to the doors of Holyrood Abbey, and entered into the sanctuary. Seeking the Stewart tombs,

  they found the great enclosed monument on the right side of the Abbey, near the altar, and broke into it, desecrating the royal burial places. The tomb of Mary’s father was opened and his

  coffin dragged out into the daylight, mocked, and then abandoned, to lie forlorn in the aisle.




  Scotland wept and lamented. Scotland was wounded and cried out, but there was none to heed or help her. The dead stank to heaven, the children went to bed hungry, in the care

  of whatever relative survived, and the razed streets of Edinburgh smouldered. The Scottish people looked at the ruined abbeys and the deserted churches and sought the only help left, the Divine, in

  a new way. Despite the ban on all Protestant literature, there were smuggled Protestant translations of the Scriptures—William Tyndale’s version, and even copies of the English Great

  Bible of 1539—now coming into Scotland. But where the heretical preachers could not hide, a Bible could be secreted; where God seemed silent in speaking through his erstwhile Church, the

  Church of Rome, he began speaking directly through His Word as revealed in the Scriptures. Preachers were abroad throughout the land, having been trained in Geneva, Holland, Germany. People

  listened to their sermons and found solace in God’s reaching out to them. He offered His hand and they grasped it.




  In Stirling Castle the Queen Mother and her daughter were safe. The ancient castle on its high rock, rising out of the plain, held fast and was beyond the power of the English

  to capture. Inside the palace walls, Marie de Guise fashioned a home for her daughter, with playmates, tutors, and pets. It was a world in itself, high above the Forth valley, looking down on

  Stirling Bridge and the gateway to the Highlands, where a person could vanish in safety from any foreign foes that threatened. There were rare excursions to hawk and hunt and see the countryside,

  before scurrying back to the safety of the rock fortress.




  There were mists. And howling winds and ice-covered hills that sometimes the children went sledding on, using a cow’s skull to ride down the hill behind the castle. There were little furry

  ponies that she and her playmates—all also named Mary, which was such fun—learned to ride on. There were fogs and heather, green glens, and an enormous sky with clouds that raced across

  it like bandits.




  Up in the castle, there was a room in the King’s apartments—empty now—that had round medallions on its ceiling. Little Mary would wander into the room and stare at the carved

  wooden heads in the dim light from the shuttered windows. One of the figures had hands that clutched the rim of the roundel, as if he would escape and leap out into the real world. But he never

  moved; he remained forever on the brink of a new world which he could not enter, gazing down at her from the ceiling.




  Her mother did not like her to be there. Usually she would come looking for Mary and bring her back into the Queen’s apartments, where she lived and had her lessons; where there were

  cushions and a fireplace and a swirl of people.




  Sometime in that mist of early childhood she came to know her half-siblings. Her mother, with odd charity—or was it political astuteness?—had gathered four of her

  late husband’s illegitimate offspring and brought them to Stirling Castle. Mary loved them all, loved being part of a large family; and, as her mother did not seem to find it offensive that

  they were bastards, neither did she.




  James Stewart was stern and grave, but as the oldest, his judgement seemed the wisest and they deferred to it. If he said they should not sled down the hill once more before the light faded, Mary

  learned that he had always gauged it correctly and that if she disobeyed she would find herself in the dark by the time she reached the bottom.




  Before Marie had brought Mary’s half-siblings to spend some time at Stirling, she had assembled another little family for her daughter as well: the four daughters of friends, all named

  Mary, and all the same age: Mary Fleming, Mary Beaton, Mary Livingston, and Mary Seton.




  Mary Fleming was entirely Scots, and also had Stewart blood, but from further back on the wrong side of the blanket: she was the granddaughter of James IV. Mary Fleming’s mother, Janet,

  shared the Stewart family traits of beauty and high spirits, and served as governess to the five little Marys. From the earliest days, Mary Fleming—nicknamed La Flamina—was the

  only one who would take Mary’s dares and outdo her in mischief.




  The other three Marys, although they had proper Scots names and Scots fathers, all had French mothers, ladies-in-waiting who had come over with Marie de Guise. That their daughters should all be

  friends with her daughter gave the Queen Mother great satisfaction, and a feeling of being at home in this fortress in an alien land. Although the mothers spoke French to each other, their

  daughters did not seem either interested or able to learn it themselves, although presumably they could understand some words of it. But the mothers, when they wanted to talk secretly of presents

  and surprises for the girls, could always speak safely in French.




  To differentiate between them, Mary Livingston, robust and athletic, was called Lusty by the others; Mary Seton, who was tall and reserved, was called by her stately surname of Seton, and Mary

  Beaton, who was plump, pretty, and inclined to daydreaming, was called Beaton because it rhymed with Seton to make a pair. Mary Fleming had been nicknamed La Flamina because of her flamboyant

  personality. Only Mary was always only Mary, the Mary.




  The eight younger children romped, fought, had secret clubs, cliques, and codes. They kept pets and played at cards, telling fortunes; they tattled on each other and swore eternal friendship the

  next day. The ninth, James Stewart, presided over their little world with fifteen-year-old solemnity, suspended midway between the world of the adults and that of the children, fully belonging to

  neither. Both sides turned to him for advice about the other.




  Mary was only six months old when she came to live at Stirling, and the whole world was contained in that mountaintop fortress for her. She was crowned there; she took her

  first tottering steps there; her tutors taught her her earliest lessons there in the antechamber off the Queen’s apartments. When she was only three, she was presented with a tiny pony from

  the islands in the farthest north of Scotland, and so she first learned to ride there. Lusty, of course, took to the ponies as quickly as she, whereas Seton and Beaton preferred quieter, indoor

  pastimes. Flamina could ride well enough, but she preferred human adventures to animal ones.




  Mary looked up to James, and followed him about eagerly. When she was very small, she clung to him and pestered him to play with her. As she grew older, she came to realize that he disliked

  being handled and touched, and that such behaviour had the very opposite effect on him. If she wished him to pay attention to her, she had to look the other way and talk to others. Then curiosity

  would draw him.




  One day, when she was nearly four, she wandered away from the upper courtyard where the children were playing ball between the Great Hall and the Chapel Royal, and crept into the forbidden

  King’s apartments. They were always shuttered and dark, but they drew her. The great round medallions on the ceiling cast a brooding presence over the room, as if they were guarding a secret.

  She kept imagining that if she just looked in every corner, and searched hard enough, she would find her father there. He would have been hiding, playing a joke on them. And think how happy her

  mother would be to have her bring him out!




  Heart thumping loudly, she walked swiftly across the huge guard chamber. She already knew that nothing was in here. The room was bare, and there was nowhere for the King to hide. The next

  connected room, the presence chamber, was likewise bare. But there were several little hidden chambers off the King’s bedchamber. She knew they were there; she had seen a map of them. And

  that was where the King was probably hiding—if he was hiding at all.




  But they were the farthest away, and were very dark. She had never dared to go there before. Once, she had got up to the door of the King’s bedchamber and seen, opening off it, the dark

  entrance to the closet. But her courage had failed her, and she had turned back.




  Today she would go. She half wished she had brought Flamina with her. But she knew that her father would not appear if anyone else was there. She had to go alone.




  At the same time, she knew it was only a game. He was not really there; this was just a test of courage she was setting for herself. She crept forward in the dim room, making for the bedchamber.

  Her eyes had become accustomed to the dark, and now she could see much better. She reached the doorway of the bedchamber and peered in.




  There was still a bed there, and it even retained its hangings. She dared herself to get down on her hands and knees and peek under it. She did, almost fainting with trepidation. But there was

  nothing under it but dust and silence.




  Now she had to do it; she had to go into the attached closet. There was no sound at all except her own breathing. She wanted to turn back; she did not want to turn back. She held her breath and

  ran, on light feet, into the room.




  It was horribly dark. It had in it a sense of some presence, and it was not benevolent. She forced herself to walk around the perimeter of the room, touching the walls, but by the time she was

  halfway round, she was so frightened she felt almost sick. Her knees started to shake, and she dropped to all fours and crawled toward the door.




  But then she found herself in an even darker room. There must have been two doors in the room; maybe there were three. How could she get out? Terror overtook her and all logical thought fled.

  She huddled on the floor and shook with the feeling of helplessness.




  Then she heard a noise. The ghost! The ghost of her father! He was coming to keep his appointment, and suddenly she did not wish to see him. Above all, she did not wish to see a ghost!




  “Why, Mary,” said a quiet voice. “Are you lost?”




  She leapt up. Who was speaking? “Yes. I wish to return to the courtyard,” she said, trying to sound dignified. But her knees persisted in shaking.




  “Why have you come here?” The voice ignored her request.




  “I wished to explore,” she said grandly. No need to tell about the ghost, or the possibility of the ghost.




  “And now you’re lost.” The voice held a mocking parody of sympathy. “What a pity.” It paused. “Do you know where you are?”




  “Not—not exactly.”




  “I could lead you out.”




  “Who are you?” She knew the voice; she knew she did.




  The figure stepped over to her, and took her hand. “Why, I’m James, your brother,” he said.




  “Oh! Thank goodness! Let us leave together!”




  “I said I could lead you out.” His voice had a slight catch to it. “And that I would be most glad to do, but in exchange I’d like you to do something for me.”




  “What?” This was very odd. Why was he so strange?




  “I’d like a reward. I’d like the miniature of our father that you have—that you’re wearing this very minute.”




  She had pinned it onto her bodice that morning, as if it would serve to call him forth. She loved it; it was one of the very tangible reminders of him that she had. She liked to study his face,

  the long oval, the thin nose and shapely lips. Secretly she wondered if she looked like him, or would grow to look like him. She knew she did not resemble her mother in anything save height.




  “No,” she said. “Choose something else.”




  “There’s nothing else I want.”




  “I cannot give it to you. I treasure it.”




  “Then I cannot help you. Find your own way out.” Quickly he pulled his hand away and ran for the door.




  She heard his footsteps disappearing, and she was left alone in the dark.




  “James!” she called. “James, come back here!”




  He laughed from the outer chamber.




  “James, I command you!” she screamed. “Come here at once! I am the Queen!”




  His laughter stopped, and in a moment he was standing beside her once again.




  “You can command me to return,” he said sulkily. “But you cannot command me to lead you out if I decide I will stay here with you. I will pretend I was lost as well. So. Give

  me the miniature and I will lead you out. Otherwise we will sit here and be lost together until a guard finds us.”




  She waited, her lip quivering. At last she said, “Very well. Take the miniature.” She refused to unfasten it herself; let James stick himself in doing it.




  Deftly he unpinned it; he must have eyed it for a long time, since he knew how to unfasten it in the dark, she thought. “There,” he said. “You forget he is my father too. I

  wish to have something of his. I promise I will treasure it and never let any harm come to it.”




  “Pray lead me out,” she said. The loss of the pin was so painful that she wanted to get back out into the sun as soon as possible, as if sunlight could restore it in some mysterious

  way.




  She attempted to forget about it; and in days to come she almost managed to convince herself that she had lost the pin in the dark chambers, surrendering it to her father as a

  gift. She was glad when James went away for several months to be with his mother on Lochleven. By the time he returned, she had no clear memory of the miniature.





 





  IV




  [image: ]he wind was whipping across the empty, snow-dusted fields as the little party trotted on. They were on their

  way from Longniddry to the larger town of Haddington; there George Wishart would preach as the Spirit called him, in spite of the warning he had received from the lord of the area, Patrick Hepburn,

  Earl of Bothwell. As they made their way in the dull January afternoon, they kept alert for any suspicious movement. It might be the friendly lords who had promised to meet them here—or it

  might be their enemies.




  Out in front of the party was a slim, straight-backed figure whose eyes swept the road and whose hands clutched a two-handed sword. He was a young man about thirty years old, who acted as tutor

  to the two young sons of Sir Hugh Douglas of Longniddry and who also served as a public notary in the district. His name was John Knox and he no longer knelt in front of crucifixes or begged God to

  reveal why He had abandoned Scotland. The answer had come, by way of George Wishart: it was Scotland who had abandoned God, led astray by the “puddle of papistry.” Knox had in turn

  abandoned his priestly calling and embraced the Reformed Eaith. It was a dangerous decision.




  Outside the walls of the self-contained castle on Stirling Rock where the Queen resided, and beyond the equally self-contained castle at St. Andrews where Cardinal Beaton presided, reformers

  slipped from house to house, carrying their smuggled Bibles and their outlawed messages. Safe from the vigilant eyes and ears of the Queen and Cardinal, they made their converts in a population

  that, if it did not actually “hunger and thirst after righteousness,” at least was eager to try to find new pathways to God. The feeling was abroad in the air, in all Christendom, like

  an undercurrent, a siren song: Come drink at the waters of this well. People came to drink for all the reasons people come to forbidden waters—some out of genuine thirst, others out of

  curiosity, still others out of daring and rebellion. Henry VIII’s Trojan horse was not the bribed and bullied nobles he had sent north, but the reformers who followed in their wake on

  missions of their own.




  George Wishart, steeped in the new brew of Protestant theology from Europe, taught and preached loudly enough that the Cardinal’s ears pricked up, and like a hunting dog spotting an otter,

  he tried to track him down. Wishart continued his bold preaching to large congregations, eluding the Cardinal for a time. Now he was headed for an area very near Edinburgh, in spite of warnings

  from the faithful that the Queen and her henchman, the Earl of Bothwell, were prepared to capture him.




  At the very least, his partisans begged him, do not appear so publicly.




  “What, shall I lurk like a gentleman ashamed of his business?” the missionary had answered. “I will dare to preach if others will dare to hear!”




  Now, across the fields of Lothian, they were making their way in expectation of meeting their supporters from the western part of Scotland. For this they had left the safety of Fife, where the

  largest numbers of converts were.




  John Knox drew up the coarse wool collar of his mantle and peered out across the landscape. By God, let any enemies appear and he’d mow them down! He clenched the sword.




  Men of the cloth were not supposed to carry weapons, that he knew. But am I still a man of the cloth? he asked himself. No, by the blood of Christ! That mockery of a ceremony I went through in

  my ignorance, creating me a priest, was nothing, was worse than nothing! No, unless I hear a clear call, direct from God, I’m not a man of the cloth.




  Wishart preached twice in Haddington, in the church that was the largest in the area. Only a very few showed up to hear him—after the thousands who had thronged to attend

  all his sermons elsewhere.




  “It’s the Earl of Bothwell,” said Wishart afterwards, as they took a small evening meal at the home of John Cockburn of Ormiston. “He’s the lord of this area; he

  must have warned people to stay away.” He chewed his brown bread carefully. He had blessed it and thanked the Lord for it, and now it tasted different. “What is he like, this

  Bothwell?” He looked up and down the table to the men gathered there: Douglas of Longniddry, Cockburn of Ormiston, the laird of Brunstane, Sandilands of Calder. Wishart was not well

  acquainted with Scottish magnates in the Lothian region.




  “A blackguard,” said Cockburn. “A man who betrays everyone. His word means nothing. And ambitious. He’d sell his soul or his mother to advance himself.”




  “He’s already sold his wife!” said Brunstane. “He just divorced her, a fine lady, bom a Sinclair, because he had hopes of ingratiating himself to the Queen

  Mother.”




  “He hoped to get into her bed,” said Cockburn bluntly. “Legally, that is.”




  “You mean he presumed to try to marry the French Queen?” Wishart was shocked.




  “Yes. And he has not abandoned his suit.”




  John Knox wondered if he should speak up. He ate a few more mouthfuls of his mutton stew before saying, “My family has known the Hepburns for generations. We’ve fought under their

  banner in many wars. They are a brave lot, and usually loyal. This ‘Fair Earl’ is an anomaly; but we should not stain the rest of the family by association. One of his castles is only a

  few miles downriver, Hailes Castle on the Tyne. He is probably there right now.”




  “Is he . . . devout?” asked Wishart.




  Knox laughed in spite of himself. “The only altar he worships at is his mirror.”




  Darkness had fallen outside, and the wind picked up. The men grew uneasy, although they tried to hide it. Ordinarily, had each been with other company, they would have pasted over their anxiety

  with extra glasses of wine. But now they just blinked at each other and waited. Finally Wishart rose and said, “Let us read Scripture and pray.”




  They gathered at the other end of the small room, where a meagre fire burned in the stone fireplace. Wishart pulled out his worn Bible and let the pages fall open in obedience to a small gesture

  of his hands. He read from the eighth chapter of Romans, and then led them in prayer.




  Immediately after saying the amens, Douglas informed him that he would be returning to Longniddry that evening.




  Wishart smiled; he had known this would happen, and that it was for the good of all. He turned to Knox and said, “Then you must accompany your master.”




  Knox protested. “Nay, I must be here to protect you! I will slash as Peter did in the Garden of Gethsemane, and I will glory in cutting off the chief priest’s servant’s

  ear!”




  “Return the sword to me, John,” said Wishart.




  Reluctantly, but with complete obedience, Knox handed it over.




  “Now you must return to your bairns, and God bless you. One is enough for a sacrifice.”




  Later that night, as the true night came on and most people slept, Wishart sat up, waiting. Cockburn sat with him; it would have been derelict of him to go to bed and leave his

  guest alone.




  Cockburn was solicitous in adding more logs to the fire and in bringing the preacher heated ale. But Wishart kept staring at the fire, as if in a trance. Finally he spoke.




  “Poor Scotland,” he finally said. “It will be a difficult birth, bringing the Reformed Faith out in the open. But only the Faith can save her.”




  “They have had faith of some sort for a thousand years.”




  “But obviously it cannot sustain them. Look at Scotland! She is about to lose her independence! The English batter her from the outside, and the French run her from the inside. The Queen

  Mother and her ally the Cardinal have set up Frenchmen everywhere in positions of authority. And the little Queen is only four years old, just a puppet.”




  Cockburn drew his blanket round his shoulders. “I fail to see how the Reformed Faith will change any of that.”




  “Oh, it gives people hope—hope that they have been chosen by God. And once someone feels that, he’s no one’s slave—not the English, nor the French, nor the

  Queen’s. Then the Scotsmen will rise up and drive their own destiny.”




  There was a loud knock on the door. Cockburn jumped, but Wishart did not. Cockburn shuffled over to answer it, and found himself staring into the face of the “Fair Earl” of Bothwell

  himself.




  “Ah, there’s Wishart!” said the Earl, nodding toward him. “Well met, sir!”




  Outside, behind the Earl, Cockburn could hear and see a large company of men. There was also a youth, somewhere in age between childhood and manhood.




  “You must surrender to me,” said the Earl. “Come along.” When Wishart rose but did not come toward him, the Earl said, “There is no escape. The house is surrounded,

  and Cardinal Beaton himself is only a mile away at Elphinstone Tower with a company of soldiers. But I promise I will keep you safely myself and never surrender you to the Cardinal.” He

  looked to one side, where the youth had pushed in to stare into the room. “My son, James. He’s just eleven and wanted a glimpse of the renowned Wishart. Well, sir. Are you prepared to

  come peacefully?”




  Wishart looked at him long and sorrowfully. Then he turned his eyes on the boy, who was staring at him with rapt attention. “I am honoured that you came to see me,” he said. Then he

  looked back at the Earl. “Have I your word of honour that you will not deliver me to the Cardinal?”




  “Word of honour,” said the Earl.




  The Earl took Wishart back to Hailes Castle, and the next day he turned him over to Cardinal Beaton.




  The gentle preacher was duly tried and condemned to death. He was strangled and then burnt before the Cardinal, who looked on from a cushioned seat on the ramparts of St. Andrews Castle.




  The strangler asked for the traditional forgiveness from his victim; Wishart leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. Knox, hidden in the crowd, watched as the Cardinal sat, unmoved, a small

  smile playing on his lips.




  At a signal from the elegant Cardinal, the officers of the execution lit the faggots under the slumped body of Wishart, bound upright by ropes to his post. As the flames caught and crackled, the

  executioners scrambled to jump free of the platform. Knox could see the rising column of flames engulf the body of Wishart; the image seemed to waver and shimmer in the fumes and heat. The skin

  blackened and peeled; the eyes burst open and dribbled fluid. The hair and beard caught in an aureole of fire, like a halo, so it seemed to his disciple. Then a pungent and inherently repulsive

  acrid smell wafted on the breeze. It was the stench of scorched and roasting raw human flesh.




  Knox saw the Cardinal bring a lace handkerchief up to his nose. But he, Knox, breathed in the ashes of his friend, taking deep lungfuls of the smoky air, as if he honoured and incorporated his

  spirit in so doing. He had now received the call from God.





 





  V




  [image: ]he Cardinal rolled over and stretched on his silken sheets. It was a glorious May morning, and in the dancing

  reflections of the ocean playing on his bedroom ceiling, he could read the mood of the sea. It was mischievous and inviting. Rather like his mistress, Marion Ogilvy, sleeping beside him, her thick

  dark hair like clouds of oblivion. Oblivion: that was what he had found with her last night. But this morning, ah, he was restored to the world of men and had no need of oblivion.




  A knock on the door startled him. How late was it? By the sun he had assumed it was yet early. Could he have overslept?




  “A moment, please,” he said, reaching for his satin gown. Marion murmured and stirred, opening her eyes. The Cardinal rose from his bed and went across to the door, where the

  knocking continued.




  “I hear you well enough!” he warned them. Whoever it was was rude and disrespectful.




  He opened the door to find a crowd of workmen facing him—workmen with daggers. Or rather, assassins in workmen’s costumes. They surged forward. He tried to shut the door on them, but

  they flung it back open on its hinges and rushed in. Marion screamed as one of the men grabbed the Cardinal by the neck and another raised his knife.




  “Repent of your former wicked life!” the man with the knife hissed. “We are sent from God to punish you! I hearby swear that neither hatred of your filthy person, nor desire

  for your riches, nor fear of persecution moves me to strike you. I do so only because you have been an obstinate enemy to Christ Jesus and his True Gospel!”




  “I am a priest!” he cried. “I am a priest! You will not slay a priest!”




  The knives thudded into him, with nothing between them and his soft white flesh but the thin layer of satin in the robe.




  “Repent of the murder of George Wishart!” were the last words he heard.




  The sun was still only midway to its noon zenith when the people gathered outside St. Andrews Castle saw the sight: the naked Cardinal, his severed genitals stuffed into his

  mouth, was hanging by an arm and a leg from the very spot where he had watched Wishart’s burning two months earlier.




