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With longing for my celestial family—


grandmother May,


cousin Linda,


and now, sadly, my mother, Sharon

I wanted you three, more than anyone, to read this.






I am blind from


staring too long at the sun

—FROM “HALL OF MIRRORS”


BY JANE URQUHART
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Part I

BONE MAGIC










Chapter One



A ROMANY WOMANin a crimson gown flashes by, standing on the back of a cantering horse. Her crown of turkey feathers quivers under the burning summer sun.

“The Wild Woman!” announces the showman, flourishing a black hat.

The crowd cheers as the lathered horse picks up speed. It tosses its big head, throwing off gobs of sweat and spittle. Its tail streams, and its hooves pound the dust.

The Wild Woman puts out her hands, her diaphanous skirts billowing out behind her. Slowly, she raises her arms to the cloudless sky and shrieks a piercing war cry.

A pale girl—barely tall enough to see over the rails—watches transfixed, imagining her own thin arms outstretched, her own feet planted on a horse’s broad back.

She presses her hands to her cheeks in wonder. Oh, the wind!



IT WAS 1650, year eight in the reign of young Louis XIV—a time of famine, plague and war. In the hamlets and caves and forests beyond, people were starving and violence ruled. The girl had just turned six.

She was small for her age, often taken for a four-year-old—until she spoke, that is, with a matter-of-fact maturity well beyond her years. She wore a close-fitting cap tied under her chin with ribbons, her golden curls falling down her back to her waist. Her gown of gray serge was adorned with a necklace she’d made herself from hedgehog teeth. A pixie child, people sometimes called her, because of her diminutive size, her fair coloring, her unsettling gaze.

The girl followed the Wild Woman with her eyes as she jumped from the horse and bowed out. Waving her feathered crown, she disappeared from view. The girl pushed her way out through the crowd. Ignoring two jugglers, a clown walking on sticks, and a tumbling dwarf, she circled around to the sprawl of covered wagons on the far side of the hill. There, she found the Wild Woman, pouring a leather bucket of water over her tangled hair. The tin spangles on her gown caught the light.

“Thunder, it’s hot,” the woman cursed. Her horse—a piebald with pink eyelids—was tethered to an oxcart close by. “What do you want, angel?” she asked through dripping tendrils.

“I want to ride a horse like you do,” the girl said. “Standing.”

“Do you,” the woman said, wiping her face with her hands.

“I’m horse-possessed,” the girl said soberly. “My father says.”

The woman laughed. “And where be your father now?”

The horse pawed at the dirt, kicking up clouds. The Romany woman yanked its frayed lead and said something in a foreign tongue. The horse raised its ugly head and whinnied; a chorus answered.

Horses.

“They’re in the back field,” the woman told the child, shooing her on.

The girl crept between the wagons and tents, making her way toward a clearing where four cart horses, a donkey and a spotted pony were grazing. The tethered bell mare looked up as she approached, then returned to chewing the loaves of moldy bran bread that had been thrown down in a heap. The summer had been dry, and grass was sparse.

It was then that the girl saw the horse standing apart in the woods—a young stallion, she knew, by his proud bearing. He was fenced off from the others, one foreleg bound up with a leather strap.

He was a White, high in stature. His neck was long, slender at the head, and his up-pricked ears were small and sharp. Words from the Bible came to her: I saw Heaven open, and behold: a White horse. His eyes looked right into her. Sing ye!

She thought of stories her father had told her—stories of Neptune, sacrificing his Whites to the sun, stories of winged Pegasus. Worship him that rides on clouds. She thought of the King, a boy not much older than she was, stopping the riots in Paris by riding into the fray on a White. He who rides him is faithful and true.

She knew this horse: he was the horse in her dreams.

She picked her way across the clearing. “Ho, boy,” she said, her hand outstretched.

The stallion pinned back his ears, threatening to strike.



LAURENT DE LA VALLIÈRE turned his squeaky wagon into the rock-strewn field. He eased himself down off the driver’s bench and straightened, one hand on the small of his back. His military hat was plumed but stained, and he wore a cracked leather jerkin with patched woolen sleeves laced on at the shoulders. His quilted knee breeches and sagging trunk hose, out of fashion for over a half-century, were well patched and darned. Booted and spurred and with a sword at his side, he had the air of a cavalry officer who had seen better days.

He tied the cart mare to a scrubby oak and headed toward the crowd in the field. At the top of the path, a big Romany woman sat on a stump: the gatekeeper, he surmised. Not all gypsies were hedge crawlers, but most were a rum lot. He patted his leather doublet, feeling for the rosary he kept next to his heart, a string of plain wooden beads touched by Saint Teresa of Avila. O God, chase from my heart all ominous thoughts and make me glad with the brightness of hope. Amen.

“Monsieur de la Vallière,” he said, tipping his hat. He was well respected in these parts, revered for his doctoring and charity, but the Romas were a traveling people; they would not know him. “I am looking for a girl,” he said.

A sudden breeze carried the scent of urine. “A girl, you say?” The woman grinned, gap-toothed.

“My daughter.” Laurent held out his hand, palm down, to indicate height.

“Fair, two front teeth missing?”

“She is here, then.” Praised be my Lord. He had been looking all afternoon. After searching the manor, he had combed the barn, the dovecote, the granary, the dairy and even the henhouse. He had walked the woods and fields beyond, and fearfully paced the banks of the river before harnessing the cart mare and heading into town. It was at the dry goods store in Reugny that he heard talk of Romas with trick ponies. The girl was a fool for horses.

“She’s in the far field—with Diablo,” the woman added with a throaty laugh.

The Devil? Laurent crossed himself and made his way over the hill and through the tented carts to the field behind. There, he spotted his daughter crouched in the dust.

“Petite,” he called out. She was surrounded by heavy horses.

“Father?” She stood up. “Look,” she said as he approached, pointing to a white horse at the edge of the woods.

“Where have you been?” Fear overwhelmed him, now that he knew she was safe. “You could have been—” Vagrants were everywhere. Just last week, two pilgrims had been murdered on the road to Tours. He stooped beside his daughter and took her hand. O Lord, I offer my ardent thanksgiving for the grace You bestow on me. Amen. Her pale cheeks were flushed. “Little one, you must not run away like that.” She was an impulsive, emotional child, full-hearted and independent, boyish in her ways. These were not qualities his wife appreciated. She was strict with the girl, making her sit for hours at an embroidery frame—but what could he say? Raising a daughter was a woman’s domain.

“I’m going to stand on a galloping horse,” Petite lisped through the gap in her teeth. She stretched her arms out, her wide-set blue eyes luminous.

Was it the Holy Spirit shining through her, Laurent wondered—or the Devil? It was easy to confuse the two.

“Like the Wild Woman,” she said.

The girl’s fantastical imagination was a concern. That spring, she had constructed a primitive hovel out of stones in back of the barn, her “convent” she called it. There she had nursed broken animals back to health, most recently a spotted salamander and a goshawk.

“They said they would teach me how.”

“Let us go,” he said, taking his daughter’s hand. “I have bread rolls in the wagon.” If the Romas had not stolen them.

“But Diablo,” Petite said, looking back at the stallion.

“He belongs to these people here.”

“They said they’d sell him cheap.”

“We will go to the horse market in Tours next week. We will find you a pony, just as you have always wanted.” As it was, the girl would ride anything with four legs. A year earlier, she had trained a calf to jump.

“You said the horses at the market can hardly walk. You said they are fleshless.”

“It is not a good year for horses, true.” Between the endless war with Spain and interminable uprisings, decent mounts were hard to find. Any four-legged beast left standing had been taken by one army or another. As well, the taboo against eating horseflesh did not apply in a time of famine. “But there is always hope. We will pray, and the good Lord will provide.”

“I prayed for this horse, Father,” Petite said. The stallion was standing still as a statue, watching them. “I prayed for this White.”

Laurent stopped to consider. The stallion’s legs were straight and his shoulders long. His head was narrow, like a ram’s: perfect. Although thin, the animal was broad in the chest. Horses of that rare milk-white color were said to be like water, spirited yet tender. He would be a beauty, no doubt, once curried and combed. His daughter had an uncanny eye for a horse, in truth.

“How much did they say they wanted for him?”



IT TOOK FOUR STRONG MEN—the muscle men of the show—to secure the stallion to the back of the wagon. The leg strap came loose in the tussle. “Stand back,” one of the men yelled as the beast let loose, kicking out furiously.

What is wrong with that stallion? Laurent wondered. Even a horse born under a bad constellation would not have this degree of wildness. Had he been unsettled by battle? One saw that often of late, yet the White had no scars that Laurent could see, no telltale sword wounds.

“With respect, Monsieur—”

Laurent turned with a start. The young man behind him had a face as black as a raven’s wing. His tunic was patched at the elbows and his head wrapped round with linen cloth. A Moor? A small fringed carpetbag was attached to a cord tied around his waist, but Laurent could see no sword or knife. He made a quick supplication to Saint James the Moor-killer and reviewed his state of arms: his rusty sword, the dull knife in his right boot. He breathed with relief to see a small cross around the Moor’s neck.

“I advise you to be cautious,” the young man said. “That stallion is uncommonly ill-tempered—evil, some say, although that is not a word I care to use, at least not with respect to animals.”

The stallion gave a high-pitched whinny.

“Father?” Petite said uncertainly, half-hiding behind her father’s legs.

The beast lunged for one of the muscle men, teeth bared, and the man fell, his leather jerkin torn. “The Devil!” he cursed, scrambling clear.

Three urchins gathered to watch and jeer, as if the scene were a bear-baiting, part of the show.

“He has been named Diablo for a reason,” the Moor said, gesturing to the lads to stand well back.

Laurent rubbed his stubbled chin, in need of its weekly shave. He was puzzled by the Moor’s use of intelligible language. He’d been given to believe that pagans were more beast than human. “I gather that you know this horse,” he said. Perhaps the Moor was the groom—a poor one, if that was the case. The creature had not been touched for some time, to judge by his long splintered hooves and the mats in his mane.

“I am Azeem, a gentler. I train the horses.”

Petite spoke up. “Did you teach the donkey to sit like a dog?”