  In the May sunshine, Mary and two of the other Marys—Livingston and Fleming—were waiting for their grooms to bring out the ponies. Today they were to ride the

  little animals all round the pleasure garden beneath the walls of Stirling Castle, called the King’s Knot. The Knot had raised geometric terraces, all planted with ornamental shrubs, with

  roses and fruit trees, like an artificial mountain. But at its base it made a fine riding-path, and the royal gardeners, fertilizing and pruning, did not mind, as they had not begun to work there

  yet.




  Mary had decided that they should have a race. She loved to ride, and to ride fast; clinging to the miniature horse from Shetland, she felt as though she were flying. All too seldom did she have

  the opportunity to ride as fast as she liked, especially on her favorite pony, Juno. Sometimes she was allowed to ride Juno out beyond the castle grounds; that was when her mother and the Cardinal

  took her hawking with her own falcon, Ruffles. She always loved these excursions to the woodlands.




  Waiting in the warm sun, she announced to Mary Livingston that they would race. Lusty, with a toss of her hair, said that was fine with her, but she did not intend to lose. It would have to be a

  true race, not a pretend one.




  The ponies were brought round the corner of the castle ramparts, and all three of the girls rushed to mount their own pets. They were cuddly animals, only about a yard high, their fur thick and

  coarse, with broad little faces. They had been captured in the northern isles and then sent down by ship. Taming them was a long process, lovingly undertaken by the stableboys. But by now they had

  all but forgotten they had ever been wild, and were gentle with their young riders.




  Mary was first in the saddle and the first to trot away, but Lusty came close behind her.




  “Hurry, hurry,” urged Mary in Juno’s ear, leaning forward over her neck. The pony went from a choppy trot to a gentle canter.




  Overhead the sky was bright blue and almost cloudless. A sharp, clean smell of spring permeated the air, brought by winds down from the Highlands in the distance. It was a smell of melting snow

  and warming earth, and the faint perfume of a thousand wildflowers, just springing up on the carpet of new grass in the glens.




  “Move, make way!” cried Lusty, passing Mary on her black pony, Cinders.




  “Faster!” Mary ordered Juno. Juno was faster than Cinders, but not so easily persuaded to run. She obeyed now; and Mary saw herself gaining on Lusty.




  A horn sounded, its note oddly out of place where no hunters were. A groom, riding on a big horse, was coming toward them from the castle grounds. “Stop!” he said, and blew the horn

  again.




  “By the orders of Her Highness, the Queen Mother, you are to return to the palace,” he said, motioning to the girls.




  Mary was angry, and Lusty more so. Their race was being ruined. They looked at each other and thought of disobeying and running off. But they knew they could not outrun the groom on his large

  horse, and so they followed him back to the castle. Flamina had already dismounted and was waiting for them to walk back up the steep castle steps with her.




  The three girls trudged up the seemingly endless flight of steps to reach the castle gateway.




  The Queen Mother was pacing anxiously, and she could barely keep her hands from trembling.




  Do not show them your fear, she told herself. If they are safe in here, do not alarm them. Are they coming? Oh, thank God! she sighed as she saw them enter into the gateway.




  “My treasure, my sweet!” She fell on Mary and embraced her hysterically, weeping on her hair.




  Mary, caught fast in her grip, could hardly breathe. Her mother continued, and her words were puzzling to the little girl. “They stop at nothing . . . worse than beasts . . . against God

  and the True Church . . . evil men . . .”




  Lady Fleming, who was Flamina’s mother and the children’s governess, came over to soothe the Queen and take charge of the little girls. “There are some gowns from the time of

  James IV in a trunk I have just opened,” she said. “Headdresses, too, with gold braid. They are in the little chamber off the Queen’s bedchamber. Try them on and see who can look

  most like her own grandmother.” She waved cheerfully, and the girls scampered off.




  “Now,” she said, taking the Queen’s hand, “at least we know they are safe.”




  Marie de Guise stood shivering in the warm sunshine. “Poor little Beaton—it is her own relative, the Cardinal, that they have killed! Oh, how can I ever tell her? Yet if I do not,

  others will. Oh, Janet!” She turned back to Lady Fleming. “They killed him, hung him up like an animal—I am afraid!” The words came tumbling out. “Next they will come

  for us!”




  “Nay, nay,” said Lady Fleming. “They will not, they cannot. Stirling is the safest fortress in all Scotland. That is why you chose it!”




  “But St. Andrews was supposed to be safe. The Cardinal was fortifying it; day and night the workmen were building it up. And yet—and yet—they got through!” She

  shuddered.




  Lady Fleming raised her head proudly. “Yes, but it was the English he was fortifying it against. He did not suspect his own countrymen. They came disguised as workmen. Who were

  they?”




  “The Protestants—radical heretics, revenging the burning of their leader, George Wishart.”




  “Oh, him!” Fleming waved her hand.




  “I am frightened, Janet, frightened. Who would have thought they could exact such revenge?”




  “Then call in outside help. Call on your mighty kinsmen in France. Your brother Duc François is a mighty soldier and can persuade the King to send ships and arms.”




  Marie smiled nervously. “Not so, not so. The King in France is very ill; all he cares about is fleeing from his disease. It is not easy to get his ear.”




  Together they walked over to the ramparts and stared down at the valley below. They could see the beckoning hills leading up into the Highlands, a place where cool breezes swept down all summer.

  The river lay in its bed like a silver chain in a velvet box. There was no movement of troops, nothing threatening. But then these fanatics did not come in the guise of troops.




  Standing on the windy ramparts, Marie realized, suddenly and profoundly, how completely alone she was. Her ally and adviser was gone. There was no one to guide her in her policy, to protect her.

  She tried not to see in her mind’s eye the Cardinal, swinging on the castle wall, hanging by his bedsheets. Or to picture him the way they said he was now, salted like a side of beef and

  lying in a barrel in the castle’s dungeon.




  They had let Marion Ogilvy go, after forcing her to witness his murder and mutilation. They did not sport with her themselves; they were much too holy for that, these reforming lairds from Fife,

  who had come into the castle in the early morning on a cart, diguised as workmen.




  “Who are these lairds?” Janet wondered out loud.




  “The report is that the assassins themselves numbered some sixteen or so,” said Marie, who had questioned the messenger more closely than had the shocked governess. “But others

  are preparing to join them. They mean to hold the castle for themselves.”




  “What? For themselves? What for?”




  “They are calling themselves the Castilians and sending to England for help.”




  “Ah.” Now it was clearer than ever. “This is all part of the attack on Scotland that never ceases from England. They are determined to swallow us up! Ever since the Scots

  repudiated the marriage contract, the English have been trying to force a new one upon us by military means,” Lady Fleming said.




  At the same time, Marie realized with a sickening feeling, that meant they would never stop. And Scotland had no power to withstand them for much longer, if they were that determined.




  That night, as Marie de Guise made ready for sleep—a sleep she knew would not come—she allowed her attendant of the bedchamber to brush her hair, which had grown

  long.




  Brush, brush . . . the rhythm was soothing, as it began at her scalp and drew itself all the way to the ends, making her scalp tingle. The fire and the candles cast long, jumping shadows

  on the wall, shadows that obliterated the pretty coloured pictures of gods and goddesses, knights and ladies, on the tapestries imported from a safe, ordered place like Flanders.




  Just as the darkness and shadows of Scotland obliterate all that’s sustaining, she thought, her mind set free and drifting by the brush . . . brush . . . brush caresses. It is a

  land at the end of the earth, where men turn into something else. All of Scotland is like this castle of Stirling—ancient and stained with blood, with just a light cover of diverting statues,

  decorations, and distractions like the white peacocks walking the palace grounds around the artificial fishponds. They don’t mean anything, they just take one’s eyes off those misty

  mountains in the distance, or the enemies creeping up the Forth valley.




  Half the nobility seem to dabble in withcraft, she mused. They say Lord James’s mother, Lady Douglas, is a witch, and used her spells to bind the King to her, and Patrick, third Lord

  Ruthven, one of Mary’s own guardians appointed by Parliament, is said to be a warlock himself. The dark powers seem so close here.




  “That is enough, Meg,” said Marie. Her scalp was beginning to hurt from the brushing. “I will take my rest now.”




  “As you wish, Madam.” Meg brought out the lace bed-cap the Queen Mother always wore. She fastened it on her head and then pulled back the bed curtains.




  But there is witchcraft in France, too, Marie thought, as she lay in bed. The Italian Woman, Catherine de Médicis—my brothers tell me she consults with wizards and necromancers,

  with anyone who can cure her barrenness. She would even deal with Satan himself—perhaps even has, for at long last, after ten years, she and Henri Valois have a son, François.

  He was born a year after my own Mary, most inauspiciously, during an eclipse of the sun. Any fool knows this is a bad omen, the worst possible—for what does an eclipse portend but just that,

  an eclipse of the person?—but they attempted to cover it up by designing an heraldic badge for the child, showing a sun and moon and the bold motto: “Between these I issued.”

  Since then the Italian Woman has had a daughter, Elisabeth, and is pregnant again. The devil keeps his bargain. In his own way he is a being of integrity, so those who deal with him say.




  Marie turned over and settled herself more comfortably. She was warmer now; she removed the heavy top cover.




  They said little François was sickly, but he seemed to be growing stronger. Perhaps he was “eclipsed” most at his birth—perhaps that is all the omen meant, she thought.

  Perhaps he will live to be an answer to my Mary. . . . Oh, if only the Cardinal could help me! Oh, David!




  With no one to hear, she wept for her only friend, her only adviser.





 





  VI




  [image: ]carcely half a year later, Henry VIII died, and was succeeded on the throne of England by nine-year-old Edward,

  but in reality by the boy’s uncle and Protector, the Duke of Somerset. The death of Henry VIII did nothing to lessen the ferocious “rough wooing,” as the Scots sarcastically

  called the English military attempts to force the marriage of little Mary to now-King Edward by burning, killing, and looting all over the Scottish countryside.




  As winter turned to spring, the French King François I followed Henry VIII to the grave. His son, the weak, ineffectual Henri II, now ruled France and was much more anxious to please the

  powerful Guise family than old François I had ever been; pleasing them meant, of course, championing the Scots against the English.




  The rebels and assassins of Cardinal Beaton had held out in St. Andrews Castle for months, vainly hoping for English succour. Inside the stout castle walls, with the salted body of the dead

  Cardinal stored in his own dungeon, the murderers alternated between riotous living and deep penitence. Hungry for entertainment and company, certain fathers ordered the tutor of their children to

  bring the boys to the castle. John Knox, the tutor, obeyed, and came in at Easter.




  After some initial hesitation, he took on the mantle of his vocation: he began to preach, minister, and debate with his “congregation,” a congregation in exile. The

  thirty-three-year-old schoolmaster took to the pulpit like a John the Baptist, thundering of the great punishment to come if they did not reject the Synagogue of Satan, the Whore of Babylon, the

  Roman Church with its Pope, the Man of Sin. He whipped them into a frenzy of religious ecstasy.




  The French sent a military force, and by the end of July 1547 the castle was forced to surrender. Knox, captured by the enemy, joined his fellow rebel-prisoners as a convict-rower in the galleys

  of the French fleet.




  Stunned by the French action and hold on Scotland, the English now acted. The Protector himself led an invasion of Scotland, coming up through Northumberland and passing through on the Berwick

  side of the coast.




  He had an army of about eighteen thousand men, of which a third were cavalry. The foot soldiers were armed with muskets; heavy artillery was present, there were a thousand wagons of supply, and

  the might of the English fleet hovered just offshore.




  Scots from all over had flocked to defend their country, and the Earl of Arran had twice as many men as the enemy—some thirty-six thousand. But they had no guns, only Highland archers;

  they had no artillery, only spears; and they had no horses. They marched under a white banner proclaiming Afflicte sponse ne obliviscaris—“The Holy Church Supplicating

  Christ.”




  At Pinkie Clough, beside the town of Musselburgh, some six miles east of Edinburgh, the Earl of Arran dug in to fight. He formed a battle line of four divisions on a piece of high ground, and

  their glittering spears were like four great fields of ripe barley. Or, as an English eyewitness described them, their ranks and spears were as thick as the spikes of a hedgehog. The black-robed

  clergy, standing together, were clearly visible, their tonsured heads looking like rows of helmets.




  Both sides knew full well what they were fighting for. Somerset himself stepped forward and offered to withdraw if only the Scots would agree to let Mary choose her own husband when she was old

  enough, and not to make a marriage for her.




  The Scots answered by hurling themselves on their foes, heedlessly abandoning their strong position. The English ships fired on them, scattering their archers; the cavalry cut them down. Most of

  the dead were wounded in the head, because the mounted soldiers could reach no lower with their swords, lopping off heads and hacking necks. Ten thousand Scots were slain, and the dead lay so thick

  that from a distance they looked like herds of grazing cattle in the green meadow. The white banner with its slogan was pulled out from under a mound of dead clergymen. The mud-stained trophy was

  sent south to be presented to King Edward VI in token of his victory.




  Now even the thick walls of Stirling Castle could not protect its inmates from the horror outside. Amongst the dead, lying somewhere in the slippery mounds of rotting bodies,

  was Malcolm, Lord Fleming—Mary Fleming’s father, Lady Janet Fleming’s husband.




  A swift messenger brought the news to Stirling, and the high-spirited Lady Fleming slumped and leaned against the wall in the courtyard. Over her, statues of the planetary gods in their

  niches—Mercury, Jupiter, Saturn—looked on benevolently. French sculptors had put them up, as though order and beauty could have taken root here, thought Marie de Guise, watching her

  attendant and friend fighting off tears and shock. They put them up on the order of my husband, also dead before his time, dead in a mysterious way.




  “Courage,” was all Marie could murmur. “Courage.”




  Lady Fleming stood up, bracing herself against the wall. “I must tell my daughter, I must tell my daughter,” she kept repeating, and stumbled toward the children’s

  quarters.




  Mary Fleming wept bitterly that night in the bedchamber she shared with her namesakes. They attempted to comfort her, but only by reciting their own losses, losses all too

  Scottish in nature.




  “My father died after Solway Moss,” said Mary. “And my grandfather was killed at Flodden Field.”




  “Both my grandfathers were killed at Flodden,” sobbed Fleming. “All my family has now been killed in battle against the English.”




  “My grandfather died at Flodden as well,” said Mary Seton, in her quiet, sad way.




  “And mine, too,” said Mary Livingston, whose cheerful soul hated the thought of killing and blood.




  “We are all sisters in sorrow,” said Mary, who until that moment had never considered the matter. She knew of her grandfather’s and father’s deaths, but not of the

  subsequent desecration of their tombs and bodies. Thus far her life had been confusing but happy, and her nature was to seek sunshine rather than shadows; to flee the shadows that seemed to pursue

  her so restlessly. But her friends’ sorrows—ah, that was something else. Then there could be no running away from it.




  In the darkest part of the night a few days later, Mary was awakened when a candle was quietly lit in her room. Jean Sinclair, her personal attendant, was moving about, fully

  dressed. Mary could see her gathering clothes up in her arms, lifting the candle to look in shadowy corners. For what was she searching?




  Jean came over to her, sat on the bed, and shook her gently. “You must dress, Your Highness, and warmly. You are going on a secret journey.”




  Mary sat up. Truly, this was a dream. She knew not to ask where, when she had been told that it was secret.




  “Are we going alone?” she whispered, starting to climb out of bed. Mistress Sinclair already had her clothes warming on a stand before the fireplace.




  “No. Your mother is coming, and the four Marys, and master Scott, the schoolmaster, and your guardians, Lords Erskine and Livingston. But that is all.”




  “Are we running away?” Mary began to pull on her heavy wool clothes, the ones she used when she rode or played on the ice.




  “Yes. We are! No one shall ever be able to find us!”




  “Will we stay there forever, and never come back?”




  “Perhaps.”




  “And we will never see this castle again?”




  “Perhaps.”




  Mary dashed about, getting ready, her heart racing.




  Outside in the courtyard the travelling party met by torchlight. They wore hooded cloaks and sturdy boots and carried only the smallest travelling pouches. The adults talked

  together in low voices that did not carry over to the children, who were huddling together. Flamina and Lusty were excited about the midnight ride, Seton resigned to her fate, and Beaton placid and

  calm. But Mary felt her spirits take wing as the adventure began. There was danger in it, and rather than being afraid, she felt reborn, created in it.




  Down the long castle steps the party descended in darkness—they dared not risk flaring torches, not with the English reported only six miles away that afternoon. At the base of the stairs,

  horses awaited them, and the girls were settled behind the adults; no Shetland pony could go as fast as this party intended to race through the night.




  Then they were away, galloping into the darkness, with the head groom from the castle stable as a guide on this moonless night.




  The air was chilly, and the ground was covered in mist, which swirled and made eddies as they passed through it. Mary clung tightly to the back of Lord John Erskine; Mary Livingston was riding

  behind her own father, Alexander.




  In the night Mary could hear sounds of animals in the thickets: herds of wild cattle and deer and the beating wings of startled waterfowl. Weasels and stoats scrambled in the underbrush and

  once—her hair prickled as she heard it—a pack of wolves howled in the darkness.




  It all seemed a dream, the darkness and the jouncing and the alien smells and sounds; and so it was not less a dream when they pulled up by the side of a lake and were met by a boatman. As the

  sky grew milky, and mists were rising from the lake with its reeds standing like yellow sentinels, they were rowed toward a green island with white buildings, glowing in the pearly radiance of the

  dawn. Mary stepped off the boat onto a carpet of spongy green grass and was met by a tall cowled figure.




  “Welcome, my child,” he said, bending on one knee. “Welcome to Inchmahome.”




  His outer robes were black and his cowl so deep she could not clarly see his face. But the voice, soothing and gentle, seemed as much a dream as everything else that magic night and dawn.

  Sighing, she collapsed in the Prior’s arms, carried away by peace.




  She slept three-quarters of the day, and when she finally awoke it was late afternoon. Long, honey-coloured beams of light were coming through a row of windows in what seemed

  to be a large but very plain room. The walls were plastered but not decorated or adorned in any way; the floor was bare stone. The bed she lay on was not soft, but firm, and the sheets were coarse.

  They had an astringent smell, like clean air and things bleached by the sun. And the faint, lingering odour of sweet woodruff clung to them.




  From somewhere she heard the distant sound of chanting. She got up—she had slept fully dressed—and walked slowly over to the open window. Outside she could see trees, very green

  grass, water, and, next door, a small church. The chanting was rising from there. It was faint, and sounded like the far shore of Heaven. She leaned out over the windowsill and let the soft air

  stir her hair, and lay, drowsing, in the beauty of the sun and the floating voices. Never had she felt such peace.




  It was thus that the Prior found her when he returned to his room after the service of None. The little girl was draped over the windowsill, sleeping with a smile on her fair oval face.




  The puir wee bairn, he thought. I had never thought to see my own Queen here in my monastery. She’s a faerie-creature that we have all heard of but no one has ever seen, since they keep

  her locked up at Stirling.




  The Prior, Brother Thomas, was doing penance for “rejoicing in iniquity” as forbidden in I Corinthians 13:5: Charity seeketh not her own, thinketh no evil, rejoiceth not in

  iniquity. For Brother Thomas had been, if not actually joyful at the death of Robert Erskine, the layman who had been handed the priorship of Inchmahome as a royal present, at least rejoicing

  at regaining temporary control of his monastery. Pinkie Clough had claimed young Robert; his father, the little Queen’s guardian, had arrived with the royal visitors and would doubtless

  appoint his second son, John, to take over in Robert’s place. But in the meantime, Brother Thomas ruled again—and quite rightly so, he thought. The ruler of a priory should be a

  monk, not a royal appointee who did not even know the names of the Divine Services! Oh, I must do more penance, he thought wearily, as he entertained these thoughts and even welcomed them.




  He gently touched the little girl’s shoulder and she opened her eyes—delicately coloured amber ones with flecks of gold.




  “Good afternoon, Your Majesty,” he said.




  She stretched unself-consciously. “I fell asleep hearing the most wonderful music. It was like angels.”




  “It was the monks who live here,” he said. “See them walking about, across the cloister?” He pointed down at the bright green lawn surrounded on all sides by an arcade

  with graceful arches. Indeed, black-and-white-robed figures were moving in all directions, their paths crisscrossing. There were only three colours to be seen anywhere: black, white, and green,

  making an exquisite pattern of stillness against movement. Even the stones of the monastery were the same hues—black, white, grey, with touches of green moss.




  “They were praying to God,” Prior Thomas explained. “We all gather in that church to do so eight times a day.”




  “Eight times!” she exclaimed.




  “Indeed. The first time is in the middle of the night. That is our vigil service.”




  “Why?”




  “Why what?”




  “Why do you get up in the middle of the night to pray?”




  “Because we feel closer to God then, when all the world is asleep and we wait for the dawn.”




  Mary yawned. “You must love God very much—more than sleep, anyway!”




  “Not always. But there is obedience, which is a very high form of love. It just does not feel so pretty at the time as the other kinds.”




  Like mystical union, and even suffering, he thought, feeling the welts from “the discipline” under his coarse wool habit. Obedience is a dry, dull sort of love; not a

  lover’s love. But God seems to prefer it—not the least of His peculiarities.




  “You have missed our main meal.” he said. “You must be very hungry. I can have some food sent up straightway. Bread, soup, eggs—”




  “Can I not eat with the monks?”




  “Yes, but—that is later, and I fear the last meal is sparse—scarcely more than a bite or two.”




  “I should like to eat with the monks,” she insisted.




  At her age such things are a game, a novelty, he thought. Monks, and a “fasting supper”—only after years does it become both natural and a sacrifice.




  “As you wish,” he said.




  That night, at the long refectory table, Mary took her place, along with her mother and the other Marys. She watched the robed figures of the monks as they silently broke their

  bread and spooned their soup in slow, rhythmic motions. Beside them, the outsiders’ movements seemed jerky and awkward as they brought the food to their mouths and drank from their wooden

  cups.




  Mary found herself embarrassed by her fellow guests, and longed to eat as the monks did instead. She looked over at her mother, who was chewing a piece of bread with gusto. What was she thinking

  of? Mary tried to catch her eye, but the Queen Mother was completely absorbed in her own thoughts.




  We are safe here on this island, thought Marie de Guise. The English will never find us in this place. But now I know Scotland cannot stand alone any longer. The Battle of Pinkie Clough has

  proved it. This was the end for Scotland as a true independent fighting force. The English will devour her. We must offer ourselves to France, throw ourselves on her mercy.




  The thought of such abject crawling was a bitter one. But if she wished to hold Scotland for her daughter . . .