“You liked that trick?” The gentler smiled; his teeth were white and straight.

“I taught a goat to climb a ladder,” she said.

Laurent took his daughter’s hand. Gentlers were born during the chime hours. Did they not have the second sight? “This horse looks none too gentled.”

“The Romas stitched his ears together when he was a colt, but it only made him vicious.”

Laurent made a sound of disapproval. Stitching a horse’s ears together was believed to calm the animal—to keep it from kicking out while being shod, for example—but there was no magic in the practice, in his view. It served only to distract the horse, give it something to think about. Tying up one hoof did the job just as well. “Vicious, you say?” The rope was cutting into the White’s neck. The stallion was pulling so hard, Laurent feared the horse might break his neck.

“Aye. Bone magic is about the only thing that would turn him now,” the Moor said, signing himself.

Laurent frowned. He had heard talk of bone magic. One man he knew had used it to settle his horse, but then he himself had turned crackbrained. Gone to the river, been around water and streams was how the neighbors put it, whispering among themselves. The man had only to tap on his barn door and it would fly open, as if the Devil were behind it. He claimed he saw the horse by his bed at night.

“Charlotte’s father used magic on his lame Barb mare,” Petite told her father.

“Monsieur Bosse?” That horse had gone on to win three purses. Not that Laurent approved of gambling.

“Water magic, but maybe that’s different from bone magic,” the girl said.

“Forgive me, Monsieur,” the Moor said, addressing Laurent. “I should not have spoken of it in front of a child.” He stooped to face the girl. “Mademoiselle, whatever it is called—bone magic, water magic, toad magic—have nothing to do with it. Understand?”

“We do not hold with witchcraft.” Laurent pulled Petite closer, away from the Moor. The horse was tied securely now. It was time to move on.

“You are wise, Monsieur.” The gentler stood and made a graceful bow from the waist, his hand pressing the cross to his chest. “It is the Devil’s power, and the Devil gives away nothing for free.”



LAURENT’S STOCKY MARE pulled the cart down the rutted laneway. His daughter sat beside him, looking anxiously back at the recalcitrant White. At first, the horse had braced himself against the pull of the wagon, but the cart mare was strong and the ropes held. After being dragged for a time, the stallion relented and followed along.

Petite asked if she could climb into the back of the wagon. “So that he won’t think God has forsaken him,” she said.

“Leave the horse be,” Laurent answered wearily. The stallion was a handsome creature, but his condition was pitiable. His wife would have a thing to say, that was for sure. “You will just unsettle him.”

Petite sat back down beside her father and bit into a bread roll, swinging her feet. “Was that gentler a Moor?”

“I believe so,” Laurent said as they approached Reugny. The spire of the little church could be seen over the treetops. He wondered if there would be news. The sun was at salute level—about five of the clock—and the mail rider from Tours might have arrived. Last he had heard, Bordeaux, to the south, was in revolt against the Court, and the King’s forces had the city under siege. If Bordeaux proved victorious, anything could happen. The King might have to retreat behind the walls of Paris and abandon the countryside to the warring princes. What was left to fight over? France was like a shattered vase. The only thing people shared was poverty. Peasants were lucky to get fifteen sous for a day’s labor, the price of a basket of eggs.

How was it possible to go on living with such discord? Laurent felt for the copper coin sewn into the lining of his jerkin, the one engraved with the image of Henry the Great. That good king’s death had unleashed a century of mayhem. Every night Laurent prayed that their young and most Christian King would put an end to the eternal bloodshed. The King was God’s representative; that was ordained. Surely he would triumph.

“I was going to the land of the Moors,” Petite said, interrupting Laurent’s thoughts.

“Oh?” he replied absently, pulling the wagon into a vacant lot across from the village green. Something was going on: a crowd had gathered to one side of the hanging tree. A great laugh went up and then a hiss. A cockfight, perhaps?

“This morning.”

“You were going to the land of the Moors this morning?”

“To be beheaded,” Petite said. “Like Saint Teresa in the book. But that Moor was a gentler, and he didn’t have a sword. Or an ax.”

“Saint Teresa’s book?” Laurent asked, confused. Over time he had acquired a small library—some texts on husbandry and history, but largely religious and philosophical tracts. Among them was Saint Teresa’s account of her life, a slim leather-bound volume. How did his daughter know of it? “Did Monsieur Péniceau read it to you?” His son’s tutor had once been a Court scribe; he could read and write passably, but theology was certainly not his province.

“I’ve been reading it myself, but I’m only to page sixteen.”

Laurent turned to stare at her. “You can read?”

“Some words are hard.”

“Who taught you?” His daughter was precocious—that he well knew—but his son Jean, two years older, had yet to even learn his letters.

“I learned myself,” Petite said, standing and surveying the green. “Someone’s in the stocks.”

“Stay with the wagon,” Laurent instructed, making a mental note to inquire into this matter later. “I have to pick up some supplies at the apothecary.”

“Will Diablo be all right?” Petite asked, looking back at the White.

“He cannot go anywhere.” The rope was holding. “Do not let anyone near him.”

Laurent had walked only a few paces when he heard “Papa!”

A strapping lad ran across the crowded square, an angle rod in one hand and a bait bag in the other.

“Jean,” Petite called out to her brother.

“They’ve got Agathe Balin in the stocks,” the boy told his father breathlessly. He turned and pointed at the crowd.

“Why?” Petite asked.

“No mind,” Laurent said with a warning tone.

“For fornicating, Papa. With Monsieur Bosse, everyone’s saying. Go look, Papa. She’s covered in spit.” Jean’s freckled cheeks were flushed.

“Monsieur Bosse—Charlotte’s father?” Petite asked.

Laurent glared down at his son. “You are supposed to be at your lessons.”

Jean threw his sack and rod into the back of the wagon. “Where’d this horse come from?” He circled around to have a look. The horse snorted, white-eyed. “Is it wild?”

“Stay back, son,” Laurent warned.

“Mother!” the boy cursed, jumping to avoid a smartly aimed kick. “That’s one mean beast.”

“He’s mine,” Petite said. “I prayed for him.”

“Little one, he is not a horse for a girl,” Laurent said, heading for the apothecary.

“What does ‘fornicating’ mean?” Petite asked, making room for her big brother beside her on the cart’s bench.



“WHAT GOOD IS A HORSE you can’t ride or work?” Madame Françoise de la Vallière demanded, her hands bloody from killing a rabbit for Lord’s Day dinner. She cut off the head and snapped the legs to remove the feet. She was a pretty woman with round cheeks and a dimpled chin. Deep frown lines separated her thin plucked brows.

“I have yet to meet a stallion I cannot ride,” Laurent said with false optimism. He had needed the help of the ploughman and three field hands just to get the beast into the barn—with pitchforks and the whalebone whip.

“He tried to kick me,” Jean said.

“No news yet out of Bordeaux.” Laurent let his running hound in by the back door. The dog hurried to her pups in the basket by the fire.

“They’ve got Mademoiselle Balin in stocks in town,” Jean said.

Blanche, the pock-scarred kitchen maid, turned her one good eye to stare. “Agathe Balin?”

Françoise raised her brows. “You don’t say.”

“For fornicating with Monsieur Bosse, everyone’s saying.”

“A married man.” Françoise cut through the rabbit’s groin. “That girl has had the Devil in her from the day she was born.” She took out the waste tube and cut off the tail, then pulled the skin down over the body in one easy go.

“Everyone spat on her, and a dog was licking her face,” Jean said as he emptied two eels out of his sack into a copper basin. “You should have heard her scream when I tickled her feet.”

“Good catch,” Françoise noted, gesturing to Blanche to take the eels outside to clean.

“And you should have been praying for the salvation of her soul, son, not tormenting the girl,” Laurent said with a sigh.

“Everyone was doing it,” Jean said, following the maid out the back door.

“He’s just a lad, Laurent,” Françoise said, cutting the rabbit’s stomach lining and removing the innards.

“He was supposed to be studying.”

“And she was supposed to be at her needlework.” Françoise glanced over at Petite, who was stroking the hound by the fire. “She runs off, and the two of you come back with a horse. What kind of discipline is that?”

“A true White is rare,” Laurent said. The stallion even had blue eyes, something he’d heard of but never seen. “A noble breed,” he added, thinking of the ancient inscription etched over the bedroom mantel: Ad principem ut ad ignem amor indissolubilis. For the King, love like an altar fire, eternal. These were the first words he saw on waking, the last words he saw before falling asleep. It had been his family’s motto for generations. His father’s great-great-great-grandfather had ridden beside Jeanne d’Arc. The King could count on a Vallière in troubled times, but Françoise was not a Vallière. She was a Provost, a family that tended to profit in troubled times. She would never understand the value of a horse such as this: a true Blanchard, a beautiful cheval blanc, the mount of kings. Not everything could be measured and weighed, not everything had a price.

“And he has conformation,” Petite said, nuzzling one of the pups.

“He has good conformation,” Laurent corrected. His old cavalry mount Hongre could hardly manage a trot anymore. He fancied himself on the White.

“Father’s going to breed him.”

“It’s not seemly to discuss such things with a girl,” Françoise told Laurent under her breath. “As it is, she spends too much time with the horses. It’s time she started acting like a lady.” She plunged her knife into the breast of the rabbit, splitting it in two with one stroke.



THE NEXT MORNING, at the third cock’s crow, Petite moved quietly out the back door, a dry crust of bread in her hand. It had rained in the night. The moon was still visible, illuminating the outbuildings, the misty kitchen gardens and the great trees beyond—a silent world of half-light. The cock crowed again, answered by a chirping starling. Petite put on her wooden sabots and picked her way across the puddled poultry yard.

She pried open the barn door, taking care to lift it as best she could so that the rusty hinge wouldn’t squeak. She didn’t want to wake the ploughman asleep in the loft. Three swallows swooped by her. She stood in the dark, inhaling the warm scent of the horses, feeling their alert presence. Old Hongre nickered softly. The ploughman stirred, then returned to snoring.

Dim light shone through the window at the far side of the barn. A moment passed before Petite could make out the shapes of the horses and the two milk cows. On the wall above the harnesses was a silver-birch switch that kept demons from riding the horses at night.