  She looked over at Mary, seated with the other Marys. The little girl was watching the monks intently, and hardly eating anything. Her eyes followed every movement the monks made as they broke

  their bread and bowed their heads over their soup.




  To her this is all an adventure, thought her mother. The gallop in the night, coming to an island, hiding here with monks . . . but it is no game for me. It is deadly serious; what I decide

  today will determine whether my daughter has a future as Queen of Scotland, and whether Scotland itself has a future.




  But I have decided: We will sell ourselves to France. Pity the Cardinal is not here to catch me saying “we” and “ourselves”—am I become Scots at last? He

  would find that amusing. But if I must choose between England and France as our master, I will choose France; it is my native land; it is Catholic; it is congenial in all the ways that matter. My

  daughter is half French herself. . . . All will be well.




  She picked up her wooden cup and drank deeply from it. The wine therein was French. All good things came from France, so it seemed.




  France . . . Her face grew dreamy in remembering: the sweet autumn days in the family estate at Joinville; the mellow colour of the leaves still on the trees, with the low-hanging sun slanting

  through them; the spicy crackle when she stepped on the leaves which had already fallen; the fresh cider from the apple orchards; the mists in the early morning, rising in the woods during the wild

  boar hunts. . . .




  The decision felt right, right all the way through. Odd how when a decision was absolutely right it presented itself so easily, and slipped through all the sluice-gates of the mind without

  impediment, whereas when it was not right, it was such a struggle to force it through, and then there were the nagging points where it caught, clung, and irritated, she thought.




  The Queen Mother was suddenly debilitatingly tired. It is over, she thought. It is over, it is done. I have decided.




  There remained only notifying France. But that would be simple.




  I am ready for rest, she thought. I have earned it.




  Mother and daughter were sharing the Prior’s room in the upper floor of the west range of the cloister. Brother Thomas had brought out the finest bedding for his royal

  guests and laid down carpets during the afternoon; the Augustine Canons, less austere than some orders, had such items on hand for honourable visitors.




  In the deepest part of the night, Mary came suddenly to a full waking that was preternatural. She lay stiff and still, holding her breath, and it seemed her mother was holding her breath, too,

  and that the whole room was a stone creature that had sense and feeling and was awake, but silent. Outside she could hear the trees on the island, their leaves rustling and sighing in the wind, not

  in a lonely way, but in a deeply comforting companionship.




  Then she heard a stirring from somewhere, a soft swish: the sound of padded footsteps and the brushing of robes. It was the monks, going to their prayers.




  Outside it was completely dark. She crept out of bed and went to the window. There was no moon, but the stars were bright. Against the dark, shiny surface of the lake she could see the moving

  leaves of the giant trees; and from within the church there glowed a faint light.




  The monks were gathering for their prayers in the secret time of the night. She longed with all her heart to join them, and suddenly she knew this was why she had been called awake. Groping for

  her shoes, she pulled them on, and felt for her wool mantle. Taking care not to stumble, and feeling her way painfully slowly toward the door, she managed to edge past her mother’s bed

  without awakening her. She lifted the wooden latch of the door very carefully, and pulled the door open. It did not creak; the monks kept everything in the most perfect working order, as part of

  their service to God.




  It was cold on the stairway leading down to the ground, and Mary pulled her cloak tightly against her chest. She descended the steps and then ran across the wet grass to the side entrance of the

  church. Again, there was a perfect latch on the door and she was able to let herself into the church soundlessly. She crept into the recess of a side altar and hid there in the shadows. The monks

  were already gathered; they must not see her!




  They were seated all along the stone benches on each side of the glittering high altar, flanked by two tall candles. Their cowled heads were bowed, and the mumble of rosaries being recited

  surrounded them like the buzz of bees around a hive.




  

    

      

        

          Ave Maria




          Gratia plena




          Dominus tecum:




          Benedicta tu in mulieribus. . . .


        


      


    


  




  She did not dare to move, hunched there in her stone recess that was cold and covered in a light film of condensation. Time seemed suspended, not to be passing at all. But then, gradually, she

  saw the five tall windows behind the high altar in the east begin to separate themselves from the night. At first they were barely noticeable, a smudge of opalescence in the dark; but slowly each

  hue in them began to glow and become more distinct, until at last there were garnet red and marigold yellow and sapphire blue and twilight violet and sea green, slender long panels of jewels

  forming exquisite pictures in the dawn.




  The monks stirred, and there was a metallic clanking as the incense was lit in its censer. The rich, perfumed smoke rose in soft clouds around the altar and then the chanting began: the Office

  of Matins.




  Te de-um laude-mus. . . .




  The deep, measured cadences rolled upward with the incense. The sun sent a first tiny ray through a purple spear of glass in the window. The Virgin Mary, in her niche near the high altar, seemed

  to glow as the first light caressed her alabaster face.




  Mary nearly swooned with the beauty of it all, with the cold, with her excitement, with the forbiddenness of her own presence. She had been to mass at the Chapel Royal in Stirling Castle, but it

  was a lacklustre, daytime thing: this was magic, a door to another world, a world that overwhelmed her and drew her so powerfully that she felt she could vanish straightway into it.




  The incandescent colours, the mystic smell, the deep, beckoning, otherworldly voices, and the glowing face of the Virgin swirled in her aroused soul. Clutching at the wall, she felt herself in

  the grip of an ecstasy, and, closing her eyes, she let herself be carried away.




  So this is God, she thought, as she slid forward soundlessly, and gave herself up to Him.




  The monks later discovered her sprawled out on the floor of the nave, near a side altar. She was so deeply asleep they feared she was unconscious; but as she was picked up, she opened her eyes

  and smiled, a beatific smile.




  “Is it time for the next singing?” she asked, and the monks laughed, relieved.




  “The Queen of Scots should perhaps become a nun, Your Highness,” they said, in returning her to her mother. “Like the blessed Queen, Saint Margaret. She seems to have a

  vocation for it.”




  “She has a different destiny,” replied Marie. The night’s sleep had confirmed her resolution of the night before. “She must marry, and live in this world.”




  “It is dangerous to ignore a call from God,” said Brother Thomas, in a seemingly playful manner. “God is a possessive lover, and He does not suffer rejection lightly. In fact,

  if He has marked you for His own, He does not suffer rejection at all.”




  “Perhaps at the end of her life, when her earthly duty is over,” said Marie. She found this conversation annoying and pointless.




  “God does not want our leavings, but our first fruits,” persisted Brother Thomas. “However,” he said with an irritating smugness, “he has been known to turn our

  leavings into a sacrifice of the highest order.”





 





  VII




  [image: ]nside the bowels of the French galley, it was stiflingly hot and reeked of unwashed human skin. The rowers had

  been at their oars for hours, and now that it was growing dark they knew their torture would soon be over—for a little while. Only ten or twelve of them had been lashed today, for everyone

  had worked hard, and their master was kindhearted—for an overseer.




  “They’ve sighted the shoreline near Dumbarton,” announced the master. “Tomorrow we put in. Rest for a few days—then back to France.”




  “Here we take on board the Queen?” muttered a tall, sinewy rower. His shoulders bore the fading marks of a not-so-recent lashing.




  “Yes, and all her train,” replied the master. “Some fifty or sixty young people and their preceptors.”




  “Bah!” said the rower. “So it is to come about, is it? The little Queen is to go to France, there to drink of that liquor that should remain with her all her lifetime, for a

  plague to this realm, and for her final destruction.”




  “What do you care, Knox?” said a fellow rower. “It means a rest for us, that’s all it means. I should think you’d welcome it. Who’s up on deck—does it

  matter? We never see them.”




  “We can feel them,” pronounced Knox. “Their presence pollutes the air!”




  “Do you speak of the Queen in such terms, man?”




  “The Queen is a child who is half French and now to be wholly indoctrinated with that unhealthy, twisted manner of thinking. No, she’s not my Queen!”




  He stretched his cramped arms. It had been over a year since he was captured by the French when St. Andrews Castle fell; he had been rowing in the galleys ever since. There had been the ship of

  Rouen, and even a fairly pleasant stint on the Loire River, although he had never been allowed up on deck to see the fabled châteaux. Now, for the past few months, he had been serving in the

  fleet of more than a hundred ships that the French King sent out to do a double duty: to land troops on the eastern coast of Scotland, at Leith, to man the garrisons and rout the English; and then

  to sail around the northern tip of Scotland—what miserable sailing that had been, no galleys before had ever attempted such a voyage—and land on the western coast of Scotland. There, at

  the stronghold of Dumbarton Castle, perched on its rocky heights above the Firth of Clyde, was the little Scots Queen, waiting to be conveyed to France.




  John Knox had almost wept when he saw his native country from the tiny portholes of the rowing deck earlier on the voyage. The spires of St. Andrews had swum tantalizingly at a distance.




  “I shall preach again there someday,” he said solemnly.




  “O’ course you will,” muttered the man next to him, a murderer and cutpurse whom Knox had attempted, with singular unsuccess, to convert to the True Gospel.




  And now he could see the great boulder—for so it looked from a distance—of Dumbarton from out of the porthole frame. A tiny castle was visible, clinging to the top.




  She’s waiting up there, he thought. That misguided little child, steeped in the abominations of Popery. And next to be dipped, like Achilles in the River Styx, in the river of frivolity

  and falsehood that is France: to the ruin of her character and the misdirection of her education.




  Scotland must not be served so. No, she must not, he thought.




  The moment of parting had come. In all the excitement—in the hasty French lessons, and the selection of Shetland ponies as gifts for the French royal children, in the

  clothes-fittings and farewell banquets—five-year-old Mary had not realized that her mother would not be coming with her.




  They had never before been separated. And now, with the wind whipping and snapping the pennants on the ships, with the waters of the Firth jumping in the sunlight, with the large number of lords

  and ladies assembled for the boarding, she suddenly felt sick. She clung to her mother.




  “I cannot leave you,” she said, her eyes filling with tears. “I cannot, I cannot!”




  Marie de Guise, tears choking her own throat, begged the Virgin for the strength to hide her distress. “My dearest child, do not cry. I will follow as soon as I may,” she said.

  “There is yet business to attend to here. When I have secured your kingdom, when I have made sure no one will ever take Scotland from you, my darling, then I will come to France.”




  “Will it be soon?”




  “It depends how much of a fight the English put up!” She attempted to joke. “Now, ma chérie, dry your eyes.” She handed Mary a lace handkerchief.

  “That’s my fine girl.”




  She looked into her daughter’s eyes, trying to memorize them, to hold that look in some part of her mind where she could see it forever. “You go to those who love you,” she

  said. “The little Dauphin—he is younger than you, and not so strong. He longs for a playmate. You will seem the answer to his prayers. And you will learn, my angel, that fulfilling

  someone else’s prayers is the same as having your own fulfilled.” She hugged her. “God keep you—the Blessed Virgin hold you.”




  Mary hugged her back, pressing up against her and shutting her eyes.




  The onlookers cheered, and began to tease.




  “La Reinette must come aboard her humble galley,” said the nobleman who represented Henri II. “France is eager to embrace you!”




  Knox, peeping out of the porthole, could just see the small figure of Mary in her blue velvet gown and its matching hat with a curling feather. The fat cow of a Queen Mother was there also, he

  thought. And all the grinning Frenchmen, like apes in satin. And the red-haired brood of children—half of them Stewart bastards—going along as well.




  Pfah! I hope they will all be seasick and soil their fancy selves all the way to France! he thought, just as the overseer flicked him with the lash to make him take his place at his station.




  John Knox got his wish. All the members of the little Queen’s entourage were deathly ill with seasickness, for the winds were tempestuous and the waters stormy almost all

  the way to France. Indeed, Lady Fleming was so ill she begged the captain to put in at Cornwall and let her go ashore; at which the Frenchman, Monsieur de Villegaignon, made the ungallant response

  that she could go to France by sea or drown on the way.




  Only one member of the party was not sick: Mary herself. She seemed to delight in the excitement of the gales, and in the crisis of the broken rudder off the coast of Cornwall. Eagerly she clung

  to the ship’s railing—without Lady Fleming there to supervise her—and watched the sailors straining to fit a replacement. Her brother James Stewart, determined as usual to know

  everything that was going on, struggled up on deck to watch for a few minutes. But the heaving decks soon made him nauseated again and he staggered back to his cabin.




  For several days the captain was unable to land along the western coast of France, in Brittany. When finally he could put in, it was near the little town of Roscoff, at a rocky spot in the heart

  of smugglers’ and pirates’ territory.




  Mary was eager to go ashore and the rowboats were readied; she was in the first group to land. Fishermen and townsfolk, drawn by the sight of the huge, battered galleys, had gathered on the

  shore and now stood by to welcome them. Mary was helped out of the boat to take her first step on French soil by a muscular Breton whose hands smelled of fish. It was August thirteenth, 1548.




  At first she thought it looked no different from Dumbarton. It was the same landscape of deep blue, vexed sea, and harsh rocks along the coast.




  But as the royal party went inland—conducted ceremoniously by the Lord of Rohan and the nobility of the district, who had hurried to meet them—the land suddenly began to look

  foreign, and Mary knew she had come to a new and strange place.




  As they passed through Normandy, the country became flat, green, and well-watered, with many thatch-roofed farmhouses. There were apple orchards and cows everywhere, and at dinners hosted by the

  local lords en route, they were proudly served delicious, rich dishes made with apples, butter, and cream: pancakes with Calvados; apple flans and caramels. Even the omelets seemed magical, and not

  to have come from the humble egg at all, they were so fluffy and light.




  At length they reached the Seine, where a decorated barge awaited them, sent by the King. They were to take it upriver to the Château of St.-Germain-en-Laye, where the French royal

  children—les enfants de France—would receive them.




  The barge was wide and comfortably appointed with luxurious touches: a fully staffed kitchen, a dining room with goblets and gold plates, beds with gold leaf on the headboards, privy

  stool-closets hung with crimson velvet and perfumed with fresh irises in a silver vase fastened to the wall.




  It was at this point that the Scots children began to feel uncomfortable, being surrounded by a silvery-soft language they could not understand, and realizing that in only a few days they would

  come face to face with the French children in the royal nursery. What if they were horrid little things—crying, whining brats who cheated at games, tattled, and teased? Until that moment

  “the French children,” “the Dauphin,” and “the princesses” had had no real significance to them.




  And if the Dauphin and Mary did not like each other, what then? Would the alliance be abandoned, or would they be forced to marry, regardless?




  Slowly the royal barge made its way up the Seine and its wide green valley, past Rouen, past Les Andelys, past Vernon, past Meulan, and then finally to the landing stage for St.-Germain-en-Laye.

  A large pier, its posts painted in gold, red, and blue, flew the royal standard of Valois from its staff.




  An attendant hurriedly sent his assistant ahead to the château, and arranged for horses to transport the guests, although the distance was not great—the château lay on the

  upper banks of the river. Big, sleek beasts with heavy leather saddles were led forward, and the Scots stared at them. They were so rounded and gleaming they did not seem the same animals called

  “horses” in Scotland.




  The gravelled path to the château was planted on both sides with tall, slender trees, like a sacred grove in ancient Greece. And then, looming before them, on a ridge above the river, was

  the grey building of the château.




  Servants and attendants now appeared to accompany them up the path and into the courtyard. Their horses were taken and they were escorted into the Salle des Fêtes, a richly decorated hall

  on the west side of the courtyard.




  Mary looked all around her at the high ceiling and the light colours of the wall decoration: pinks, pale aquas, yellows the shade of meadow wildflowers. The men and women in the paintings were

  wearing thin, transparent clothes that allowed her to see through them as if they were naked. She was studying this when suddenly a deep voice announced something in French, and everyone was

  still.




  The farthest door of the hall opened, and out came three children, two girls and a boy. Only two could walk properly; the third swayed back and forth on her baby feet and had to be helped by the

  others. They came toward the Scots, and instinctively Mary went forward to meet them.




  Across the wide floor of the Salle des Fêtes, the children approached each other, with everyone watching.




  So this little boy must be François, the Dauphin, thought Mary. He had a fat little face and slanted eyes, and his tight, curvaceous mouth was clamped shut. The pale eyes were wary. He

  was very small, but pudgy.




  Immediately, Mary felt protective of him, as she did of the small wounded animals that she had insisted on nursing back to health at Stirling whenever she had found them lying injured on the

  heath or limping about in the palace courtyard.




  “Bonjour. Bienvenue à St.-Germain-en-Laye. Je suis Prince François, et ces sont mes soeurs, les Princesses Elisabeth et Claude.” The little boy bowed

  stiffly.




  “Je suis Marie, votre amie et cousine et—fiancée,” responded Mary, using almost all the French she knew.




  Then, to the delight of all the onlookers, the two children smiled at each other, laughed, and joined hands.




  It was the first time many of the French courtiers had ever seen François smile.




  Although the King and Queen were not at St.-Germain at the time, they had assured Mary, la Reinette d’Ecosse, of a proper welcome in the person of Diane de

  Poitiers, the King’s mistress. Indeed, when Mary first beheld her coming into the salle, she assumed she was looking at the Queen, so beautiful was the Moon Mistress. Her hair was

  silver, her skin pale, and her satins were a shimmery white and black. She seemed to glide across the floor, like a faerie creature, and François and Elisabeth greeted her as warmly as if

  she were their own mother. Mary immediately gave the proper, prescribed respect to the woman as Queen, only to have her smile and say, “No, no . . .” and then a string of the

  unintelligible French followed.




  Patrick Scott, a member of the company of Scottish archers at court, hastily came to Mary and bowed. “May I offer my services as a translator, Your Highness? The Duchesse de Valentinois,

  Madame de Poitiers, thanks you for your kind greetings, and wishes you to know that, as the honoured friend of the King, and in his name, she welcomes you to France. The King hopes you will find

  all happiness here, as the wife of his son, and among his people as their future queen. He longs to see you, and will be coming soon from Italy, where he is campaigning.”




  At this delightful game where one person spoke for another, Mary giggled. Then François did, also, for it was the first time he had ever heard the Scots language. The rest of the parties

  on both sides joined in the laughter.




  The Duchesse gestured, and palace servants took their stations and stood by to show the Scottish guests to their quarters. She spoke, in her pretty voice, and then Patrick Scott explained.




  “Queen Mary, you are to share a room with the Princesse Elisabeth. It is the King’s wish that you should live like sisters. I myself have chosen the furnishings, and I hope they are

  to your liking. Shall you come and see them now? Perhaps you wish to rest after your journey?”




  Used to the debilitation and lassitude of François, the Duchesse was surprised when Mary exclaimed. “Oh, no, I am not tired!” and almost jumped up and down. But then she added

  politely, “But I should very much like to see the furnishings which you have chosen for me, Madame.”




  The Duchesse then led them back, through a long, vaulted gallery and up the main staircase, until at last they reached a suite of apartments above the second storey that overlooked the long

  slope down to the Seine, which shone like a little ribbon in the afternoon sun. It seemed to Mary that she had never been in such a huge building; the rooms went on and on, an endless series of

  doors and entrances disappearing behind the rustling gown of the Duchesse, which scattered light like the surface of a liquid, and quivered at each movement.




  She showed them into a large, sunny room that was panelled in a tawny wood.




  “Here it is, Your Highness. Your quarters. The royal nursery.”




  The little beds, one on each side of the room, their frames carved with birds, leaves, and flowers, were bright with blue and gold hangings. There were child-sized tables and chairs; mirrors

  that hung at their eye level; wool rugs that made the floor as soft as moss. And in one corner, on a stand, was a wooden model château—it opened up on hinges to reveal miniature rooms

  and furniture inside. Mary rushed over to it and peeked in its tiny windows. Inside was a magical world, like a dream.




  “Oh, Madame,” she said. She could not think of any words to express her wonder.




  “It is yours to play with, and furnish, as you will. Look—here are the dolls that live in it.” Diane pointed to a group of figures in the model courtyard. To Mary’s

  amazement, she recognized herself there. She picked up the doll, staring at it.




  It had real hair, exactly her colour. It wore a hawking costume in green velvet, exactly like her own. And to the doll’s wrist was attached a faux hawk, made with real feathers,

  identical in shade to the one she owned.




  “Is it like Ruffles?” The Duchesse was smiling, looking at Mary, and suddenly Mary felt transported to Heaven, where she was cherished, safe, and shown wonder after wonder. She did

  not feel at home, but in some place infinitely better and more tender. She flung her arms around the Duchesse’s neck and began to cry with excitement and joy.




  “Hush, hush, ma petite.” The Duchesse smoothed Mary’s hair. “No need to cry.” Over Mary’s shoulder she motioned to the chamber attendants. Clearly the

  little Queen of Scots was overtired from the excitement and strain of the long journey, and needed to rest, regardless of what she said. And it was time for the Princesse Elisabeth’s nap as

  well. It would be good for them to take their rest together.




  “How did you know my f-falcon’s name?” Mary asked, wondering how that miracle had come about.




  “Why, we know a great deal about you, because everyone in France is curious about the brave little Queen who had to flee and take refuge from the English. Here you are already a romantic

  figure, and we are all in love with you.”




  “But Ruffles—how did you know?” Mary persisted.




  “From your relatives here, child. Your grandmother Antoinette de Bourbon, and your mother’s brothers, the great François and Charles, Cardinal of Lorraine. They feel as if

  they know you, as your mother writes and tells them everything. Soon you will meet them and they will see you in person.”




  Mary’s own nurse, Jean Sinclair, came forward to help her over to her bed. “The Princesse Elisabeth needs to rest now, and it would be polite if you would lie down as well,”

  she said, and Mary, for once, acquiesced. She was curious to try out the French bed. It had a gilded stepstool beside it—what other wonders did it have?




  When all the attendants except her Scottish ones had left, and Mary lay in the soft bed, with its feather mattress and huge feather pillows, covered with a white wool blanket, the Duchesse came

  to draw the bedcurtains. “Welcome to France,” she whispered, and kissed Mary’s forehead gently. “This is for you.” She handed her a satin pillow stuffed with fragrant

  herbs. “Put this under your neck and pretend you are lying down in a spring meadow, watching the clouds drift by, falling asleep. . . .”




  Mary sighed, clutched the scented pillow, and did as the Duchesse said, giving herself up to a sensual, indulgent sleep.




  The next morning Mary awakened to sunlight. She remembered immediately where she was: in this foreign nursery where everything was miraculously child-sized. Then she heard

  murmurs in that new language that sounded as sweet as the herb-pillow smelled.




  “Bonjour, Mesdemoiselles. It is a beautiful day. Come, there is a surprise for you. The Queen of Scotland’s little horses are here! Dress quickly, and see them!”