The White’s head appeared in the corner stall and then disappeared. Petite groped her way along the feed bins and woodpile to where Diablo stood facing her, a ghostly apparition. “Ho, boy,” she whispered. He tossed his head. Handsome he surely was, the most beautiful creature she’d ever seen. Behold, thou art fair, she thought, recalling a line from the Song of Solomon. She longed to comb his matted mane, wash and oil his long white tail so snarled with burrs. The scabs on his haunches would clear with care, if only he would let her near him.

“Beloved,” she murmured, the word dangerous and thrilling.

The horse pinned back his ears.

She tucked the crust under her armpit to give it her scent, then held it out on her palm, both offering and bribe. He turned his back to her, tail swishing.

Petite popped a bit of the crust into her mouth and crunched it noisily, watching with satisfaction as Diablo’s right ear swiveled back. Patience is the companion of wisdom, her father had often told her, quoting Saint Augustine. She held out her hand yet again.

The horse twirled and lunged, teeth bared.








Chapter Two



THE FALL WAS STORMY that year. On wet days, if she had to be indoors, Petite preferred dusting the books in her father’s small study, and she liked best to do it while her brother Jean was at his lessons in the sitting room. That way, she could listen as she worked, learning Latin and even a little history. On this particular rainy November morning a fire was crackling in the hearth, and Monsieur Péniceau was reading aloud from Consolation of Philosophy, a translation of Consolatio Philosophiae by Boethius.

“‘Happy is that death which does not thrust itself upon men in their pleasant years,’” the tutor recited, his voice high and strangled.

Through the open door Petite could see Jean resting his head on the table, one cheek on the back of his hands, his eyes closed. With his turned-up nose, dimpled chin and dark curls, he looked like a cherub, the very image of their pretty mother.

Petite opened the window shutters to let in light and pulled up a step stool so that she could scan the spines of the books nearest the window. One appeared to be a book of Latin verses on hunting. Another—Histoire naturelle des quadrupèdes—was a pigskin text with a gilt-stamped spine. As far as she could tell, the books on this shelf were the more practical texts: on animal husbandry, herbs and trees.

She took down the dog-eared text of medical recipes her father consulted when tending the ill and impoverished. Petite knew this book well, for she often went with him on his rounds. The day before, they’d been to see a woman and three children who lived in a cave in the rock escarpment. The youngest had cut his leg setting a trap, and Petite’s father had bandaged it with clean linen. At the head of the boy’s bed of dried leaves was a cross made from twigs. The woman had bowed low before her father as they left, pressing his hand to her forehead as if seeking benediction.

The book, so often used, wasn’t dusty, but Petite wiped the cover with her rag anyway and slid it back into place.

“‘While I was pondering thus in silence,’” the tutor whined on, “‘there appeared standing beside me an old woman, whose face was full of majesty, and whose eyes shone with wisdom.’”

Petite took out the next book and held it to the light, examining it for grime. It was bigger than the others, but it had no spine—the sheets of thin, yellowed paper were attached at the back with twine. The title, The Horseman, was crudely stamped onto a pasteboard cover. The contents were printed, not written, making the words easier for her to make out.

Carefully, Petite turned the brittle pages: “The Horse-Breeder,” “Horse-Ryder,” “Horse-Runner,” “Horse-Ambler,” “Horse-Keeper.” Many afternoons, in the quiet hour after the midday meal, she had gone to the barn where, with fistfuls of grain or a stolen lump of sugar, she had tried to woo the stallion. She had used caressing words, offered him loaves of horse bread she’d baked herself, and even so he threatened her. She prayed for him every night before going to bed, imploring the saints.

Why are my prayers unanswered? she thought as she thumbed through the pages: “How to Correct the Evil Motions,” “Corrections against Restiveness,” “Of the Witch and the Night-mare.” Her breath quickened as she read “Of the Bone Magic.”

Petite glanced through the door at her brother and his tutor. Jean was clearly asleep now, his mouth agape. “‘Away with you, Sirens,’” the tutor read on, “‘seductive unto destruction.’” Petite opened the book to the section on bone magic, its use and composition. Beware, she read.

She heard the entry door shut, and then voices: it was her father, returning from town. She slipped the book back onto the shelf and went to the study door. Monsieur Péniceau stopped reading and Jean sat up, rubbing his eyes.

“Wonderful news,” Petite’s father said as he entered the room. His long hair was dripping wet from the rain. “The King has won a victory over Bordeaux.”

“Bravo!” the tutor exclaimed shrilly.

“Bravo,” Jean said, standing. “Has the rain let up? Can I go fishing?”

“Not so soon, son. There is a great deal to be done. The Court will be stopping at Amboise on its way back to Paris.”

“The King is coming to Amboise?” Petite asked, stepping into the room.

“Aye, little one. The King and the Queen Mother. I’m to put on a royal welcome. Your mother will have to come with me to help serve the Queen Mother, and—” He turned to Petite’s brother. “You will come as well, Jean. It will be a good opportunity for you to make yourself known to members of the Court, possibly even the King and his brother, who are close to you in age.”

“Not me?” Petite asked, crestfallen.