  Mary’s clothes had all been aired, pressed, unpacked, and put away while she slept. Now Jean Sinclair—or Jehan St. Claire, as she was to be called in France—had laid them out

  for her already.




  She and Elisabeth were taken to another room, where breakfast—le petit déjeuner—was being served to the Dauphin as well as the four Marys and the three Stewarts. The

  table was heaped with baskets of fruit, shiny loaves of bread with braided designs, and several large round things on platters, with wedges cut out of them.




  François was already seated, in a special chair with high legs, and had helped himself to very little. He was staring at the plate sullenly, but looked up when Mary came in, and

  smiled.




  The Stewart brothers, James, Robert, and John, eyed the spread suspiciously.




  “What is that?” asked Robert, pointing to the wheel-shaped thing of pallid color.




  “C’est fromage, de Normandie.”




  “What is that in French?” asked Mary, pointing at a bowl of peaches.




  “Pêches,” said François.




  “Pêches,” repeated Mary.




  The French laughed at her pronunciation.




  “Pêches,” she repeated, correcting herself. “And this?” She indicated a jar of fruit jam.




  “La confiture,” said François. He looked pleased with himself; he felt quite knowledgeable.




  “La confiture,” she repeated, mimicking the accent well. “And this?” She picked up a loaf of bread.




  “Du pain! Du pain!” chorused the French children.




  Taking a sample of everything she named, Mary had soon eaten so much her stomach felt uncomfortable. But the children had enjoyed the meal, and getting to know one another. Now they were anxious

  to go outside and see what the Queen of Scotland—la Reine d’Ecosse—had brought: a gift of miniature horses.




  Out in the courtyard the shaggy little beasts were waiting, saddled and ready. Mary’s own pony, Juno, was there, as well as Lusty’s Cinders. There were a dozen others, all from the

  isles so far north of the Scottish mainland, most of them dark brown and all of them with thick, rough coats.




  “You may choose your favourite, my dear François,” said Mary, gesturing toward the ponies.




  He smiled, not understanding the Scots language, but comprehending the gesture.




  He walked directly to one of the smallest animals, which had a white star on the forehead.




  “I would like that one, s’il vous plaît!” he exclaimed. “And I will call her—Marie! In honour of my bride and guest!”




  Everyone laughed.




  The next few days were spent exploring the Château of St.-Germain-en-Laye in the warm days of August. The flat roof of the palace had been transformed with trees in tubs

  and flowers in planters, with little benches and awnings to make a pleasant place for people to stroll about and view the countryside and the Seine valley below. The King planned to build an

  adjacent palace just on the edge of the slope, with terraces farther down, which could be reached either directly from the palace or by long flights of stairs on either side at a lower level.

  Construction would begin soon.




  The King, though kept away by affairs of state—he was inspecting coveted regions of Italy—sent a steady stream of letters north and assured the new arrivals that he and the Queen

  would be coming as soon as events permitted. In the meantime, they were to consider that Madame the Duchesse de Valentinois was acting entirely on His Majesty’s behalf.




  The Duchesse arranged for Mary’s relatives, the Guises, to come to meet her. She also found a Scotsman who was fluent in French to serve as a permanent translator. It must needs be a

  Scotsman, as no one but natives spoke either English or Scots; even the ambassadors posted to London from France, Spain, and Italy did not speak English. It was a minor language, utterly insular

  and useless, and shunned by the diplomatic community. But some Scotsmen sought service abroad, and here in France there were bilingual men to be found.




  The three most formidable Guises—mother and eldest sons—came to St.-Germain in splendour, riding from their Hôtel de Guise in Paris. The old Duchesse

  Antoinette, mother of twelve children, straight-backed and straight-natured (she kept her coffin in the gallery outside her room, so she must see it as she passed to mass every morning), the idol

  and loving support of her daughter, Marie de Guise, was dressed, as always, in black. Her formidable warrior-son, François, called “le Balafre” from a battle-wound on his cheek,

  now thirty and the same age as the King, rode up on a huge chestnut charger. And his younger brother, Charles, who had crowned Henri II and become a cardinal only five days later at the age of

  twenty-three, rode on a silver-bedecked, crimson-satined mule. Together they were coming, like the Magi, to view this child in whom they had great hopes—this Princess and Queen who had

  appeared, like a star in the north, to guide the Guises to final glory. For, married to the Dauphin, yet knowing her family loyalty and instructions, must not Mary of Scotland prove to be their

  patron saint? And any child she had would be a quarter part Guise and they would be elevated to the ranks of royalty at last.




  True, they claimed descent from Charlemagne, but that was in the mythical, misty past, and this reputedly clever, pretty little girl was both the present and future for them, a much more solid

  thing. . . .




  So they took their journey eagerly and made their way up the steep slope to the château, thankful that the usual Guise luck held and they could meet her before the King and Queen did. Of

  course there was the troublesome Madame de Poitiers already installed there and living with the children, but she was only a reflection, in political terms, of the King—just as her symbol,

  the moon, emitted no warm light of its own, and Diana the huntress must always give way to Apollo.




  Not that Henri II, that sad, timid, unimaginative man, was any Apollo. Yet he liked to think himself so, and the court flatterers obliged him.




  At St.-Germain, they were shown into the grandest room, the Salle des Audiences. If this was intended to overawe them, it failed. As a ploy, it was too transparent. Their own château of

  Meudon had equally impressive rooms. Now the Italian Woman, the Queen, she was more subtle . . . one never knew exactly where one stood with the Italian Woman, or what her secret designs were.




  Madame de Poitiers brought little Mary Stewart—or Marie Stuart, as she was to be known in France—into the hall. The little girl, dressed beautifully in a russet gown that matched her

  long, curly hair and reflected the blush of colour on her cheeks, came forward shyly.




  The adults all made obeisance to her, as an anointed and reigning Queen. She stared at the tops of their hats and then gave them leave to stand up. They all looked at one another for a long

  moment until the Duchesse de Guise commanded through the translator, “Come here, child, and let me look at you!”




  Mary walked slowly over to her grandmother. Was this truly her mother’s mother? She did not look like her. Was this the mother who had held Marie de Guise, taught her, and written long

  letters to her in Scotland? She had seen her mother wait for them and read them eagerly.




  Mary presented herself to this stern-looking woman. Then the lady smiled, held out her arms, and enfolded Mary in them.




  “Thank you for coming to us,” she murmured, but of course Mary could not understand her, and the words were too soft and personal for a translator to interpret them. She understood

  the intent, though, and hugged the old woman back.




  “Now you must meet your uncles,” said her grandmother, pulling back and indicating them.




  “Your mother is my firstborn, my oldest child. My favourite, I think! And my next-born is François here, Duc de Guise, who is a great soldier of France, champion of the King, and

  eager to do service for you whenever you require it. They call him fearless—and truly he is well known for his courage, which he has proved over and over.”




  Duc François came forward and kissed her hand.




  “My next son, Charles—oh, he is altogether different. He is a scholar and a churchman, although there are those”—she put her arms affectionately around the shoulders of

  her two tall sons—“who think he is more handsome than his brother here.”




  This was dutifully translated.




  “I am sure His Majesty the King would be well pleased to see Cardinal Charles direct his niece la Reinette d’Ecosse in her education,” said Madame de Poitiers.

  “Certainly there is no one better qualified.”




  The Guises all smiled. So the King had already decided that. So much the better.




  “Do you know Latin, Marie?” asked the Cardinal.




  “Not yet.”




  “Ah, yes, soon enough. First there must be French!”




  “I believe His Majesty will arrange that as soon as he comes. She makes good progress in learning it every day on her own, and has no accent at all, but it may be necessary to send the

  other Scots children away, lest she talk to them and impede her development in French. We shall see.”




  “Indeed.” The grandmother nodded. “Soon all things will become clear.”




  “I think you will find her almost entirely French already,” said Madame de Poitiers. “It must be in her blood.”




  A month passed before the King arrived at St.-Germain, a month in which Mary and her playmates were free to roam the château and its grounds, to ride and walk along the

  riverbanks and see the autumnal countryside sunk in mists and morning chill. Mary and François genuinely liked one another; if François’s timidity and frailty brought out all

  her gentle feelings, her vitality and happy disposition seemed like sunshine to him, warming and cheering his bleak and lonely nature. He was a year and a month younger than she, and looked up to

  her in the way a child does to whom a year is a very grand thing.




  When Mary and the King did meet, it came about in a very informal way, to the disappointment of foreign ambassadors lurking about hoping to catch the historic moment. The King had just entered

  the courtyard of the château, with his entourage, when Mary and her four Marys and François rode out from the stables on their ponies. Dressed in bright velvets, they looked like a

  procession of dolls, little feathers waving on their hats.




  Enchanted, the King dismounted and walked over to the trotting party, holding up his hands.




  “Are these faerie folk, riding out into a magic forest?” he said, smiling. He took off his riding hat and looked for François. To his surprise and delight, he was there,

  sitting jauntily in the saddle.




  “Papa!” he cried. Then he turned to Mary and said, “This is my father, the King! He has come at last!”




  Mary stared at him, seeing a man with a long, thin face and slanted eyes. The mouth was smiling, but the eyes were unreadable.




  “Bonjour, Your Majesty,” she said quickly, and smiled back at him.




  What a pleasing voice she had, the King thought. And that smile! It was radiant.




  “Good morning, Your Majesty,” he replied, and then, to his surprise, Mary came over to him.




  “I am so happy to be here,” she said simply. “I love France! And I love François, the Dauphin!”




  The King was relieved; so relieved he felt as though some mysterious benefactor had suddenly paid all the outstanding debts of the Crown. (It was a scene he often wistfully envisioned, so he

  knew full well how he would feel.) The girl was normal! Well-formed, well-spoken, pretty, sprightly! In exchange for taking on the burden of Scotland—a burden that grew greater every

  day—he had received a treasure after all. His François would be cherished, and would respond in kind, and if anything could promise him health. . . .




  “Postpone your ride for a few moments,” he said, “and come inside with me—all of you!” he ordered.




  His heart was singing, or as close to singing as it ever got.




  The next day was rainy, with a cold, penetrating, intermittent rain that stripped the golden leaves off the trees and turned their limbs into black skeletons. There would be no

  riding that day; but the children, with the first excitement of staying indoors—before it had grown stale and confining—looked forward to playing rois et reines: kings and

  queens. They had decided to act out the story of Charlemagne and have him meet an evil queen of the forest who was holding four princesses captive (after first feeding them poisoned mushrooms to

  put them to sleep), and rescue them, with the help of his knights. François, of course, got to be Charlemagne; the four Marys were the victims of Mary, who got the best role as the evil

  queen, and the three Stewart boys were Charlemagne’s knights. They built a castle of stools and boards, and created a forest by ordering the servitors to bring in the tubbed greenery from the

  terrace. The valets de chambre were displeased about the mess, but François ordered them most imperiously to hold their tongues and do as they were told.




  The game was well under way when François had to seek out the garderobe in a corner chamber. The greengage pears he had eaten for petit déjeuner had upset his digestion, so

  the Great and Mighty Charlemagne had to go relieve himself in the midst of a charge against the castle.




  “Look your last upon your victims, villainess!” he cried to Mary. “Prepare to die! I shall return!”




  When a few moments later the door opened, the last scene of the drama recommenced: the maidens lay back down stiffly like marzipan dolls, the knights flourished their daggers, and Mary drew

  herself up for the final battle. But instead of the great Charlemagne in his breastplate—made by strapping two meat platters together—in stepped a squat little woman.




  “What is this?” she demanded. “What is this mess?” She looked with distaste at the tub-forest, the stool-fortress, and the soldiers’ tents made of bed hangings.

  “Where is the Dauphin?”




  When no one answered her, she ordered, “Remove these things! Clean up this mess! Who gave you permission? Servants’ children, having the free run of the nursery—your parents

  will answer for this!”




  Still no one obeyed—partly because they could not understand the exact words, although they understood the intent well enough—and the woman became enraged.




  “I tell you, do as I command! Are you deaf, you little urchins?”




  Mary left the bulwark of the pillows making up the ramparts of her castle and stepped forward. Looking the woman directly in the eyes, she said, in halting French, “Are you aware, Madame,

  that you are speaking to, and in the presence of, the Queen of Scotland?” She lifted up her chin bravely.




  “And are you aware,” said the woman nastily, “that you are in the presence of, and speaking disrespectfully to, the Queen of France?” She watched smugly for

  chagrin and embarrassment to flood the little girl’s face. But Mary’s expression only changed to puzzlement and confusion. Clearly she did not think this woman looked very queenly.




  “No, Madame,” she said slowly, but with gravity and courtesy.




  The two stared at one another, until François came in and shrieked, “Maman!” and ran to her. “Maman, here is my own dear Marie, come from Scotland!”

  and buried himself in her arms.




  “Well,” said Catherine de Médicis. “We have all been curious about you, and so anxiously awaiting your arrival.” She looked down at François. “Does

  she please you, darling?”




  “Oh, yes!”




  “Then she pleases me as well. Welcome, little Marie.”





 





  VIII




  [image: ]s Mary passed her days in the palace suite with the French royal children, France itself came to seem a rainbow

  swirl of colours to her, and Scotland resolved itself into a dark mist that receded farther and farther with each year, until she remembered almost nothing of it, the way she remembered only shreds

  of dreams upon awaking.




  The light in France was clear, soft, and merry, especially the light in the Loire Valley, where the court travelled from one magical château to another, following the seasons and the hunt.

  There was Amboise, with its huge circular tower that had a spiral ramp that horsemen could ride up, five abreast, and its geometrical gardens with arabesques of boxwood and sculptures of naked men

  and women set in groves of evergreen. Uncle the Cardinal said this was quite all right because they were from ancient Rome—and anyway he had a number of them in his own villa, where he had

  built an artificial grotto as well.




  There was Blois, with its grand staircase in an octagonal tower, where Mary liked to look out over the courtyard and wave to the people far below. Its gardens had elaborate fountains that could

  be operated to put on a water display, or to squirt passersby, and a magical house called an orangerie, where orange trees could grow their fruit far from their native land.




  There was Chaumont, with its astronomical observatory and the study where Ruggieri, the Queen’s astronomer—some said necromancer—kept his instruments. Mary was not supposed to

  go up there, but once she climbed the steep steps to the tower room and surprised Ruggieri, who was polishing a large flat mirror. He jumped like a guilty man, but then, like everyone else, smiled

  when he saw who it was.




  “Oh, Monsieur Astrologue, what are you doing?” she asked, approaching him.




  “I am shining up my magic mirror,” he said simply.




  “Can you tell my fortune?” she asked.




  “Yes. I could.” He turned the mirror toward her. Her straight, slim form became even more elongated in it. “But I won’t. I am sure your future is an enviable

  one.”




  “Then whose fortunes do you tell?”




  “Those who have reason to be worried about them.”




  “Do you always tell the truth? What if you see bad things?”




  “Then I must tell them. But gently.” He put away the mirror. “It can be difficult.” He sighed.




  There was the huge white Chambord, sitting in the midst of a great hunting forest, with its enormous kennels with royal packs of hounds, and more than three hundred falcons in

  the mews for hawking. The massive château—it had four hundred forty rooms—boasted a gigantic central staircase with double intertwining ramps, made so that the people going up

  could never see the people going down. Mary and François and the other children delighted in playing on it, taking off their shoes and trying to make the ones on the lower ramps guess where

  they were.




  The roof bristled with a forest of chimneys, spires, and capitals, where the children could play and hide—often startling adults who were playing quite another sort of hiding game. The

  children thought it was screamingly funny to catch a courtier with his hose down and his breeches unbuttoned, wheezing and panting. Once they even saw a bare bottom and recognized it as that of the

  fat count from Angers, because of the red ribbons on his shoes. As a result of their pestering, court lovers were forced to retreat to their rooms for assignations and abandon the roof.




  More sedate activities at Chambord also took place on the roof, when the King, Queen, and Diane, surrounded by all the court, would watch the start and return of hunts, military reviews, and

  tournaments. The flaring torches, the fireworks, and the brassy blare of trumpets in the rich air made a tapestry of sound and colour in the little girl’s mind.




  Then there were Diane’s châteaux: Anet, which was a white classical palace dedicated to her widowhood and presided over by Diana the goddess, and Chenonceau, a faerie palace spanning

  the Cher River, rising gracefully on arches over the lazy, shallow river. Here there was nothing masculine, nothing military or commanding. Instead, everything whispered of delicate, chosen

  pleasures, of appetites stimulated only to be satisfied, as the water flowed slowly beneath.




  Always there were the pale blue skies, stretching huge and open under the deeper blue Loire River, bounded by its golden sandbanks and bathed in a serene clear light.




  Little by little the strangeness had worn off for Mary, and France and French ways had come to seem entirely natural. Each year there was a new addition to the royal nursery,

  so that François ruled over his little group quite naturally. She envied him that. Her own older siblings had proved a nuisance in France. They refused to adapt themselves and insisted on

  disrupting the language lessons, riding only the Scottish way, and carrying child-sized daggers about at court. Mary was relieved when they returned to Scotland after the first year. The Marys,

  however, had been eager to please and had not even protested when the King had sent them off to a convent at Poissy for a few months to immerse themselves in the language.




  As for James, the oldest of all, he had hurried back to Scotland at the earliest opportunity, claiming he needed to look after his mother, widowed at Pinkie Clough. (There was also the rich

  monastery of St. Andrews, which the late King had left to him, to be attended to.)




  That left Mary alone at court for a time, where the King, the Queen, and all the courtiers could pet and pamper her, and where—more important—she could be enveloped by them and

  taught their ways with no interference.




  From the very beginning, all of France had fallen in love with “the gentle dove rescued from the pursuit of ravenous vultures”—as one poetic courtier described notre petite

  Reinette d’Ecosse.




  The court, all the more romantic for its surface coating of weary cynicism, fastened with fervour onto little Marie Stuart, as they delighted to call her, that fugitive princess from a

  barbarous, misty land, destined someday to be their queen. It had been so long since they had had a hero or heroine to extol: François I had been too jaded and jaunty, Henri II was too

  mournful and plodding. Catherine de Médicis, “the Italian Woman,” was to be feared, not fêted. (Had her servant really poisoned the late Dauphin, clearing the way for shy

  Henri to become King? The servant had confessed, but only Catherine knew the truth of it.) Diane de Poitiers was beautiful in an otherworldly sort of way, remote, ethereal, like the goddess Diana

  she emulated. She struck awe in the beholder’s eye, but not devotion. Besides, she had an earthly side: she was a bit too acquisitive of land and manors to be considered a goddess all the way

  through.




  But Marie Stuart, with her pretty face, pleasing manners, and troubled heritage, appealed strongly to the imagination of the people.




  No aspect of her education was neglected. She studied the classics, learning to read and write Latin. She spoke Italian and Spanish. She was taught music, and played the lute, harpsichord, and

  cithern, as well as having a sweet singing voice. She studied history with de Pasquier, and wrote poetry from an early age. She danced gracefully and especially loved to perform in masques and

  ballets. She laboured over her needlework and enjoyed designing her own patterns for embroidery.




  At the same time, she loved the outdoors, and was skilled at riding, archery, hawking, the hunt. She liked nothing better than to sneak off and practise with her scaled-down bows and arrows with

  the youngest members of the Scottish Archers, who served as an honour guard to the King.




  One day in particular, in early spring when she was just past seven, she had scrambled out past the ever-alert Lady Fleming and managed to get outside at Fontainebleau, where she knew the

  archers liked to practise in the woods. She had a particular favourite, Rob MacDonald, who was only eighteen and a little homesick himself, and always glad to see her. She had made friends with

  him, and yet she hoped the day would someday come when she would be able to shoot better than he, at least once in a while.




  Sure enough, he was on the outskirts of the woods, practising with his fellows.




  “Your Majesty!” he said when he saw her. “So you got away again!”




  “Yes!” she said breathlessly. She did not know why she was compelled to do it, or why the other children never seemed to want to. She loved the Marys, and François, but there

  was a side to her they could not understand, and she felt she had to keep it secret. “And I have brought my bow.” She proffered the beautifully tempered and seasoned instrument, with

  its quiver of arrows all inlaid with her royal crest.




  “Good,” he said. He nodded toward his companions. “We were just practising at this target. Would you like to start there?”




  She nodded. She liked hearing him speak Scots. She did not want to forget it, but she had little opportunity to hear it and speak it for any length of time. She drew out an arrow and fitted it

  to her bowstring, pulled back as hard as she could, and let fly. The arrow hit at the very edge of the target.




  “Achh!” said Rob, almost as disappointed as she was.




  “I’ll try again!” She pulled out a second arrow, and it did a little better, hitting closer to the centre.




  For an hour they alternated shooting, Rob instructing her on the fine points of the sport.




  “If you wish to be a good shot, this is the way.” He was very patient.




  Tired at the end, she said, “But for you it is not a sport. For you it is a livelihood. Why is it that Scotsmen fight for the French King? And how did you come here?”




  He put down his big bow; his was almost six feet in height, and could shoot an arrow a hundred yards or more. “The French and the Scots have been friends a long time,” he said.

  “They had the same enemy, England, and those who have the same enemy can be fast friends indeed. They call it the “Auld Alliance,” and it is old; it goes back two hundred years at

  least. As to why there’s a Scots Archer Guard—why, everyone knows Scotsmen are the best soldiers in the world!”




  “But you aren’t answering my question! Not all of it, anyway. Why are you here?”




  “I had a desire to see something besides my own shores, if only to be content to return to them someday. If I wish to live in my native land and love her, it should not be out of

  ignorance. There are many other Scots here; hordes of them come over to study in Paris. Have you met any of them?”




  She laughed. “No! How would I? I cannot roam the streets of Paris as I can the forest of Fontainebleau.”




  His captain was sounding a horn. “You’d best be going,” Rob said. “I am called to regular duties.” He looked at her and smiled. “I will never betray your

  secret, Most Imperial Royal Huntress. Here.” He handed her back a fistful of her arrows. “It’s best you not leave these in the woods.”




  By the time she carefully made her way back into the children’s quarters of the palace, the younger ones were just waking up from their naps. Dinner would be served soon,

  and Mary had worked up a fierce appetite.




  Usually the children ate by themselves, watched over by all their nurses and governesses. Today, however, the Queen gave orders that they were to eat with her, in her own quarters. Dutifully

  they trooped to her privy chamber, where a table was set with crystal goblets and golden plates for the children who were able to comport themselves with such finery: Mary herself, Lusty, Flamina,

  Beaton, and Seton, François and Elisabeth. Mary felt vaguely sorry for François, surrounded as he was entirely by girls; Rob was better off in the forest.




  “Pray, dine with me,” the Queen was saying, her oddly expressionless eyes counting them off one by one as they filed into the room. The Queen was pregnant again; soon there would be

  another child in the nursery.




  She fussed over François and insisted on draping his napkin herself. Then she settled down, with a great sigh of her skirts, and began watching them eat. Mary felt her appetite draining

  away under the scrutiny.




  “My dear children,” Catherine de Médicis was saying, “we will soon be moving to Chambord for the summer. Now you know that means you will have to leave the pet bear

  here, where his keeper is. Nonetheless, you may select a hound for yourselves from the kennels at Chambord.”




  François slammed his fist down on the table. “Want the bear!” he muttered. He was especially fond of the bear, a recent gift, and had named him Old Julius.




  Catherine de Médicis’s eye fell on him like a black cloud. He fell silent.




  “And we must prepare ourselves to entertain a most marvelous embassy from abroad. The Queen Mother of Scotland is coming.” She slid her eye over to Mary. “Yes, my dear, your

  mother is coming to France!”




  For the next few months Mary prepared for the visit. To see her dear mother again! It seemed as if the seven-year-old’s prayers had been answered, for every night since

  she had arrived in France she had added a wistful request that her mother come and see her.




  She worked extra hard on her Latin; memorized French poetry and studied history as much as she could. She pestered her guardian, John Erskine, who had remained in France with her, to tell her

  all about what was happening in Scotland. He tried to explain about the continuing problems with the English, but Mary could not really grasp any of it. She understood only that her mother was

  coming.




  Marie de Guise landed in France during the summer of 1550, and she brought a number of Scottish lords with her. King Henri II and Queen Catherine prepared a royal reception in

  Rouen, and Mary’s tutor made her memorize a long, formal greeting to her mother. But when Mary, trembling with excitement, was brought into the salle where her mother was waiting, she

  forgot her speech and flew into her mother’s arms.




  She hugged her so fiercely her arms crushed the Queen Mother’s stiff petticoats and made them crackle. It was not until then that she knew she had not really hugged anyone without

  restraint since she had come to France.




  “Oh, Maman!” she cried, and to her embarrassment tears flooded her eyes.




  Her mother was stroking her hair, clasping her to herself. Mary’s head came up to her mother’s bosom, and her tears were staining the jewelled bodice.




  “My dearest, beloved daughter!” Marie de Guise took Mary’s face in her hands and lifted it up. “Look how you have grown! Soon we cannot call you petite Reinette at

  all.” She looked around at the entire court and said, “Soon she will be old enough to have her own royal household, and appoint her own officials!”




  Mary could not imagine why her mother would say that; she was not even old enough yet to insist that François could take his pet bear with him when they changed palaces. But she squeezed

  her mother’s hand and looked up at her adoringly. Just to hear that almost-forgotten voice was heaven.




  Marie de Guise joyfully met with her brothers, and the three of them would sit down with little Mary and discuss their plans for her. Her education, under the direction of the

  Cardinal, seemed to be progressing well; her mother was pleased.




  “I believe you can start studying Greek next year,” Uncle Cardinal said. “Your Latin is quite sound. Do you not think so?” he asked his sister.




  “Mine is not sound enough to judge!” she said. “But certainly, add Greek if you feel she is ready. And my dear le Balafre—what is your assessment of the household

  situation?”




  The muscular Duke stirred on his seat; clearly, sitting for a long time was hard for him. “I think we must propose a separate household as soon as it is feasible. But I warn you, the King

  and Queen prefer to have her as part of their own establishment.”




  “But I don’t want a separate household!” cried Mary, suddenly. “I would rather live with the royal children, and especially François.”




  Marie’s eyes widened. “Oh, so you like François?”




  “Yes.” Why were they all asking these questions?




  “That’s good, that’s very good,” said Uncle le Balafre. “But remember, you have the rest of your life to live with him. As you bcome a little older, it will be

  better for you to have your own establishment.”




  “But why? And better for whom?”




  “For you, child, for you,” said Uncle Cardinal. “If François can see you every day, as if you were a sister, why, then, he may come to think of you that way rather than

  as a wife.”




  “But I will miss him!” She did not want to be sent to a separate household, where there would undoubtedly be too many adults.




  “Well, we shall see,” said her mother soothingly. “It may not come to pass at all.”




  When they were alone, her mother took pleasure in inspecting her quarters. She had Mary show her all the chests of beautiful clothes, the bags and shelves of toys, the carved

  furniture that was scaled to child’s size. At length she sat down on one of the little chairs, overhanging it. She took Mary’s hands and looked deep into her eyes.




  “Now for the truly important things,” she said solemnly, and Mary wondered what these could be.




  “Yes, Maman?”




  “Your faith. Have you been preparing that as well as your school lessons? For it is much more important.”




  “Yes, Maman. We have a chaplain here, he’s a very kind and learned man—”




  “It is time you had a confessor! I will see to it that a suitable one is assigned to you, to you alone. Do you understand?”




  Mary started to answer when she saw how tired her mother looked. There were little lines around her eyes, and her mouth did not smile naturally or easily. “You are troubled,” she

  finally said, instead of answering. “What is it that troubles you so?”




  “The hardness of the world,” the Queen Mother finally said. She thought of the scant thanks she had gotten for her pains in arranging for the Scots prisoners to be freed from the

  French galleys. No sooner were they free than Knox and his fellows began to pour venom on her, attacking her religion and her government. “Yet I would still tell you—and I wish you to

  remember this always—that kindness and goodness are the paramount virtues, no matter what the world is like.”




  “I will always try to be kind and good, Maman,” said Mary. “I will remember that you told me so.”




  Mary was both happy and sad. Happy because there was to be a grand fête, three days of them in fact, with archery, tennis, dancing, and hunting. Sad because it was in

  farewell to her mother, who was returning to Scotland. Still, it had been a year. She was so fortunate to have had her mother with her for a year that the time had seemed compressed, with each day

  only a half-day’s length.




  “My dear daughter,” said Marie, “tonight you will be allowed to stay up almost until dawn. After all, you are now eight years old, and there’s to be torchlight hunting

  after the midnight banquet set up in the fields. If you become too sleepy, you can just lie down in one of the tents.”




  “Like a soldier!” she said. “I have always wanted to play at soldiers.”




  Her mother gave her an amused look. “I pray you haven’t already done so. People will talk!”




  “But why? Isabella of Castile led her troops, and she was a great Catholic queen.”




  Marie smiled at Mary. “And is that your desire, my love, to be a great Catholic queen?”




  “Oh, yes. It is my dream. But I shan’t burn heretics. I hate killing.”




  Marie was pleased with the way Mary had always shown interest in her faith. The addition of her own private confessor had definitely speeded her spiritual progress in the last year.

  “Everyone does,” she said. “It is a pity that it is sometimes necessary.” She turned to look around the quarters. Now was the time to tell her. Surely Mary had noticed the

  absence of Lady Fleming. “I have a wonderful surprise for you,” she began. “There is to be another addition to your household, someone I have chosen for you—Madame

  Renée Rallay will replace Lady Fleming as your governess. She is a very astute, clever woman from the region of Touraine.”




  “Is she young? And where is Lady Fleming?” Mary’s questions were open and happy.




  “No, she’s not young—in fact, I think she’s in her middle forties.”




  “Oh!” Mary’s face fell. “That’s old!”




  “But she is full of joy and wisdom. You will come to love both sides of her.”




  “Is her hair grey? Does she look old?”




  “No, I don’t believe so. You’ll like her, I promise.”




  “But where is Lady Fleming?”




  Should she just tell her? Was the child old enough to know? If she did not, others would. “Lady Fleming has proven herself . . . unsuited for her position.”




  Flamina’s mother, unfit? “How? How?”




  “She has . . . she is . . . with child by King Henri II!” The shame of it! And now both the King’s wife and the King’s true mistress had turned on the Scottish woman and

  demanded her ouster. Kings would be kings, but foreign governesses must pay the price.




  “What?” Mary’s mouth fell open. Lady Fleming, taking off her clothes and getting into bed with the King? Mary had seen paintings of naked women—all allegorical, of

  course—in Diane’s apartments, but that was different. “Oh!” Now she, too, was flooded with shame. Then she immediately thought of poor Flamina. Her mother would be sent

  away, and then she would have a bastard sibling as well.




  “I am taking her back to Scotland with me,” said her mother. “There she can bear the child in privacy. Let this be a lesson to you. Women often serve as men’s pastimes,

  and there is nothing more past than a spent pastime. The King and Queen will go on as before, and so will Madame de Poitiers, but Lady Fleming is ruined.”




  “Oh!” Mary started to cry, thinking of her playmate and her mother.




  Marie put her arm around her. How tall the child was growing! She would have the height of the Guises, then. “Not ruined, truly. I am sure King Henri will be generous with her. Now, then,

  let us think of today’s festivities. First the archery. The Scots Guards will be demonstrating their skill, and then the rest of us. You like shooting, do you not?”




  The afternoon’s archery contest had been thrilling. The court was presently at Blois, and the butts were set up in the surrounding fields near a hunting park and orchard.

  In the just-harvested fields, rows of golden stubble stretched away toward the Loire, giving off a warm sleepy scent. Overhead the sky scattered hazy light that was gentle and friendly. The Scots

  Guards, of course, stunned the courtiers and their guests with an exhibition of their prowess, and Mary was duly impressed with Rob MacDonald’s ability to hit his mark from a hundred and

  fifty yards. She insisted on being the one to present his reward, and as he received it on bended knee in the field, he winked at her. She almost giggled, but managed not to.




  Gathered around were King Henri II, who then languidly took his turn at shooting, and Mary’s Guise uncles: not only the eldest, le Balafre (who of course was a superb shot) but his three

  younger brothers, Claud, François, and René, whom she rarely saw. Claud, the Duc d’Aumale, was twenty-five, François was seventeen and already named Grand Prior of the

  Galleys, and René, the Marquis d’Elboef, was sixteen. D’Aumale and d’Elboef wore skintight hose and drank too much wine, and smiled at her as if they truly liked her.




  They are so different from my Scottish relatives, she thought. All the Guises—and there are so many of them!—seem to be either soldiers or churchmen. I know there are four more, and

  they are all either priests or nuns.




  Then ladies of the court took their turns shooting. Diane de Poitiers came forward, wearing her customary black and white—this gown was in the Grecian fashion, loose and flowing, but

  fastened with black straps. Even her bow and arrows were ebony inlaid with ivory. She stepped up to the shooting line and shot easily, coming close to the target. The King and Catherine de

  Médicis both congratulated her warmly.




  Lusty did well, Beaton less well (but did not care), Seton even less well, and then Flamina stepped boldly up, daring everyone to look at her. Her chin was held high, and she performed strongly.

  The congratulations that she reaped were not for her shooting but for her bravery.




  Mary then took her place and, to everyone’s astonishment, hit all her targets dead on. The audience burst into cheers. But all Mary cared about was seeing the pride in Rob’s eyes.

  She turned and bowed, then let the contest continue.




  Marie de Guise had brought some Scotsmen with her, and Mary now watched as they took their turns at the butts. There was the barrel-shaped Earl of Huntly, who basked in public attention. She

  knew he was a great Catholic noble of the north who held great power, but it seemed to her he was vainglorious and even somewhat comical as he strutted and postured.




  They call him “the Cock o’ the North,” she thought, and he does remind me of a rooster. His face is red and he crows. And his bottom sticks out as if it should sport a

  feathered tail.




  She began to giggle, and Lusty, standing beside her, said, “What is so amusing?”




  “The Earl of Huntly looks like a rooster,” she answered, and then Lusty began to laugh, and soon the whole row of children was laughing.




  Next came a man with a stately bearing, who looked to be a true noble. But he was not. It was Richard Maitland of Lethington, one of Marie de Guise’s privy councillors and advisers. He was

  just a laird, a lawyer and a poet for his own amusement. Alongside him was a young man, rather good-looking, whom he introduced as his son, William.




  “He is studying here in France, and I must take this opportunity to present him to you,” he said to Marie de Guise. “When he returns to his native land, I believe he will prove

  to be of service to you.”




  Marie de Guise just gave a perfunctory nod, but Flamina whispered to Mary, “He’s handsome!”




  Mary wondered if Flamina was only pretending to be interested in such things to prove she was not bothered by her mother’s situation. Actually, William Maitland was no more handsome than

  some of the other men there. But she nodded in agreement.




  Some distant relatives of Mary’s, the Lennox Stuarts, were also there: John, Seigneur d’Aubigny, and some cousins had come to pay their respects. These Stuarts had had a Scottish

  ancestor who came to France a hundred and fifty years earlier and were now almost entirely French, even using the French spelling of the name. She rememered Rob saying that the connection between

  France and Scotland went back a long way.




  There were refreshments for the men, and the children took their rest under big shade trees with blankets spread out beneath them. Some of the men—the younger ones, including the

  King—then went to play tennis until the light faded.




  When Mary awakened, she saw that servants were busy setting up formal dining tables under the trees. They were unrolling fine linen tablecloths and, in addition to the candles placed every five

  feet or so, were stringing lanterns between tree branches. Twilight had come, and the sky was a tender deep bluish purple. Shadows were forming little blue pools around the trees, distant

  haystacks, and fences. A soft warm breeze was blowing across the fields, right up to the very edge of the forest; where the air met the branches, the leaves rustled and murmured. Fireflies were

  just coming out, a twinkle here, a brief pulse of light there, when Mary saw a line of people coming to the banquet tables in procession across the fields. Their gowns glowed with sunset colours,

  and they were bearing tapers and laughing. Before them walked musicians playing recorders and lutes. They looked like figures from a faded tapestry, and even the music was faded and distant.




  They approached, and became real, noisy people. The King, freshly attired in velvet, glowed after his tennis game. His Queen flashed with jewels, and rather than seeming odd in the outdoor

  setting, they graced it. Diane had changed once again to a glistening gossamer gown. Mary’s own mother was now dressed in a fashionably embroidered green satin gown, and was carrying an

  ornate, silver-studded velvet box.




  Everyone was seated in the sylvan dining room, and the musicians kept playing. Overhead the sky darkened, and now the only light came from the candles, lanterns, and fireflies. It bathed the

  gathering in a soft, dreamy light, these people of France and Scotland, Mary’s relatives and friends, and she loved them all with a fierce, surging love. She felt so safe, so loved, so

  protected—secure in the arms of France and all the company gathered under the trees on this balmy summer night.




  At the end of the dinner, when Marie de Guise had to make her formal speeches in farewell, she opened the velvet box and held it aloft. Mary could see something gleam red inside.




  “This is the treasure that I leave in the keeping of the King and Queen, who also have the keeping of my other treasure, my daughter. This is the jewel that belonged to her grandmother,

  Margaret Tudor. It was presented to her upon her marriage to James IV, and it is my deepest wish that it be presented to Queen Mary upon her marriage to the Dauphin François. Keep it in

  trust for me, I beg you.” Ceremoniously she handed it to Henri II.




  He peered at it, and his normally unresponsive eyes registered an emotion. “Mon Dieu! It is huge!” Impressed, he lifted out the jewel and held it up for all to see. It was a

  brooch in the shape of an H, fashioned of rubies and diamonds.




  “That is why it is called the ‘Great Harry,’ ” said Marie de Guise. “Guard it well!”




  After the dinner, it was indeed midnight. But the party was eager to hunt by torchlight, and the horses and pack of hounds were brought out to seek red deer on the adjacent

  heath. The children did not go, but stood watching as the flares and noise were swallowed up in the darkness. Still later, as one by one they fell asleep in the tents, they could hear the cries of

  the dogs from somewhere far away, carried on the summer air into the palace windows. They slept soundly and did not hear the hunters return.




  When Marie de Guise took her leave later that month, she clasped Mary to her and promised to return soon.




  “Come back quickly,” Mary said, trying not to cry. It would be unseemly in front of all these people.




  “As soon as I may,” said her mother. “And my thoughts are with you every moment.”




  “I love you, dear Maman,” she whispered. But her mother was interrupted by King Henri’s approach, and did not hear the murmured words.





 





  IX




  [image: ]ooking back on it years later, although it was not true, it seemed to Mary that it was always summer in France

  as she was growing up. The air was always rich and caressing, full of the smells of flowering meadows and ripening plums and apricots. Dusks were milky and warm and lingering; the stones of the

  châteaux took on a luminosity as the light faded and lanterns were lit. Huge, pale, feathery-winged moths would come to the open windows and light on the lanterns and fly around the pure

  white wax candles burning in sconces.




  White was the colour of France: the white swans dotting the moat water; the peculiar Loire stone used to build the châteaux, which whitened as it aged; the great white fireplaces with

  their gilded royal emblems of salamanders and crowned porcupines; the milk from the she-asses the court ladies used for their complexions and which Mary began to use as she grew up; the white

  lilies of France, the royal flower.




  Her first communion was a blaze of white in her white taffeta gown at Easter. She wore a coronet of lily-of-the-valley in her red-brown hair, and carried an ivory rosary, a gift from her

  grandmother de Guise. By her twelfth year, after lengthy preparation by her confessor, Father Mamerot, she had longed to make this first communion, and at last her uncle the Cardinal had pronounced

  her ready to do so.




  “The happiest day of my life,” she wrote in her little private journal that night. And to her mother in Scotland: “Dearest Mother, At last I am come to be a true daughter of

  the Church. . . .” She closed her eyes and saw once again the Madonna lilies around the altar opening their smooth ivory throats as if they were about to sing Alleluia; saw the thick,

  immaculate Easter candle flickering, saw the gentle smile on the alabaster Virgin’s face. “Today I glimpsed Paradise.”




  But on earth here in France, every sense was bathed in luxury, luxury of which she became more and more aware as she grew older. The palate was indulged with strawberries from

  Saumur and melons planted in the Loire by a Neapolitan gardener long ago, with trout pâté, Tours pastries, and vin d’Annonville, with its delicate bouquet. The nostrils were

  pampered by the happy work of Catherine de Médicis’s Italian perfumers working with the flowers from the fields of Provence, producing heady fragrances to be worn on throats and wrists

  and to scent gloves and capes. Hyacinth, jasmine, lilac—all wafted through the rooms and from the bathwaters of the châteaux.




  The skin was caressed with unguents and the feel of silk, velvet, fur, leather gloves of softest deerskin; goosedown pillows cupped weary bodies at the day’s end; and in winter, newly

  installed Germanic tile stoves at Fontainebleau provided central heating.




  Eyes were continually presented with beauty in ordinary objects rendered more opulently pleasing: a crystal mirror decorated with velvet and silk ribbons; buttons with jewels affixed. There were

  fireworks reflected in the river; paintings by Leonardo; and black-and-white chequered marble paving in the long palace gallery over the Cher that spanned the rippling water outside.




  Pleasing sounds were everywhere: in the chirping of the pet canaries and more exotic birds in the garden aviaries; in the baying of the hounds in the matchless royal hunting packs; in the splash

  and gurgle of the fountains and elaborate water displays in the formal gardens. And above all that, the sound of melodious French, exquisitely spoken; witty conversations, and the poets of the

  court reciting verses composed to celebrate the aristocratic dreamworld they inhabited, with a haunting melancholy that it would all pass away.




  But to Mary and her companions it all seemed eternal, given, unchanging, and the poets’ laments purest literary convention. Of course there were small changes: the royal

  family continued to grow, with more babies swelling the nursery. Catherine de Médicis began to grow stout and her waist disappeared, even when she was not pregnant. Diane de Poitiers, that

  lady who was immune to time, did not alter in looks, but even she began planning her tomb. It was to be of—what else?—white marble.




  One afternoon as Mary was keeping the Duchesse company in her chambers, she watched as Diane sat before her dressing table and arranged, then rearranged, her perfumes and silver-backed brushes.

  Diane’s back was as straight as ever, her silvery hair still thick and swept up, held with a diamond pin. But her face, in repose, was streaked with sadness. Suddenly she turned around to

  Mary and said, “You will be more beautiful than I.” Mary started to demur, but the Duchesse cut her off. “Please. I speak but the truth. Do not flinch from it. I do not. I am

  proud that you succeed me; I am glad to pass that duty on.”




  Mary laughed. This made her uneasy. Did Diane have a deadly disease? Was she making her will?




  “I am fifty-five now. Is it not time? I have reigned a good long while in the realm of beauty, but it is a hard burden. You are welcome to it!” She gestured at a painting of herself

  in which her bosom was bare. “You are shocked? You would never pose that way?”




  “No, Madame,” she said quietly. But then she could not help asking, “When was this painted?”




  “Only a few years ago. Now you are shocked! You needn’t be. Painters are kind; it is not only God who can create something out of nothing! Our court painters are equally adept

  at it.”




  Mary had always loved watching the Duchesse as she moved and spoke. “You will reign in beauty forever,” she said. “I fear it is not an office you can resign, like being Keeper

  of the King’s Seal or Royal Treasurer.”




  “Alas, that is so. Hurry and grow up, then, so you can relieve me of it. Time will push you on and push me off.”




  Mary’s two oldest uncles gained in power and stature. Uncle Cardinal acquired a larger sphere of influence, and Uncle le Balafre shone as a battle hero in taking Metz

  from the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, who was fighting France. In Scotland, Mary had achieved the formal appointment of her mother as Regent, and they continued to try to oust the English. In

  England itself, Edward VI had died and been succeeded on the throne by his half-sister Mary Tudor, who was devoutly Catholic. In a matter of months she had made England Catholic again, and taken as

  a husband Philip II of Spain. This was a disaster for France, for now England and Spain would team up against France and try to conquer her. That meant that Scotland was suddenly a very important

  ally for France because of her location.




  At the age of eleven, Mary had received her separate household; and when the time came, she was glad to leave the royal nursery after all, because it had become so crowded. There were now six

  Valois children sharing quarters with her. Mary had become increasingly aware of the intense scrutiny that Catherine de Médicis turned on all the children, and was relieved to escape it.




  The Queen had become increasingly dependent on her fortune-tellers and astronomers, especially one called Nostradamus. She insisted on bringing him in to make pronouncements on the children, and

  when he had seen Mary he had intoned, “I see blood around that fair head!” which had both annoyed and upset Mary—annoyed her by its rudeness, and upset her in case it might be

  true. Her annoyance at the astrologer (who was, after all, performing his duty) transferred itself to Catherine, who should have had more tact.