“YOU’RE TOO YOUNG to go, Louise, and that’s all there is to it,” Françoise said, rummaging through her trunk.

“But I’m six now,” Petite argued.

“It will annoy the members of the Court to have children about. Blanche will look after you here.”

“Jean is going, and he’s only eight.”

“Eight is mature, young lady, and six is not. In any case, it’s different for a boy.” Françoise shook out her mauve velvet skirt. “I’ll have to wear my yellow silk,” she said sadly, more to herself than to her daughter. “Why aren’t you at your needlework?” she asked.

“The rain has stopped,” Petite said. “May I go help Father with the horses?”

“Go, go,” Françoise said impatiently, opening her strongbox of jewels. “Mon Dieu!” she gasped.



LAURENT DE LA VALLIÈRE was in the barn checking on his old cavalry mount when his daughter appeared and tugged at his sleeve.

“Mother said to tell you that her pearls are missing.”

Laurent sighed. “I’ll talk to her later,” he said, picking up Hongre’s front right hoof.

“I hope you’re not going to ride the Hungarian to Amboise, Papa,” Jean said from his perch on a stall rail. “He’s old and has a flat face. Everyone would laugh.”

“Hongre is a noble horse, son. He has served me well—but no, I would rather not take him to Amboise.” Laurent set down the horse’s hoof and stroked his shoulder. “He is getting too old for long rides.”

A horse snorted and they all turned.

“Why don’t you ride Diablo?” Petite asked.

“If I could tame him.” Despite his best efforts, Laurent had not been able to get near the White.

Petite went down to the corner stall with a fistful of grain.

“Stay back from that horse,” Laurent warned. “Go collect the eggs.”

Petite tossed a fistful of grain into the stall and dashed out the barn door.

“And you,” Laurent said, addressing his son, “clean up Hongre for tomorrow. I’m going to have to take him to Amboise.”

“Why can’t the ploughman do that?” Jean complained, jumping down and brushing the dust from his breeches. “Look at all the muck he’s let heap up in the White’s stall.”

“Son.” Laurent felt for his beads. “He’s fixing a wheel on the cart.” The corner stall was knee-deep in leavings. The barn, usually so tidy, reeked.

What is to be done with that horse? Laurent thought, heading back across the barnyard to the manor. From the day the creature arrived, there had been trouble. A pig died of the measles. One of the cart horses got mange, and the lumpy eruptions on her back oozed fluid, making her impossible to harness. Laurent himself had wounded his leg on the plough blade. The cut had healed, thank goodness, but only after he had appealed to Saint George and treated the plough blade with a nostrum, purchased at a stall in the Reugny market, made from moss off the head of an unburied male corpse. The ploughman, whose bones knew these things, was convinced that the White had let in evil spirits. His matted mane, twisted into witch locks, was evidence aplenty. Laurent had given Curé Barouche ten sous to disenchant the horse as well as the barn, but even that had done no good.

Diablo, indeed. A devil of a beast, he thought, pausing at the back door and recalling, with a sinking heart, the matter of his wife’s pearls.

Françoise was in the kitchen, lifting green codling apples out of a pot of boiling water. “I am sorry about your pearls,” Laurent said, placing his hat on a peg and taking off his greatcoat.

“It’s the scullery girl’s doing,” she said, plunging an apple into a wooden bucket of water from the well. “She’s got sticky fingers, that one.”

“It wasn’t the girl, Françoise,” Laurent said, stepping out of his work boots. “I took them.”

His wife twirled to face him, an apple in one hand and a knife in the other.

Laurent dipped his head apologetically. “I pawned them,” he confessed.

“You pawned my pearls—the pearls I inherited from my grandmother?”

“I promise I will get the necklace back.”

“You had no right,” Françoise said, tears threatening.

“Calm down,” he whispered, nodding toward the pantry, where Blanche and the scullery girl were working. “Someone needed the money.”

“We need the money, Laurent.”

“I am sorry—” Laurent’s apology was interrupted by a banging on the kitchen door.

“Why must the ploughman always pound like that?”

“I’ll get it, Françoise.”

“Master, it’s that White,” the ploughman said, his breath misting in the cold fall air. “He’s kicked out two of the stall boards.”

“Is he contained?”

“Yes, but—”

“I’ll be right there.”

“That horse has to go, Laurent,” Françoise said as her husband closed the door against the chill. “Sell him at the market.”

“Getting the horse there is the problem,” Laurent said, reaching for his coat.

“Then it’s time to consider the obvious.” Françoise deftly peeled an apple, its skin hanging down in one long curl. “I don’t know why you object to feeding horseflesh to the help. It’s good nourishment, and—”

“I will not do so, and that is the end of it.”

Petite appeared at the door with a basket of eggs. “Are you talking about Hongre?”

“You are not to interrupt your elders, Mademoiselle,” Françoise said, dividing the apple in half and cutting out the core. “And no, we’re not talking about Hongre—although you should get rid of him as well while you’re at it, Laurent. That old horse does nothing but eat.”

“Not just yet, Françoise,” Laurent said with a sigh.

“You were talking about Diablo.” Petite set the egg basket down roughly.

“Careful, now.” Françoise frowned to see two eggs cracked.