  Within her household remained the four Marys, John Erskine, Father Mamerot, Madame Rallay, and her physician, Bourgoing. She liked Bourgoing; he was very young and had just completed his studies

  at Padua. She still had her band of Scots musicians, for she liked to listen to the music of her native land, even though the French teased her about it. Among themselves the Scots continued to

  speak their native language occasionally as a novelty.




  When she was alone, Mary would look at herself in the mirror, wondering if what Diane said was true. Was she beautiful? How much taller would she grow? When she developed a

  woman’s body, would it be graceful and pleasing? Girls changed when they turned into women, that she knew. Plain ones could shine, pretty ones turn out coarse and dull. She hoped—if it

  did not betray too much vanity, about which Father Mamerot had warned her—that she would not be plain.




  By the time she was fourteen, the poets had discovered her. They hailed her in verse after verse, calling her the equal of any beauty since time began.

  Mary tried to remember Diane’s warning about beauty being a burden, but she could not help enjoying the words, since they answered her secret fear.




  The court historian Brantôme wrote, “In her fifteenth year her beauty began to radiate from her like the sun in a noonday sky.” He praised her hands, “so finely fashioned

  that those of Aurora herself could not surpass them.”




  Pierre de Ronsard, the leading poet of the group that called itself the Pléiad, after the constellation of seven stars, gushed: “O belle et plus que belle et agréable

  Aurore.”




  His fellow Pléiad poet Joachim du Bellay wrote, “Nature et art ont en votre beauté / Mis tout le beau dont la beauté s’assemble”:




  

    

      

        Nature and art have combined to make your beauty




        The quintessence of all that is beautiful.


      


    


  




  He also proclaimed:




  

    

      

        The tongue of Hercules, so fables tell,




        All people drew by triple chains of steel.




        Her simple glance where’er its magic fell,




        Made men her slaves, though none the shackles feel.


      


    


  




  The painter François Clouet sketched her and painted her, lamenting that as she was a butterfly or a wild creature, she could not sit still for him, and so he was unable to capture her

  charm. He did one jewellike miniature of her, with a sapphire blue background and a rose-coloured dress, but she looked stiff and mannered in it, he thought—something she was not in life. It

  could not speak in her voix très douce et très bonne, as a true work of art should. Nor could he get her delicate colouring right; in attempting to capture its translucence he

  merely made her look wan.




  Only the bronze bust sculpted by Jacquio Ponzio captured her posture and bearing, as it could show her exquisitely turned slender neck, and the way she carried her head. She had posed for it

  daydreaming, her eyes focused on a faraway internal landscape, and in it the artist caught the careless largesse of youth, which thinks it has a thousand tomorrows and does not disdain to dream

  away today. Her hair was upswept in curls, her almond-shaped eyes serene, her mouth almost melancholy. Only the merest whisper of a smile touched her small mouth; otherwise the statue looked out in

  Olympian detachment.





 





  X




  [image: ]or all that, the young Queen hailed as une vrai Déesse—a veritable goddess—loved to

  romp and run and ride and often lamented that she was not born a man, to wear a sword and armour. Her uncle the Duc de Guise, the hero-general of France, who had just wrested Calais from the

  English, compared the girl’s courage to his own.




  “Yes, my niece, there is one trait in which, above all others, I recognize my own blood in you—you are as brave as my bravest men-at-arms. If women went into battle now, as they did

  in ancient times, I think you would know how to die well. And I, my dear, should know,” he said. “For I have seen enough of both kinds—cowards and brave men. Bravery is a Guise

  trait; look at your mother’s courage in holding Scotland for you against the heretic rebels. Ah, that is true courage!”




  “Truly she is beset,” said Mary, hurt by the thought. Her uncle was needed to fight against the English who had invaded France, else he could go directly to her mother’s aid in

  Scotland. He was so wonderful, he could do anything. . . .




  “Yet, as I said, she holds out bravely.” The Duc looked around the room approvingly. It had been an altogether satisfactory arrangement to set Mary up with her own household at court

  after her eleventh birthday. Of course, the stingy Scots had not wanted to foot the extra bills for it. As if the French should be obliged to, after all they were already spending to keep troops in

  Scotland! In the end the Scots had coughed up the money, and the furnishings in the royal rooms were quite passable. A few more rugs would be appreciated, but—he shrugged—one could not

  squeeze milk from a dried-up udder. Or extra money from a Scottish oatcake, those odd, fodder-tasting cakes they fancied.




  He looked at Mary, in her establishment four years now. It had all worked out so well, as if Fate herself had arranged all the details. That the girl should grow up to be beautiful but trusting,

  ready to believe that people were what they seemed to be. That she should have such a love for her mother—a mother so seldom seen that now, in truth, it was a love that existed for an

  imaginary person, shaped by her own longings—that she would do anything for her, and, by extension, for her mother’s brothers. All of them worked together, with one goal: to control

  both France and Scotland. Mary, this tall, spirited girl, was the central point in the turning wheel around which all their ambitions revolved.




  The first step had been taken when the French Parliament had been persuaded to proclaim that it was Mary’s desire that she now be granted the right to name her own regent in Scotland; the

  Scots had to agree, or lose French support. Mary promptly her named her mother to be Regent. Out went the erstwhile Regent, the Earl of Arran, head of the House of Hamilton, and all his men. He was

  pacified with the French dukedom of Chatelherault. In came the French administrators.




  Marie then did her part and appointed her brothers to be Mary’s keepers and ministers in France: Duc François was to guide her in earthly things, Cardinal Charles in spiritual ones.

  Mary was an apt and loyal pupil under their tutelage. She would be their perfect queen and perfect creature when the time came for her to mount the throne. Now that Calais had been won, the French

  people could deny the Duc nothing; so the time had come to press for the wedding of Mary to the Dauphin, to secure it once and for all.




  In Scotland things had not gone so smoothly. It seemed that the Scots had a fervent dislike of “foreigners.” For centuries they had hated the English, the “auld enemy.”

  But now that the French were close at hand, they decided they hated them worse. They seemed to have forgotten why the French had come there—and at great expense, too!—in the first

  place: to get rid of the English for them. Now they had started to rebel against the French.




  “From what you tell me, dear Uncle, soon more troops will be needed.”




  “We will send whatever is necessary,” he said coldly. “The country will never fall from your hands. France will not permit it.”




  “Oh! If I were a man! I’d fight them myself!” she cried.




  The Duc smiled. “Like your ancestor Charlemagne! Like your other ancestor Saint Louis, on the Crusade against the infidel. Yes, I believe you would!” He looked at her slim tall form,

  her shining face—like a young knight’s. “How tall you are!” he suddenly said, realizing she was his own height—about six feet. “Again, like a true Guise!”

  He put his arm around her shoulders; her bones were delicate, for all her height.




  “Is there no Scots in me at all?” she asked, and he could not tell what she wished the answer to be. Odd, as he could usually read her mind. “No trace of Stewart?”




  “When you dress à la sauvage, in the furs and plaids,” he said cautiously. She was a pretty sight in that barbaric costume she affected once in a while.




  “That is something I put on from the outside. I meant from the inside,” she insisted.




  “Well, you like your Scots musicians—you’ve kept your own band all this while to play you that . . . unusual music.”




  “I enjoy it,” she insisted.




  “Yes, well, that proves you’re Scots,” he said. “To any other ears, it’s an odd sound.”




  The gilded table-clock began to strike the hour of eleven, each chime a separate bell.




  “Do you like it?” asked Mary.




  “Very much.” The Duc examined its painted face, black numerals on ivory. It had little gold feet, and a moon dial showing a dreamy-faced disk.




  “I gave it to myself,” she confessed. “I do not know why I am so taken with clocks and watches.”




  “Yes, I remember the striking watch with a deaths head you gave your—what do you call her?—your Marie?”




  “Oh. That.” Mary looked embarrassed. “It caught my fancy, with its bell ringing inside the tiny silver skull, and its engravings of time and symbols of eternity. And Mary Seton

  is—tends to be—so absorbed in religious devotions. It is small enough to be carried into chapel. It seemed the sort of thing a monk would have coveted.”




  “Monks aren’t supposed to covet.” He smiled, and the great battle scar on his cheek—the one people called le Belafre—buckled along its seam.




  “But others covet the things of the monks,” said Mary. “Like old Harry of England—he just turned the monks out and took their things.”




  “If I may say so, Your Grace, at least he was forthright about it—unlike your father, who made his nobles and bastards ‘lay abbots’ of the rich monasteries, so they could

  take whatever they wanted. Even your brother, James Stewart, is helping himself to the spoils of—what is his monastery?—St. Andrews. And he is so staid and sanctimonious!” The Duc

  had little use for the hypocritical prude. He had met him twice and disliked him both times.




  “In fact,” he continued, “your father made all his bastards ‘priors,’ didn’t he? Providing for them at church expense. John Stewart is Prior of Coldingham,

  and Robert Stewart, Prior of Holyrood, and another James, Prior of Melrose and Kelso, and another Robert, Prior of Whithorn, and Adam Stewart, Prior of Charterhouse at Perth. A veritable family of

  holy men!”




  Mary felt anger rise in her at hearing her father attacked. “Are things so much more noble in France? How is it that three of your brothers are princes of the church? Two cardinals, and

  one Grand Prior of the fighting order of St. John of Jerusalem? Why, good uncle Charles was made cardinal when he was but twenty-three! And by the King. Was it because of his upstanding, devout

  life?”




  Le Belafre was caught by surprise. She has a temper, he thought. That’s not good. She would be perfect if only she were more docile. Lately she has been too questioning.




  “I will let him answer for himself,” said the Duc smoothly, as he saw the valet de chambre opening the doors for the belated guest. He had been due at half past ten.




  “Pardon, pardon!” the Cardinal exclaimed. “I am so sorry to be late!”




  A smile lit his delicate features as he came toward Mary and the Duc. He had eyes the pale blue of the March skies arching over the Loire, and his ivory colouring would have made him

  parchment-pretty, but his chin was weak and made even weaker by a bifurcated whispy beard hanging from it. Its straggly hairs got caught in his impeccably ironed and starched collar-ruff. Why did

  he wear such a face-spoiler? Mary wondered, not for the first time. She always hoped that he would come in without it the next time, and was always disappointed.




  “But I have brought much news, both good and bad!” He patted his velvet dispatch bag.




  “Shall we eat first?” said the Duc. “News of any sort digests better on a full stomach.” He was starving. During the recent campaign at Calais, he had permitted himself

  only the rations of his soldiers, which were scant, it being winter. Yet that had won the battle for them, attacking unexpectedly in January. . . . Now he needed to feed well before returning to

  the field and its deprivations.




  “Indeed,” said Mary, leading them to the private dining table set at one end of her chamber. With complete naturalness she took her place of honour under her cloth of estate; she

  was, after all, a reigning sovereign. Eating elsewhere, out from under the royal canopy, would have felt as naked as dining with no clothes.




  She nodded to her servitors, and they began to bring in the dishes—some thirty of them. Although most were the usual fare—stuffed eel and bream, chicken in vinegar sauce, goose and

  duck—she had tried to provide a delicacy or two, difficult in this drear time of year when nothing fresh was available. Spring seemed a long time away.




  The servitors were presenting caramelized apple turnovers, and the Cardinal seemed genuinely impressed. Mary was pleased, as the Cardinal was known for his finicky palate and constant searching

  for novelties at table. He popped a good bit of it in his mouth with the gold-handled fork, and his beard bobbed up and down.




  “Exquisite, my dear. Truly.” He smiled and took a sip of the sweet, heady wine from Anjou in the Venetian crystal goblet. Sensual pleasure shone in his eyes.




  As the last of the sweets was being cleared away, Mary could wait no longer. “What is your news?” she begged. “Please, withhold it no longer!”




  “It is this.” He smiled and brushed a crumb from his velvet sleeve. “The war goes so well for us that it seems God Himself is on our side. Philip and his English toadies are

  turning tail.” He paused. “But that is news for my brother. For you, ma mignonne, I have this: I have just heard from Scotland. The terms of the marriage are approved, and nine

  commissioners—including your brother James and some of the highest nobles in the land—set sail next week to come here, draw up the legal documents, and . . . attend your wedding to the

  Dauphin François!”




  “Oh! When?”




  “In some three months’ time. April. You will wed at the height of spring. Can you bear to wait till then?”




  “I have waited for ten years. And I will need at least that long to have my dress made—it will be white, I love white—like a blooming pear tree—”




  “White is the colour of solemnity, of mourning,” said the ever-fashionable Cardinal quickly. “It would be bad luck.”




  “I don’t believe in such things. White is my colour, my chosen colour,” she said stubbornly. “I look the best in white; Brantôme says so. He said, ‘La

  blancheur de son visage contendoit avec la blancheur de son voile a qui l’emporteroit’—‘the whiteness of her face rivaled the whiteness of her veil.’ ”




  “You said there was other news,” said the Duc, impatient with all this dress talk.




  The Cardinal clearly preferred to stay in the land of veils and satins. He sighed. “Yes. At almost the same time as the nine commissioners agreed to the marriage, several of them signed a

  covenant.”




  “What sort of a covenant?” The Duc’s voice was sharp. “Covenant” sounded like a Geneva, Protestant word.




  “Calling themselves ‘the First Band of the Congregation,’ they have pledged to—to work for the cause of the Reformed religion in Scotland.”




  “Protestants!” gasped Mary, in the same shock as if she had heard a bat flying overhead.




  “Protestants!” growled the Duc. “I knew it! I knew that filthy preacher, Knox, would make more converts there!”




  “Oh, and that he has. Made converts everywhere.” The Cardinal reached in his pouch and drew out a tract. “This is his latest utterance.”




  The Duc took it. “The bleating fool must be silenced.”




  Mary reached out and took it from him in turn. “The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women. What is he saying?” she asked. “ ‘To

  promote a woman to bear rule, superiority, dominion, or empire above any realm, nation, or city is repugnant to nature, contumely to God. . . .” She read silently on, then burst out, “

  ‘For their sight in civil regiment is but blindness, their counsel foolishness, and judgement frenzy. Nature, I say, doth paint them forth to be weak, frail, impatient, feeble, and foolish,

  and experience hath declared them to be unconstant, variable, cruel, and lacking the spirit of counsel and regiment. . . .’ ”




  “It goes on for many pages, Your Grace,” said the Cardinal. “Lots of Old Testament references, typically Protestant, quite tedious. He writes it against the ‘three

  Marys’—you, your mother, but most against Mary Tudor, because of her true Catholicism. Listen to this, it is quite amusing.” The Cardinal thumbed through the manuscript.




  

    

      “Cursed Jezebel of England, with the pestilent and detestable generation of papists . . . man and woman, learned and unlearned . . . have tasted of their tyranny. So

      that now not only the blood of Father Latimer, of the mild man of God, the Bishop of Canterbury, of learned and discreet Ridley, of innocent Lady Jane Dudley . . . doth call for vengeance in

      the ears of the Lord God of hosts; but also the sobs and tears of the oppressed, the groanings of the angels, the watchmen of the Lord, yea, and every earthly creature abused by their tyranny,

      do continually cry and call for the hasty execution of the same.”


    


  




  The Cardinal laughed with a laugh as thin as his beard.




  “His curses are terrible,” Mary said. Was he wishing such evil on her mother? And on her, simply because she was Catholic?




  “But not original. They are lifted intact from the Old Testament. The prophets—Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Nahum—really knew how to curse in the name of Yahweh. This fellow is a

  pale shadow of them.”




  “But a shadow that darkens Scotland. This Knox continually refers to himself as a prophet,” said the Duc. “Someone ought to do to him what Herod did to John the Baptist. Where

  is he now?”




  “In hiding, somewhere in Geneva. He was actually in France for two months last year, from October to December. I am ashamed to tell you that he wrote The First Blast on our

  soil.”




  “I notice he did not stay here for its publication,” said the Duc. “That was wise of him.”




  “Oh, he’s clever. He hides his cowardice under the instruction that Christ gave to his disciples: ‘But when they persecute you in this city, flee ye into another.’ He

  leaves others to do his fighting for him, and fulfill his curses.”




  “Words to frighten children in the nursery,” scoffed the Duc.




  “Somewhere in the Old Testament someone is cursed with ‘emerods,’ ” said the Cardinal. “Now that’s something to fear!” He laughed depreciatively.

  “Perhaps I should wish them on master Knox? I must practise my cursing. All I know is the formula for excommunication.” Again, the tinkling laughter.




  Mary took back the document and continued reading it, slowly. It took her a long time. But at length she reached the ending:




  

    

      I fear not to say that the day of vengeance, which shall apprehend that horrible monster Jezebel of England and such as maintain her monstrous cruelty, is already appointed

      . . . when God shall declare Himself to be her enemy, when He shall pour forth contempt upon her according to her cruelty, and shall kindle the hearts of such as sometimes did favour her with

      deadly hatred against her, that they may execute His judgements.




      For assuredly her empire and reign is a wall without foundation; I mean the same of the authority of all women.




      But the fire of God’s word is already laid to those rotten props (I include the Pope’s law with the rest), and presently they burn. . . . When they are consumed,

      that rotten wall—the usurped and unjust empire of women—shall fall by itself in despite of all man, to the destruction of so many as shall labour to uphold it. And therefore let all

      men be advertised, for the trumpet hath once blown.




      Praise God, ye that fear Him.


    


  




  “He rejects the authority of royal blood,” she finally said.




  “No, he rejects women as rulers,” the Cardinal corrected. “You see here.” He took the manuscript and read, “ ‘For assuredly her empire and reign is a wall

  without foundation; I mean the same of the authority of all women.’ You have misunderstood.”




  “No, good Uncle, you have misunderstood,” she said in a quiet, clear voice. “Or else you are trying to shield me. When Master Knox harangues the people and says they

  should not have taken Mary for their Queen, then the hidden message is that they need not have taken her, if they so chose. And it follows from that that the people have the freedom

  to choose their ruler—that it is not royal blood that determines who has the right to rule, but the people’s will. If they have the power to reject royal blood, then what power does

  royal blood possess? None, if Knox has his way. He says here”—she snatched the manuscript back—“that ‘the insolent joy, the bonfires, and the banqueting which were in

  London and elsewhere in England when that cursed Jezebel was proclaimed Queen did witness to my heart that men were . . . rejoiced at their own confusion and certain destruction. . . . And yet can

  they not consider that where a woman reigneth and papists bear authority, that there must needs Satan be president of the council?’ ”




  “Satan in skirts. I like that,” said the Cardinal.




  Mary refused to laugh. “ ‘I say that the erecting of a woman to that honour is not only to invert the order which God hath established, but also is to defile, pollute, and profane

  the throne and seat of God.’ The people are the ones with the duty to discern God’s will and choice, that is what he is saying.”




  The Cardinal sighed grievously. “Yes, I admit that is one interpretation, at least by implication. You have a searching wit, my child.”




  “Then Knox is my enemy!” said Mary.




  “Indeed he is!” the Duc burst out. “For above all things, your royal blood makes you special and entitles you to rule.”




  “Shall we leave the table?” Mary suddenly rose, and the servitors descended on the leavings like crows.




  She ushered the two men into her privy chamber, and then dismissed the valets de chambre and her attendants.




  “There are too many ears out there,” she said. “Now we may speak more freely.”




  The Duc and the Cardinal raised their eyebrows—the Duc’s, thick and dark, and the Cardinal’s, light and perfectly arched—simultaneously.




  “You have gotten quite adept at politics,” the Cardinal said. “You must have a natural talent for it. Someone should have warned us.” He gave his brother a knowing

  look.




  “I have learned much from the Queen,” said Mary. “For example, always to use a cipher in my correspondence. I have some sixty codes I employ in my letters.” She smiled

  brightly.




  “How laborious,” said the Cardinal. “Remember, a code is only as ingenious as its holders are at hiding the key to it. And there are many agents who are geniuses at breaking

  codes.” He enjoyed the look of disappointment on her face. She had felt wise, secure, adult. Time to educate her further. How much did she know about the Queen?




  “What else have you learned from her?” he continued. “Do you keep an expert carpenter in your employ?” Seeing the blank look on her face, he answered her unasked

  question.




  “Why, to make secret drawers for all your silly ciphers and magic potions, like the room at Blois where she has over two hundred of them, some of them dummies. She thinks no one knows how

  to open them by pressing a panel at the baseboard. But of course everyone knows. Or perhaps to drill secret holes in the floor of your bedroom, like the ones she has at St.-Germain-en-Laye, where

  she watches the King making love to Diane on the floor directly below her.”




  Mary gasped, then giggled. “She does?”




  “Indeed.” The Cardinal laughed, and the Duc began to guffaw.




  “What would Master Knox say?” The Duc roared with laughter.




  “He would say it was their royal blood that compelled them to act so!”




  The Cardinal had to sit down, he was laughing so hard. Tears flowed from his eyes, and he dabbed at them with a lace handkerchief. “Catherine is insanely jealous,” he gasped between

  laughs. “But instead of poisoning Diane, as a good Medici should do, she just resorts to magic spells. Evidently they don’t work! The King still takes to Diane’s elderly bed, with

  Catherine watching. What a ménage à trois!”




  “I think I would kill her,” said Mary, who was not laughing. “I could not stand to share my husband. It is a mockery. Or, perhaps, I would kill him. It would depend . .

  . on the circumstances.”




  As if François, that lily-livered, timorous thing, would ever be capable of taking any woman to his bed, except in trembling duty, thought the Cardinal. Mary need fear no rivals. But he

  said, “No, you would not. If you were jealous, then that would mean you loved him. And if you loved, love would stay your hand from evil.”




  “Much evil is done in the name of love,” said Mary.




  “Which brings us back to Master Knox,” said the Duc. “True enough he’s safe in Geneva, hiding under Calvin’s coattails, but the moment he steps out—I’ll

  see to it he’s silenced. Permanently. Odd that Calvin shelters him; Calvin and his men advocate obedience to rulers.”




  “All that means is that he’s wily enough to let others do his fighting for him. Those wretched Calvinists have infiltrated France; they are all over. They slink away to their

  heretical meetings under the cover of night. ‘Night spectres,’ we call them—Huguenots. Calvin sends them books and preachers; he just won’t buy them muskets and

  cannon. Not yet.”




  “I’ll blast them to their Kingdom come,” said the Duc. “They won’t take root here.”




  “They already have, but their roots are not very deep,” said the Cardinal. “We must uproot them, pull them out.”




  “After the English are vanquished,” said the Duc.




  “Knox will not stay in Geneva,” said Mary suddenly. “He will return to Scotland, and there trouble my dear mother.”




  “ ’Tis true, he has written her a most hateful letter,” the Cardinal agreed. “I happen to have a copy. Master Knox does not use a cipher; he publishes everything

  he writes.” He handed her a printed copy, its title, Letter to the Regent of Scotland, in bold type.




  Mary read it, her face growing more and more angry as she went along.




  “ ‘I do consider that your power is but borrowed, extraordinary, and unstable, for ye have it but by permission of others.’ ” She shook her head angrily. “He means

  me! He means she has it from me!”




  She continued.




  

    

      “Impute not to fortune that first, your two sons were suddenly taken from you within the space of six hours, and after, your husband reft, as it were, by violence from

      life and honour, the memorial of his name, succession, and royal dignity perishing with himself.




      “For albeit the usurped abuse, or rather tyranny, of some realms have permitted women to succeed to the honour of their fathers, yet must their glory be transferred to

      the house of a stranger. And so I say that with himself was buried his name, succession, and royal dignity; and in this, if ye espy not the anger and hot displeasure of God, threatening you and

      the rest of your house with the same plague, ye are more obstinate than I would wish you to be.




      “Ye may, perchance, doubt what crimes should have been in your husband, you, or the realm for the which God should so grievously have punished you. I answer: the

      maintenance and defence of most horrible idolatry.”


    


  




  “Yes, he compares us to Ahab and all the evildoers in Israel,” said the Cardinal. “You need not read it all; it is quite redundant. He never makes a point but he feels he may

  reiterate it twenty-eight times.”




  Mary kept reading, captive to all the venom and invective. “But the fearful, and unbelieving, and the abominable, and murderers, and whoremongers, and sorcerers, and idolaters, and all

  liars’—”




  “That is us, my dear,” said the Cardinal, in a light, mocking tone.




  “—‘shall have their part in the lake which burneth with fire and brimstone, which is the second death.’ ” She shuddered.




  “I should be the one to tell you this,” said the Cardinal. His face grew serious for almost the first time that day. “I do not want you to hear it from anyone besides your

  family. Your French family,” he emphasized. Shaking his ginger-coloured little beard, he said, “Your brother James, who is coming here to attend your wedding, has joined them. He

  has become a Protestant. He follows Knox now.” He ground out the words one by one like a man turning a crank. “He is one of them.”





 





  XI




  [image: ]ary lay awake, listening to the faint sounds of birds stirring. It was yet too early for birdsong; the sky was

  still night-dark. But she could not sleep.




  This is the last night I pass unmarried, she thought. This is my last night as a maiden.




  But what did that mean? she wondered. Did it mean that she and François would lie together as a man and wife tomorrow night? They would lie in bed together, that she knew. That was part

  of the ceremony. But when they were alone?




  François has kissed me, she thought. But only in the same way as Uncle le Balafre and Uncle the Cardinal; or as the Marys and I kiss one another to say bonjour or au revoir.

  It is exactly the same. Indeed, how can it be any different tomorrow? I know there is special knowledge that comes to men, but François is not yet a man.




  She sighed and rolled over. The light covers felt comforting in the chilly April air of predawn. François had remained small; he barely reached her shoulder. Moreover, he had never been

  well; he suffered from coughs and colds and fevers, and had the puffy, pale face of an invalid. And the whining, cantankerous nature of one as well, more was the pity. The only person he seemed to

  regard as a friend and not an enemy was Mary, his designated partisan and protector. For her alone he managed a smile and an attempt at fetching his own toys. The rest he ordered about

  languidly.




  Poor François, thought Mary. How I wish his body would grow strong!




  But her thoughts did not follow where that would inevitably lead. If François had been a normal fourteen-year-old, with widening shoulders and deepening voice, with eyes that followed

  women, the promise of her forthcoming marriage would be altogether changed.




  A chorus of birdsong now sprang up outside the windows, which began to reveal their outline against the fading purple sky. The pale stones, the pointed arches, looked like a church window; and

  indeed, this was an old cloister, now the palace of the Archbishop of Paris. Outside the windows were blooming branches, trees just getting their April leaves. The birds sat chittering in them,

  ever more shrilly.




  She drifted partly to sleep, the birdsong drowning her senses. She dreamed, or pictured, a man in the branches outside, crouching there, balancing on the limb as easily as a monkey. His face was

  dark—or was it merely begrimed? He smiled, slowly, making an ivory slot in the shadowy visage. Then he moved, and with such grace and power he seemed more than a mortal man, or perhaps

  less—perhaps an animal.




  He was beckoning her, wordlessly. Or rather, she felt compelled to rise and follow him, to leave the safety of the stone floor and protective windows and come out onto the swaying branch with

  him. She approached, and felt the chill wind blowing in the open window, and saw the lightening green haze outside, a haze made of the rising sun shining through a hundred thousand baby leaves,

  translucent and tender. The sun, behind him, made an aureole around his head, and she could not see to whom she was going.




  She blinked awake. The covers had fallen away, and the chill breeze in her dream was merely the loss of a blanket. The sun was just rising, but it shone through empty branches. Mary left her bed

  and looked out at the black limb directly beneath her window, strong enough to support a person, but there was no one there.




  She was left feeling both uneasy and perplexed. I should go back to bed, dream again, and then wake up, she thought. But it is late already. It will not be long until they come in to dress

  me.




  Her bridal gown and mantle were draped over a wooden stand at the far end of the chamber, where she had slept alone by her own insistence this night.




  Now she made her way to the bridal dress, and stood looking at it as it fell in liquid folds over the wooden form. It was dazzling white; she had had her way absolutely. When she had summoned

  the court tailor, Balthazzar, and described the dress she wanted, he too had argued. “No, no, Your Royal Highness, here in France white is the colour of mourning. It will not do for a wedding

  gown!” Balthazzar prided himself on his knowledge of materials, how they draped, and even the history of each fabric and colour. “May I suggest blue, the blue of the skies of the Loire

  in May—”




  “You may suggest,” she had said with a smile, “but I insist on white.” So together they had selected a fine white silk the shade of snowdrops and

  lily-of-the-valley, and he had made the bodice to gleam with pearls like morning dew.




  Draped to one side was the mantle and enormously long train, blue-grey velvet embroidered with white silk and more pearls. It weighed many pounds, it was so covered with precious stones. It

  would take two people to bear it after her.




  On a table of inlaid mother-of-pearl lay the crown-royal, made especially for her of the finest gold and set with emeralds, diamonds, rubies, and pearls. Next to it, in an ivory box, lay the

  Great Harry, her inheritance from her grandmother, Margaret Tudor. She had not been allowed to possess it until now.




  She took it from the box and held it up to the light. The sunlight penetrated the blood-red mystery of the stone’s inner fire and flashed it on the stone wall of the room. It winked and

  throbbed in bursts of colour. Its beauty stunned her.




  My grandmother was given this as a wedding gift from her father, she thought. When she was even a year younger—fourteen!—than I am now. And she was going to a husband she had never

  seen, a man much older than she. Did the stone protect her in any way at all?




  How lucky I am, she thought, that I am not being sent away to some foreign country to marry a man I’ve never seen. I can stay in France and marry my friend.




  Marry a friend.




  There are those who marry for love, she suddenly thought. My grandmother, Margaret Tudor, she married once for politics and once for love. And my great-great-grandfather, Edward IV of England,

  married a commoner secretly. She was older than he, and a widow besides. And then there was my great uncle, Henry VIII, who married for love—not once, but three times! And made a mess,

  leaving those disinherited daughters.




  She smiled at the thought of the English lover-King. No, her way was the normal way—an arranged, political marriage, as soon as the bride was old enough. So it had been with Katherine of

  Aragon, with Catherine de Médicis, with Margaret Tudor, with Margaret Beaufort, with Madeleine of France, her father’s first, frail wife. . . .




  Yet all the love matches, scandalous in their time, had been made by her blood relatives, and she found the idea curious. She could not imagine it.




  The sun was bright and the sky empty of clouds, piercingly blue over the huge crowds of merchants, shopkeepers, apprentices, and workmen thronging the Paris streets. The fates

  had granted Mary Stuart a perfect, clear wedding day in notoriously fickle April. Much of the ceremony was to be held outdoors, on a specially constructed pavilion in front of Notre-Dame, called a

  ciel-royal, hung with blue cypress silk embroidered with gold fleurs de lys and emblazoned with the arms of Scotland. A velvet carpet repeated the same colours and patterns beneath their

  feet. Not for two hundred years had the people of Paris been able to witness the wedding of a dauphin, and the city was in a fervour of anticipation—of the costumes, the music, the ceremony,

  and the traditional largesse to be thrown to the crowds. They were hungry to be dazzled.




  Since dawn, they had been hearing the flourishes of trumpets, fifes, and drums coming from within the monastic courts of the Archbishop’s palace, whispering like a promise, “Wait . .

  . it is coming.” So they milled, and ate the bread and cheese they had brought, and felt the sun beginning to chase away the lingering chill that was in the air as it rose slowly over the

  city.




  At midmorning the procession began: the Swiss guards and band appeared, escorting the noble guests into Notre Dame. Then followed the Scottish musicians and minstrels, wearing the red and yellow

  livery of Scotland, piping and drumming their native melodies; then a hundred gentlemen of the King’s household, marching solemnly in step; then the princes of the blood, sumptuously dressed,

  wearing their family fortunes in jewels which glittered as they moved in slow, swaying motion.




  It took half an hour for all these to pass; next came the princes of the church, the abbots and bishops, bearing great ceremonial crosses of precious metal, wearing jewelled mitres and

  gold-threaded copes, and the four cardinals of France—the brothers Guise, and a Bourbon, and du Bellay, the papal representative.




  Then the Dauphin, flanked by his two younger brothers, eight-year-old Charles and seven-year-old Henri. François moved mechanically, his eyes set straight ahead, as if something

  unpleasant awaited him under that billowing silken canopy—a dose of medicine or a lecture.




  A pause. The Dauphin and the little princes passed by, the backs of their velvet mantles puffing out behind them.




  Then, a spot of glowing white. The people gasped. Mourning? For a wedding? The tall, proud figure, draped in a dove-coloured mantle, with her slender, elegant neck rising out of the collar,

  walked on in celestial detachment. A crown rested on her head, and her hair was flowing long and free, to denote her virginity. Her train stretched on and on, in a graceful arc almost forty feet

  long, held up by two beautiful attendants. Even from a distance the red spot of the famous Great Harry ruby was visible on her bodice.




  The rest of the procession, colourful and opulent as it was, did not excite. There were only the squat Queen, the little princesses, other noble ladies and damsels—all secondary to the

  faerie creature who had already passed by, now taking her place beside her bridegroom, surrounded by acolytes holding lighted tapers. The people strained their ears to hear the vows being exchanged

  on the open-air pavilion, but the whispers were lost. They glimpsed rings exchanged as the Cardinal de Bourbon married them. They saw the nine Scots commissioners, ruddy and stern, step forward to

  pay homage to François as their new King.




  The Duc de Guise smiled as he heard Mary—safely married, God be praised, nothing could now undo it, what God hath joined and so on—salute her husband as Francis of Scotland,

  which he had just legally become.




  It had been easy to persuade her to sign, before the wedding, the three secret documents bequeathing Scotland to France, should she die without a child. François was therefore King of

  Scotland in fact as well as title, even if the Scots did not realize it. Ignorance is bliss, he thought, for those who are not ignorant. She had been so alarmed about the growing

  power of the Lords of the Congregation that she believed it was her duty to ensure that Scotland would become a French protectorate forever rather than drift into outright heresy. The conversion of

  her brother James had shocked her and she had welcomed him but coolly.




  The Duc looked at her, standing so strong and young beside him. She seemed the antithesis of death, glistening with beauty and health before her marriage altar. The paper and all its provisions

  had seemed preposterous, unnecessary, a macabre joke. She had laughed as she signed them. The Scots, on the contrary, had not laughed as they ponderously insisted on provisions being made for

  Mary’s widowhood; she was to draw a pension from the Duchy of Touraine, regardless of whether she chose to remain in France afterward.




  Both sets of guardians were assuming the death of the other one’s child.




  And that, thought the Duc, is as good a definition of adult cynicism as any.




  A cheer was sounding; it was time to scatter the first of the largesse. The Duc snapped to attention, and motioned to his men to begin throwing the ducats, pistolets, half-crowns, testons and

  domains—all gold and silver coins. The crowd roared and scrambled as the shower fell on them like April rain.




  There were two banquets, followed by two balls—the first in the Archbishop’s palace, the second in the old Palais de la Cité, with a procession through the

  streets of Paris in between. The Dauphin rode on a charger caparisoned with cloth-of-gold and silver. Mary was in an open litter, covered with the same material. The crowd pressed in upon her,

  shoving to examine her face and gown; she betrayed no emotion other than sweet curiosity to see her subjects.




  After the second banquet, served on the same black marble table upon which Henry VI of England had had his coronation banquet long ago, after the dancing, after the masques and

  pageants—with horses of gold and silver drawing jewelled coaches, and magic boats with billowing silver sails floating on the ballroom floor—the torches finally burned down, their

  flames ceasing to reflect in the thousands of jewels decorating bosoms, ears, necks, and hair. Night had come, and one by one the guests departed, stealing away in the dark, crossing the bridge

  over the lapping Seine. They trailed perfume and laughter and music, singing as they went. The moon shone on the white flowering branches of the palace orchard and the little side streets.




  Mary and the Dauphin were escorted to the royal bedchamber where they would spend the night. The bed was high and deep, the pillows made of new goosedown and encased in satin.




  The Marys dressed Mary in her bridal nightgown and helped her to mount the steps into the bed. Behind the carved screen, François’s attendants were doing the same for him. He

  emerged in a gown of royal blue trimmed with fur, and came forward with slow deliberation. Shaking off their helping hands, he clambered into the bed himself and slid under the covers.




  “We dismiss you,” he said grandly, waving his hand. “You, too, Uncle.” He stopped the Cardinal of Lorraine from blessing the bed. The Cardinal had no choice but to

  obey.




  The door clicked shut, although they both knew full well eavesdroppers would remain outside listening all night.




  François put his arms around her and kissed her on the mouth, his childish plump lips sweet and delicate.




  “Now you are mine, and no one can take you away,” he said solemnly. “Like they took away my lapdog and my pet bear.”




  “The bear caused so much damage,” said Mary with a laugh. “Do you remember when it escaped at Blois? And ran into the house of Madame Pillonne?”




  “Dear Old Julius. I hated it when they took him away,” said François. He put his head on her shoulder and cuddled up against her. “He had such a sweet way about him,

  such a soft muzzle. . . .” He drifted off to sleep.




  Mary lay for a few moments looking at the moonlight on the floor of the chamber, before she too fell asleep.




  The next morning the Cardinal of Lorraine and the Duc de Guise gave out the news that the marriage night had been passed “as all expected, all decently and in

  order.” They went off to their private chambers in glee, where they clanked goblets and proceeded to get decorously drunk.





 





  XII




  [image: ]ary found herself waking up each morning for the next month saying to herself, I am married, and

  wondering why she did not feel different. She had expected to—had thought that some deep inner change would have taken place. But no—she was the same as always. And

  François—he was the same, too. When she called him her husband, it felt like one of the games they had played when they were younger and would proclaim themselves pirates, warriors,

  dragons. Just so it seemed when she would now refer to “François, my husband.”




  Their lessons continued, but now they had their own household together. Mary had simply brought all her people with her—Madame Rallay, the Marys, rather Mamerot, Bourgoing—and now

  they lived and worked with François’s people, which had already led to a few romances. The larger household meant they had more privileges and bigger expenses, but it was a household

  made up almost entirely of young people, and it had the effect of being a playhouse in itself.




  There was only picnicking, hunting, and riding during the daylight hours; playacting, dancing, poetry reading, music, and card playing in the evenings. The only adult incursions into their

  glowing world of leisure and youth were the Guises. Mary’s uncles visited regularly and insisted on drawing her aside to question her carefully about her studies and report on what was

  happening beyond her golden household.




  It was gloomy, unpleasant news, most of it. Wars, killing, plots, sickness, death. The only happy item they came with was the announcement that, thanks to the marriage, Scotsmen and Frenchmen

  now had dual citizenship.




  “Which means that François is now, by courtesy, a Scotsman,” said Uncle Cardinal.




  Mary had laughed outright. A sudden picture of François standing in the windy courtyard of a Scottish castle had come to her. It was surprising, this picture; she had not known she

  remembered such a castle, and was unsure whether it really existed at all. It was high up, on a crag. . . .




  “And that means you are also a Frenchwoman,” he continued.




  “I feel like a Frenchwoman, completely,” she said.




  “Now citizens of each country can pass freely back and forth; no permission or passports are required. It is the first step in uniting them permanently.”




  Mary sighed. “I wonder if that will ever truly come to pass. The rebels in Scotland seem to grow fiercer and fiercer. . . .” At the thought of their harassment of her dear mother,

  her chest ached. Her mother was holding out bravely, trying to fight them off. But Scotland was a long way away, and seemed to have nothing to do with her life here, in the joyous round of days

  where cares were unknown or never more than a passing annoyance, easily solved.




  “The day will come, my dear,” the Cardinal assured her.




  Christmas was coming, and Mary was deeply proud to be able to arrange for all the festivities in her own household. This year, she and François would have their own

  Christmas, and invite others to join them. Perhaps this was really what marriage meant: having your own home, your own Christmas, rather than being a guest at someone else’s.




  A French Christmas!—setting out a crèche, lighting the bûche de Noël in a huge fireplace, midnight mass in the royal chapel illuminated with a thousand candles,

  programs of sacred music—Mary tingled with excitement in planning it.




  And for François, a special present; she had ordered an Arab horse for him from Spain. He had so longed for one, had eagerly recounted for her the extraordinary features of Arabians:

  their intelligence, fire, speed; their delicate bones and large eyes. Oh, he would be so surprised—and beside himself with delight! If the breeder there could deliver . . . if the horse could

  be brought north safely. . . . Still, just planning it excited her, thrilled her with her own thoughtfulness and competence.




  It was just before Advent began that Mary received an unexpected summons to Paris, where Henri II wished to see her.




  Why could not the King come here? she wondered. But she obeyed and left immediately.




  When she arrived at the Louvre, still chilled and tired from the journey, she was summoned to see the King right away. She barely had time to remove her thick travelling mantle

  and comb her hair before she was conducted into his presence.




  “Mary Tudor is dead,” said Henri II solemnly, crossing himself. “I stand now in the presence of the new Queen of England.” He nodded in acknowledgment to Mary.

  “Yes, my child, my daughter. Your good cousin Mary Tudor has been called to her reward, and she leaves her crown to you.”




  How unexpected! How peculiar! And for an instant, Mary hoped it was not true. If it was, it changed everything, and she did not want things changed. She was so happy as she was. “Did she

  name me so?” asked Mary. Everyone knew that Mary had refused to name her half sister Elizabeth, both because she distrusted her and because of the uncertainty about her legitimacy.




  “She did not have to,” said King Henri. “Blood names you. You inherit by right of descent.”




  “Did she name Elizabeth?” Mary persisted.




  “The heretics pretend she did. No one heard her—no one whose witness we can trust. Her only confidant, the only one who knew her heart, Cardinal Pole, died a mere twelve hours later.

  Only Cardinal Pole knew that truth—that she could not, would not, have named Elizabeth. No, they hope to make a fait accompli before anyone can act to prevent them.”




  “And do you plan to prevent them?” Not a war! Not another war!




  Her voice was cool and her questions cooler. Ever since her marriage, she had been bolder and less deferential. The King blamed her uncles for that.




  “I plan to protest, and see how it is to be received,” he replied.




  “A protest without troops means little. And I have heard good things about Elizabeth, and that the people like her.”




  “Bah! They like any new ruler. They cheered and lit bonfires for Mary, too. That’s the English for you. Within a year they turn against their sovereign. ‘The English vice is

  treachery’—”




  “ ‘And the French vice is lechery,’ ” she finished the old saw.




  This new self-possession was not at all pleasing, thought the King. I will break her of it.




  “You will go into mourning for Queen Mary, and you will quarter the arms of England on your royal plate, on your cloth of estate, and on your insignia. Tomorrow there will be a banquet,

  and I will have the heralds formally proclaim you Queen of England.”




  “No.”




  “Yes. You will obey. I am your King.”




  “I am an anointed queen in my own right, a fellow sovereign. I am your equal, not your subject.”




  The King was infuriated. So this was what her uncles were filling her head with. As if Scotland were a real country, the equal of France! The fools!




  “You will do as I command you,” he said, his already narrow eyes turning into slits.




  “The only command I recognize is the fourth commandment: Honour your father and mother. I will honour and obey you as my father, which you are, in law. Not as my superior.”




  Insolent child! thought the King. She needs to be deflated. But who will do it? The uncles will prevent it.




  “Do as I say, and soon you will be a real queen, queen of a real country,” he said. She was—must be!—ambitious, and would agree on that basis. “Just

  think—Queen of England!”




  Instead she looked sulky. “I hate falsity,” she said. “This is all founded on falsity and empty gestures.”




  “But to be a ruler, one must know how to make those gestures,” he insisted. “They are as important as etiquette and law and even battle. They can sometimes carry as much weight

  as all three!”





 





  XIII




  [image: ]is Holiness Pope Paul IV shuffled and sniffled his way to his writing table at the Vatican. His thin frame

  shook with what to him was bone-chilling cold. That was because, at the age of eighty-two, the ascetic pontiff’s bones were very close to his skin. This winter was not particularly cold, and

  indeed there were people strolling about in the great square of St. Peter’s with no mantles on. But within the Papal apartments, no amount of gilding on the paintings or depictions of desert

  sands could make him feel warm.




  Elizabeth Tudor had chosen January fifteenth for her Coronation, so he had been informed. It was a very northern thing to do. He supposed they were used to bitter weather, and even to staging

  outdoor ceremonies in it. The letter must reach her before the ceremony; she must not be anointed and crowned in ignorance of his wishes. No!




  He seated himself, and motioned to one of his guards to bring the brazier closer. He did not need to reread her letter; he knew it by heart. She was asking for his recognition; that was simple.

  It was the answer that had eluded him until now. But now he had it. There could be, must be, no compromise. A heretic might be on the throne, but the throne of England was still, officially,

  Catholic. Thus it must remain, and she must submit to his arbitration and make obeisance before he would consider recognizing her.