“Little one, your mother is right. She is only being practical.”

“But not Diablo, Father!”

Laurent pulled his hat down over his ears. “We leave for Amboise tomorrow. When I return, it will have to be done.”



CAW! A CARRION CROW called out in warning.

Petite, bundled in homespun wool, looked up. Three blue-black crows perched on the branches of an elm below a mass of stick-and-mud nests.

Caw! Caw!

Petite turned to watch as her father checked the harness of the four-wheeled open carriage. “When will you be back?” she asked, reaching to stroke the neck of her father’s old horse. Hongre was sleeping in the bright morning sun, his reins looped through the spokes of a wheel. The covered donkey cart was ready to go, loaded with trunks and bedding.

“That depends.” Laurent pulled the leather strap two holes tighter and tugged on it to make sure it was secure.

Petite looked into her father’s pale eyes. “I don’t want you to kill Diablo, Father.”

“A horse must be of use.”

“He can be tamed. I’ve been praying for him.”

“He is dangerous. I do not want you fooling with him—understand? I forbid it.” He bent down. “You are not to go near him. Now, get back inside. You’ll catch your death out here.”

Petite ran to the manor steps and crouched there, hugging her knees. The cobbles of the courtyard were strewn with bright autumn leaves. Through the bare tree branches, she could glimpse the river, edged with moss and ferns.

The big front door opened, letting out a waft of warm vanilla-scented air. “There you are,” Françoise said with a scolding tone. She was wearing whalebone hip-hoops under her cloak and gown, so she had to turn sideways to get through the door. The tutor was behind her, followed by Jean, uncomfortably done up in his church clothes, a worn yellow velvet doublet and knee breeches that were somewhat too small for him now.

“I’m not cold, Mother,” Petite said, her teeth chattering. She scooted over, to make room for them to pass.

“Jean, come here,” Laurent called out, placing the whip in its socket.

Jean pushed past, and the tutor helped Françoise down the steps, her boned skirts lifting and settling with each step. She turned at the bottom.

“You be good, Louise,” she said, pointing her spotted rabbit muff at her daughter. “No mischief. No climbing trees. No horsing around.”

Caw! Caw! The carrion crows took flight.








Chapter Three



IT WAS QUIET after everyone had left. Blanche set a whitepot for Petite on the yellow painted table in the kitchen. Petite prayed as she spooned the silky custard: O Lord, I am in need of guidance. She closed her eyes and waited for a sign.

“Have you finished with your father’s books?” Blanche asked, taking away the wooden bowl.

That book on horses. Of course. “I’ll finish now,” Petite said, jumping up.

Her father’s study was dark. Petite groped her way to the window and fumbled to open the shutters. Sunlight illuminated the statue of the Virgin weighting down the papers piled at one end of her father’s desk.

The Horseman was where she’d last seen it, tucked between The Family-Physician and The Art of Horsemanship on the shelf closest to the window. Petite made the sign of the cross and reached for it.

Although thick, the book was not heavy. Petite pulled a cane chair to the window for light and eased herself up onto the seat. She opened the book on her lap, turning the pages until she came to the one titled “Of the Bone Magic.” Most of it she could read—enough, in any case, to understand how the enchantment was done. Kill a toad or frog…Set it on a whitethorn bush…At the full moon…

Beware.

She felt daunted—as well as uneasy. Was enchantment not the Devil’s work? She recalled the cautions she’d been given, the snippets of conversations overheard, and she thought to put the book away. The fires of Hell burned darkly. Have nothing to do with it, the Moor had said.

But what of Diablo? How was she to save him? She’d lured him with grain, with bits of bread and apple. She’d prayed to Jesus, Mother Mary and every saint she could think of—and still Diablo lunged, struck out. Bone magic was the only thing that could turn him, the Moor had said. How could gentling a horse be a sin?

The next morning, after her needlework (embroidering a sampler of the three virtues: chastity, humility, piety), after her barn and kitchen chores, after standing in her ritual way in front of Diablo’s stall, Petite headed down the narrow footpath to the river. The fog had cleared, but the day was overcast and unseasonably mild, threatening rain. The water’s surface was silvery gray. A fisherman dozed in his plank boat on the far side of the bridge, his long line tangled in cattails.

Petite headed upstream to a spot around the bend where trees overhung the river, the place where her brother often set his nets. At the gnarled oak, she tucked her skirt up under her apron sash and made her way through the damp bushes. Close to the water’s edge, she slipped off her sabots and stockings. The cold guck oozed up between her toes.

It was slippery. She’d been warned to stay away from the river, told stories of the Lady in White, the ghost of the brokenhearted woman from Vaujours who had drowned herself in sorrow. The Lady’s woeful spirit lured girls into ponds and rivers, into a watery grave. A girl had died that very winter on the feast day of Saint Catherine, patron saint of spinsters. Petite’s neighbor Charlotte had even seen the Lady in White near a cow pond, heard her sing out—a sound like an owl, she said. Charlotte had run, feeling ghostly fingers at her heels—“like tiger-beetle bites,” she said.