  His spidery fingers grasped his silver-inlaid pen and began writing in equally spidery calligraphy:




  

    

      We are unable to comprehend the hereditary right of one not born in wedlock. The Queen of Scots claims the crown, as the nearest legitimate descendant of Henry VII. However,

      my daughter, if you show yourself willing to submit the controversy to our arbitration, we will show every indulgence to your ladyship which justice would permit.


    


  




  He sprinkled sand across the wet ink, feeling as mighty as Saint George.




  Shortly thereafter, he found himself obliged to issue a bull directly to the daughter of darkness in England. Sitting at the same desk, puzzled over her prompt

  reply—which was not even directly to him, but to her ambassador at the Vatican, recalling him—the former head of the Italian Inquisition did what needed to be done.




  

    

      January 12, 1559.




      We hereby decree that heretical sovereigns are incapable of reigning and must not be recognized as legitimate sovereigns by any members of the True Church. Neither

      allegiance nor obedience is to be shown them, under pain of mortal sin.


    


  




  There. The battle lines had been drawn. There must be no accommodation. The bull, Cum Ex Apostolatus, would be published all over Europe.




  Elizabeth had her coronation on January 15, 1559, and it was, from all reports, a glittering diamond of a winter day. Mary eagerly read all the descriptions of it, of the long

  procession through London, the solemn ceremony in Westminster Abbey, followed by the resounding “God save the Queen!” bellowed out by the people.




  I wish I could remember my own coronation, she thought. I must ask my mother to write me a long description of it, for I would cherish knowing all the details.




  If my mother has time, she had to add.




  For Marie de Guise’s time was increasingly spent in trying to govern the ever-more-unruly kingdom of Scotland. The Protestants had issued a “Beggars’ Summons” ordering

  all friars to surrender their properties to the poor by May twelfth. Marie had in turn ordered all heretical preachers to return to Catholicism by Easter. The battle lines were being drawn in

  Scotland, as well as everywhere else.




  In the meantime, Mary dutifully followed her father-in-law’s orders, wearing mourning for Queen Mary Tudor at a banquet, where her entrance was announced by a herald proclaiming,

  “Place! Place! Pour la Reine d’Angleterre.” And as she entered the dining hall, the whole company chorused, “Vive la Reine d’Angleterre!” Upon

  being seated, she was served off freshly engraved plates showing the arms of England quartered with those of France and Scotland.




  She hoped her cousin Elizabeth would overlook this. Or, she assured herself, if it was true that these empty gestures were the expected thing to do, then such an astute politician as the new

  Queen of England would surely understand.





 





  XIV




  [image: ]he noise was deafening, and the glass shrieked as it crashed on the stone floor of the church—almost like

  a living thing, thought John Knox. A living thing that hated to yield up its spirit.




  But the spirit was evil, and had to die. It was the spirit of idolatry, the demon that had plagued God’s people since first He had made a covenant with them in Moses’ time—nay,

  in Abraham’s. It was written in the First and Second Commandments, spelled out explicitly:




  

    

      Thou shalt have no other gods before me. Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth

      beneath, or that is in the water under the earth: Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them.


    


  




  How much plainer could it be? But the response of the Israelites had been the Golden Calf—and our response has been this! he thought, as he kicked the broken head of a Virgin statue

  that lay a few feet away from her torso. We made graven images and worshipped them: virgins and saints and pretty coloured pictures in glass to entertain people, to set them to daydreaming and

  amusing themselves in God’s house, as at a holiday pageant.




  The mob had thrown a rope around the stone shoulders of a Saint Peter in his niche, and were yanking him down. They yelled and laughed as the statue hit the floor and exploded in fragments.

  Saint Andrew in the neighbouring niche followed, and a cheer went up. Dust motes filled the air.




  “Careful of the glass splinters!” Knox cried, and they turned to him like obedient children. The shards were everywhere, and could easily slice open a foot or cut a face. He would

  feel responsible if anyone was hurt.




  But the mob was growing, taking on a character of its own, almost feeding on the fallen statues and ruined church. How literally they had taken his words in the sermon about idolatry two days

  ago here in Perth! How hungry they were for reform, and action! Would Calvin have been proud of him?




  At the thought of Calvin and Geneva, a wave of affectionate homesickness swept through him. It would have been so easy to remain there, learning from Calvin, exulting in the experience of

  actually living in a city dedicated to God, totally purged of idolatry and filled with living saints. I was the least among them, he thought. Only a pupil of Calvin’s and Farel’s, only

  a disciple. It was like that first Pentecost in Jerusalem, when the flames of the Holy Spirit came down and enveloped the disciples. To be there, to be partaking of it! That was almost

  heaven.




  But even that—there’s a danger of making an idol even of Geneva, he thought with despair. The devil turns even our best things against us, uses them on our weak spots. Uses my hunger

  for righteousness and order and freedom to try to ensnare me. For had I remained in Geneva, I would have been turning my back on my own country, instead of helping to liberate her from the bondage

  of strangers.




  “Master Knox! Master Knox!” They were motioning to him.




  He crossed over the nave, picking his steps with care through the rubble. The mob, armed with mallets and iron bars, stood at the ready before the intricately carved rood screen, which separated

  the high altar from the rest of the church.




  “Bless our first stroke!” they demanded.




  He did not like the Papist sound of that.




  “Am I a bishop?” he argued. “To sprinkle things with holy water or smoke them with incense or mumble spells over them? Nay, either a thing is of God or it is not.”




  Now they fell silent. He had them under his control, and could direct their actions as he pleased.




  “And I say this altar is not of God!” he roared. “It is an abomination, an adornment to grace a pagan ritual . . . the mass! For what is the mass but a superstitious magic

  rite, so secret and blasphemous that the people cannot even be allowed to look upon it whilst it is being enacted?”




  He swept his arms out. “Down with it! Destroy it! Let not one stone remain standing upon the other!”




  The leaders began swinging their clubs and stakes, opening holes in the delicate lacy carving, knocking down struts.




  “Let the daylight into that dark cavern of evil and superstition! Open it up for the people!” he screamed, and his words rose above the hammering and destruction.




  That night he had a sore throat from his preaching and from inhaling the stone-dust, and had to submit to the ministrations of his wife, Marjory. She concocted a drink of

  chamomile and honey and insisted on his sipping it slowly. He liked the taste of it, but Calvin had taught him to guard against that particular snare; even eating and drinking should yield no

  pleasure beyond the natural satisfying of hunger and thirst. So, to combat the pleasure of the sweet, warm posset—and the nearness of his young wife—he forced himself to listen to a

  report by Patrick, Lord Ruthven, one of the Lords of the Congregation. The man himself was unpleasant enough to act as an effective counterweight to both Marjory and the drink—he was rough,

  wild, and reported to be a warlock—even if his news had been more palatable.




  “The Queen Regent has vowed to bring French troops to crush us,” he said. “That’s the word from Edinburgh.” He shook his bushy head, and stroked his

  claymore—the five-foot-long, two-handed sword he carried everywhere. “We’ll give her such a breakfast, she and her froggies—well split them, and spit them, and serve

  ’em for dinner like they do in her beloved France.”




  “Please.” Knox winced. He found the idea of eating frogs’ legs repulsive. “How many troops?” he whispered.




  “Two thousand or so. Don’t worry, we will stand. ‘If God be for us, who can be against us?’ Romans eight, thirty-one,” he said proudly.




  Knox smiled. That this uncouth fighting lord, who could barely read, should have memorized Scripture! Ah, Calvin, if only you could share this moment! he thought.




  “That is true,” he said softly. “But even the Lord is helped by good equipment. Remember the conquest of Canaan? ‘And the Lord was with Judah, and he took possession of

  the hill country, but he could not drive out the inhabitants of the plain, because they had chariots of iron.’ Judges one, nineteen.”




  Immediately he was sorry he had said it, because Ruthven’s face fell. Was I using my knowledge wrongly? Knox wondered. Intimidating my brother, instead of acting in love? It is all so

  difficult to know! Every action can lead to sin. Pride lurks everywhere.




  “The Old Testament has not been widely spoken of here,” Knox assured him. “We studied it much in Geneva. And you will see, soon there will be a translated Bible in every

  church, available and”—his throat stung—“preached freely.” He stopped and coughed. “But back to the matter at hand. We will need weapons to combat the Queen and

  her foreign troops.”




  “I command and can supply many,” said Ruthven. He smiled, a jagged one that showed large teeth lurking just the other side of his thick, furlike beard. “I’ll warrant help

  will come from south of the border, good master. From the English Queen, good Protestant that she is.”




  “Have you word of this?” In his excitement, Knox raised his voice. Immediately he regretted it.




  “Rumours, and something stronger than rumour. ’Tis done; the Parliament has repealed the Catholicism of Bloody Mary; England is Protestant once again. Officially, as of five days

  ago. You’ve a sure ally in England now, instead of an enemy.”




  “The Reformed Church has an ally,” Knox corrected him. “The English Queen has never forgiven me for writing The First Blast of the Trumpet. She took it so

  personally”—this genuinely puzzled him—“she even refused to let me set foot in England on my way back here. Ah, well. As long as she supports the Faith.”




  “That she does. Waved away the monks waiting in procession to escort her to Parliament with their ceremonial torches. ‘Away with these torches, for we see well enough!’ ”

  Ruthven laughed.




  “Good.” Knox hated monks. Tonsured, interfering fools.




  So Elizabeth was on the Reformers’ side. Let her join them, then, in ousting the French and the Catholic Church from Scotland.




  The Queen Mother, old Marie de Guise—the French cow, as Knox thought of her—had ordered all the Reformed preachers to return to Catholicism by Easter; when they refused, she

  commanded them to appear before her on May tenth.




  The answer, thought Knox, was my sermon the next day, the sermon that started the rioting here in Perth. Now let her face our army, if she can wade through the rubble of her late Popish ruins!

  He laughed loudly, not caring that it strained his throat.




  And God has spared us the prospect of her daughter ever returning to Scotland and the throne, he thought. She will be tied up for her lifetime in France, in that land of satin and foppery,

  whilst we go about our business unhindered.




  Thank You, Lord, he thought. Thank You. Now lead us on to final victory!





 





  XV




  [image: ]arly summer in Paris, when the city was tender and in its first spreading ripeness, should have been a

  pleasurable time for the French court. Indeed, high festivities were in hand: King Philip of Spain, that well-rehearsed bridegroom, had been accepted in matrimony by Elisabeth Valois, after

  abandoning his hopeless pursuit of the new English Queen. The wedding would take place at the end of June, along with the nuptials of her spinster aunt, Marguerite Valois, to the Duke of

  Savoy—another hapless suitor of Queen Elizabeth, who was discarding them left and right like a housewife sorting rags.




  But in spite of the expensive preparations—the commotion in the kitchens, the armour-fitting, the tournament practices—within the Hôtel des Tournelles there was an anxiety, a

  high hum in the air, although no one acknowledged it. Catherine de Médicis was in a perpetual frown and heaviness, her dark eyes looking to something within herself; Elisabeth, only

  fourteen, was apprehensive about leaving France and becoming the third wife of a man whose other wives had been so short-lived. And Mary was unhappy: unhappy to be losing her almost-sister

  Elisabeth, unhappy that François was once again ill, and most of all unhappy with the news from Scotland. Her mother was ill and beleaguered by John Knox’s rabid Reformers. Actual war

  had broken out, with killings on both sides. Led by the Lords of the Congregation, and whipped up by John Knox’s preaching, the Scottish people had gone on a rampage of destruction, while

  their army had attacked the government’s forces.




  And in back of it was English help. Queen Elizabeth must be secretly sending money to help the rebels. Without English support, the rebels would have been beaten by now.




  O my mother! thought Mary to herself as she dressed for the tournament that was to be part of the festivities that afternoon. My mother, my mother—if only I could see you, be with you . .

  . it has been so long since I have seen you, eight years since your wonderful visit here in France, eight long years . . . I must find a way for us to see each other again, there must be a

  way . . . perhaps I can come to you. . . . The longing was so acute it was like a physical pain, a yearning that tore at her in hidden places.




  Riding in her carriage with its gilded wheels to the adjoining tournament grounds on the rue St.-Antoine, being preceded by heralds running ahead, crying, “Make way, make way, for Her

  Majesty the Queen of Scotland and England,” seemed something she was doing for her mother’s sake, striking a blow against her mother’s enemy, Elizabeth. Her earlier admiration of

  Elizabeth’s cleverness had soured now that it was directed against her own mother. She smiled and waved as the people acknowledged her, and Nicholas Throckmorton, the English ambassador,

  noted everything and would report it back to London.




  She took her place in the viewing balcony on the rue St.-Antoine, next to her uncle the Cardinal, who looked bored already.




  “I wish I had a livre for every official joust I have had to attend,” said the Cardinal, twitching at his robes. “I should have amassed more than Luther claimed the Church made

  on indulgences. Ah, well. One cannot have a marriage or a birth or a coronation without them. Spectacle is an investment. If wisely used, that is. Now, this . . .” He gave a dismissive

  gesture. “Waste. Who sees it? Who is impressed by it? Not Philip. He is not here. He does not reckon this important enough to leave Spain for!”




  The thought had been in Mary’s mind as well. It was hurtful that Philip did not care enough for his new bride to claim her in person.




  “That is a great pity,” said Mary. “For Elisabeth’s heart is not his yet. He will have to win her, and this is no way to begin.”




  The Cardinal sighed expansively. “Love and arranged marriages—they are seldom found together.” He seemed not to care if Elisabeth was happy or not; it was her lot as a princess

  to endure. “Your cousin Elizabeth declines the hand of the Spanish bridegroom,” he said. “Of course, there is some feeling that perhaps she is not the true Queen. Philip is well

  out of it. Especially since the Pope has issued his statement recognizing you as rightful Queen.” He had not exactly “issued” the statement, but the Cardinal’s spies

  had found out about it anyway.




  Mary looked out beyond the tournament grounds, which lay between the Bastille and the river, to the buildings of Paris, shimmering in the June sun, and beyond them to the bright green fields.

  She had seen the same vista in a Book of Hours: brilliant and jewellike.




  She sighed. “My heart is too heavy with my mother’s troubles in Scotland to concern myself with the romances of my cousin in England, who causes them.” She refused to discuss

  the formal “claim” Henri II had forced her to make.




  “She does not exactly cause them,” corrected the Cardinal. “The English Queen causes nothing, she merely takes advantage of what naturally occurs.”




  “How clever of her.” Mary was still looking at the perfect June landscape, so like a miniature. She wished she could enter into it, walk along the winding country road that, from

  here, looked like a brown thread. . . .




  The contenders were milling at either end of the field, banners fluttering.




  The Cardinal suddenly took off his hat and began fanning himself with it. “When will they start? This is torture!”




  “Soon,” she assured him.




  He heaved a sigh of resignation, and turned to talk to the Queen, seated on his other side. Catherine de Médicis, dressed in a rich green silk dress, looked sour; her brows were drawn up

  in a straight line, and she kept twisting a handkerchief in her stubby fingers. Mary heard the Cardinal attempting to entertain her. But she grew ever more agitated.




  Tournaments were such pretty things, thought Mary. All the colours, and the ritual—rather like high mass. Perhaps it was a mass, a secular one, of strength and worldliness. . . .




  The trumpets sounded. The jousts in honour of the marriage of the King’s sister, Princess Marguerite, and his daughter, Princess Elisabeth, to the Duke of Savoy and the King of Spain,

  respectively, would now commence. Glittering contenders—including the King, wearing the black and white colours of Diane—came onto the field. The first contest began.




  For an hour or so everyone watched avidly, but then the too-familiar spectacle wore thin and thoughts began to wander and tongues to chatter amongst the onlookers.




  Mary smoothed her blue gown and thought of François. He sat close to his mother, his face pinched with pain from his ever-present ear infection. How did he bear it, never feeling well?

  Yet he persisted with his lessons, and kept hunting.




  Farther down on the balcony sat the Duc de Guise, back from the wars for good. An agreement had ended the wars: the Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis, which stopped all the fighting. France had

  had to return all her conquests from the last eighty years in Italy. How futile war was, she thought. All the banners and horses and ordnance, but in the end it was as insubstantial as a joust.




  “How is marriage treating you, my dear?” The Cardinal’s voice was warm and close to her ear.




  “I enjoy being married,” she answered.




  “In what sense do you enjoy it?” he persisted.




  “As a wife should.” She would not betray François’s capabilities—or lack of them—to him.




  “Then we can expect a prince soon?” He was relentless.




  “That is in the hands of God.”




  “God helps those who help themselves.”




  Should she listen to this? “In what way?” She yielded to the temptation.




  “For the good of France, it may be necessary to make personal sacrifices. To set aside certain commandments.”




  “Such as the sixth?” She paused. “The one commanding fidelity?”




  “How perceptive you are. Naturally, the Lord would reward such a sacrifice with minor compensations—such as pleasure.” Surely she wanted to taste pleasure! She was fashioned

  for it.




  “My pleasure is in being faithful to the one ordained to me by God.”




  Oh, dear. What a problem for the succession, he thought.




  “But of course,” he said smoothly. “I was merely testing you, my dear.”




  “I know.” She pretended to believe him. “That is your job, as Cardinal of the Church and as my—”




  A cry rose from the spectators on the balcony. Mary looked out onto the field, and saw the King pitching forward, a splintered lance sticking out of his open visor. Blood spurted out between the

  golden bars of the cagelike visor, drenching the horse’s neck.




  Catherine screamed. Diane sat as if cast in stone.




  “Christ on His throne!” breathed the Cardinal, rising and clutching the balustrade.




  The King was being taken down from his horse, as stiff as a scarecrow, except for a convulsive twitch every few seconds. They laid him on a stretcher and bore him away, before the Queen or any

  of the royal family could move from the stands or go to him.




  “No!” screamed Catherine. “I warned him! I told him! I begged him!” She rushed down to the field and threw herself, weeping, on the horse’s bloody neck.




  “Come,” said the Cardinal. He held Mary’s elbow and raised her up. “To your carriage. They will have taken him back to the Hôtel des Tournelles. Go to

  him.”




  Mary obeyed and entered her ceremonial car, emblazoned with all her titles. Her coachman started up the horses, and the heralds ran ahead, announcing loudly, “Make way, make way, for Her

  Majesty the Queen of Scotland and England.” Their voices were swallowed up in the yells of the crowd, jostling and excited.




  In the Hôtel des Tournelles—the Cardinal had guessed correctly—the King lay on a narrow bed, attended by his physicians. The lance had entered his right eye, and blinded it.

  Splinters of the wood, it was feared, had penetrated his brain.




  For ten days the King lingered, as the splinters from the lance festered in his brain and infection spread. Sometimes he was lucid, sometimes not. But the puzzling thing to

  Mary was that she sensed he was neither surprised nor reluctant to go to his death at only forty-one. It was as if he were greeting death as a not unwelcome, or unexpected, caller.




  Catherine had evidently been warned, both by her astrologer Ruggieri and by Nostradamus, by whom she set great store, of a disaster. In addition, she had had a disturbing dream the night before.

  All these things she had told her husband, and he had ignored them. Or had he? Had he actually welcomed them and embraced them? His actions seemed to belie a wish to live. He had insisted on

  running the final course, even in the face of Catherine’s pleas, and the wish of his opponent to stop. The King had commanded the reluctant opponent to face him, or be punished.




  François stood by his father’s bed, pale and shaky. He himself was not well; the earache had subsided, but his fever persisted.




  “Father!” he cried. “Do not leave me!”




  His father sighed and opened his eyes halfway, as if it were too much effort to open them all the way. “My son,” he said, in an almost normal voice, “you are about to lose your

  father, but not his blessing. May God grant you more happiness than ever He has granted me.”




  François threw himself sobbing on the bed. His father’s chest felt solid and warm, and he believed if he just held him tightly enough, he could keep him forever.




  Mary embraced François, putting her arms around him from behind. His thin shoulders were shaking.




  The King’s eyes closed. He looked asleep. But then Ambroise Paré, the physician, took his pulse. In a moment he shook his head.




  “Your Majesty, the King is dead,” he said. He was speaking to François.




  “No!” François clung to his father.




  “Your Majesty,” said the Cardinal. He motioned to Mary, who drew her husband up for the recognition.




  “We pledge you our lives and our loyalty,” said the Cardinal. “We will serve you as long as life remains.”




  François rubbed his eyes. His mother was weeping. “Maman!” He held out his arms to her, ignoring the Cardinal. “Maman!”




  Together they stumbled out to the door of the hôtel, where an anxious crowd was waiting. Let the Cardinal make the announcement; they would leave for the Louvre. A royal coach was drawn up

  outside, under a linden tree. They made to enter it. Mary stood aside to be the last to enter, out of respect for her mother-in-law. But suddenly, Catherine de Médicis drew back, and looked

  at her as calmly as if it had been an ordinary day.




  “You must enter before me,” she said, in her low voice. “The Queen of France takes precedence over a queen dowager.”





 





  XVI




  [image: ]ary found herself unable to eat from noon on, she was so nervous about her upcoming evening—the first

  where she and François would preside as King and Queen of France. It was to be a simple affair, and planned by Mary herself, which made her all the more nervous, as every aspect of its

  success or failure could thus be traced to her.




  For several years she had had a private garden of her own on the grounds of one of the smaller châteaux. Diane de Poitiers had noticed her love of flowers, and had helped her to plan this

  entirely white garden just below the terrace, leading up to the tranquil waters of an ornamental pool.




  “For you seem to have a special affinity for white,” she had told the girl. “And a white garden can be magnificent by moonlight. And did you know there are some flowers that

  open only in the dark, and give off the most lush perfumes? They come from Persia.”




  Diane. Banished now from court, sent away by Catherine de Médicis as soon as Henri II was decently buried. But her garden flourished, and over the years Mary had lovingly tended it and

  added more flowers to it, until now it extended over a large area, embracing the pool tenderly in a scented frame.




  The party would take place here. The guests would stroll along the leafy paths, illuminated by lanterns until the full moon rose and made the white flowers glow. Both French and Scottish

  musicians would be at hand, walking about, mingling with the guests, playing their violas, lutes, pipes and quihissels; Mary hoped the very informality of it would put everyone at

  ease—herself and François most of all.




  “Madam,” said a familiar voice behind her, “is it still to be a Party of Youth?”




  Mary turned to see Flamina standing nearby. Her Marys were now her ladies-in-waiting, her most trusted inner circle. She had not expected that becoming Queen of France would change anything

  between them, but the truth was that they now treated her differently—calling her “Madam” reverently, for example. Or perhaps it was the fact that she was now married.




  “No,” she said with a laugh. “We were prevailed upon to allow some of the older courtiers to come. But it will still be mainly young people.”
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