Petite tucked her stockings into her sabots. According to the book, the first thing she had to do was kill a frog or toad. She was not squeamish about killing—she’d trapped chipmunks and mice for the animals in her care, had hunted deer, rabbit, otter and even cat with her father and brother—but this was different, this wasn’t to eat.

She crouched in the weeds, praying. As if in answer, she spotted two toads, one close by on a clump of moss, another sunning itself on a rock. If she reached for the one close by—

It leapt into the water.

Patience, she reminded herself. She waited motionless and then slowly reached for the sleepy toad on the rock.

She had it! It struggled, but she held tight. She stifled a scream, repulsed by its slippery skin, its sluggish squirming movements, surprisingly strong. With a foot pinning one of the toad’s legs firmly, she grabbed for a rock and brought it down. The toad squirmed violently to get free. She closed her eyes and struck, making solid contact. The toad twitched, then stilled. Shaking, she opened her eyes. Its skull had opened, oozed. One leg kicked out, and she jumped back. She retched into the reeds, tears streaming.

It took a few moments for the toad to stop moving. Petite waited to be sure. She picked it up by one leg, but dropped it when it kicked. She poked it with a stick. It was dead, surely. Again, she reached for it, using the hem of her smock this time so that she wouldn’t have to feel its skin.

She headed back to the house. The toad’s body had to be left on a bush overnight—a whitethorn bush, the book said. There was one by the henhouse.

The scullery girl was at the henhouse door when Petite entered through the back gate. Petite wrapped her apron around the toad’s body to hide it.

“Blanche has been looking for you everywhere,” the girl said, hens pecking at her feet.

“My brother asked me to take in his nets,” Petite lied, tucking the toad deep into the branches of the whitethorn bush as soon as the maid wasn’t looking.

In the morning, at dawn, she would bury the toad under an anthill. Then it would be a matter of waiting until the noontide moon was round and full.



THE DAYS—THE NIGHTS—passed slowly. Often, in the dark, Petite slipped out of her bed to gaze at the moon from her attic window, as if watching would hurry it along. New moon, crescent moon, quarter moon, gibbous moon: the time drew near.

Finally, one night at sunset, Petite saw the full moon rise over the far hills. Later she said her prayers and lay in bed waiting for the scullery girl to fall asleep, for the house to still.

After what seemed an eternity of silence, she opened her bed curtains. She tiptoed to the window and opened the shutters. The moon was penny full, illuminating the landscape in a ghostly light. She reached for her sabots and felt cloak, and stole down the stairs.

The silhouetted trees stood like sentinels around the barnyard. Petite breathed in the night air, stilling her heart against the night phantoms. Three fence posts past the gate and two giant strides to the right brought her to the anthill. She dug down with her fingers until she found the toad, bones now. She was relieved: the ants had done their work. Shaking off a few clinging insects, she lifted the little skeleton and brushed off the dirt. She felt breath on her neck, heard a branch snap behind her. Trembling, she stopped herself from looking over her shoulder, remembering what the book had said about not taking her eyes off the skeleton, not even once.

It wasn’t easy getting down to the river in this way, her eyes fixed on the little bones. She stumbled two times, once falling to her knees. The plaintive hoot of an owl chilled her—the call of the Lady in White!—but even so she did not avert her eyes.

At the river’s edge, holding onto alder branches with one hand, she slipped the skeleton into the water. It floated downstream and disappeared. She crouched, praying, watching for it to float back toward her, against the current, but she could see nothing. The surface of the black water shimmered in the moonlight.

O God, Creator, all life is in Your hands, she prayed in despair. She knew Diablo’s fate: his throat would be cut, or a pistol held to his head. She had seen it done before, watched her father’s slow, determined moves, his clenched jaw, his reverent moment of silence after, his hand on the animal as he waited for it to still, for the bright pulsing blood to slow.

Did animals have souls? Would Diablo go to Heaven? The purpose of living was to prepare to die, her father had taught her, to escape Hell fire and to have a joyful death. Petite didn’t want Diablo to die. She was wiping the tears from her eyes with the back of one hand when she saw a white speck at the water’s edge, something stuck between rocks. “I thank You,” she whispered, for it was a bit of bone—the crotch bone, just as the book had said.



“I HEARD AT THE MARKET that the Queen Mother is sick as a dog in Amboise,” the scullery girl said as she stoked the oven fire.

“So maybe Father will have to stay longer,” Petite said, eyeing the oven door. She had tucked the bone in behind the cast-iron stew pot to bake, but now she had to get it out without the two maids noticing.

“You talk as if you don’t want your family to come back,” Blanche said, pinching Petite’s cheek. “Don’t think I don’t see you sneaking around.”

“It’s that White,” the scullery girl said, taking a sip of Petite’s warm beer before putting it down on the table in front of her.

“That horse makes me quake for fear,” Blanche said. “He’s possessed.”

“The ploughman says Master’s going to cut the beast’s throat when he gets back.” The scullery girl wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “He said the girl’s been putting holy trinkets all around its stall.”

“What are you up to?” Blanche grabbed Petite by the arm.

“Nothing,” Petite said. I will wait them out, she thought.

Not long after, as Blanche and the scullery girl chatted at the door with a man selling tooth powders, ribbons and other household notions, Petite got her chance to retrieve the bone from the hot oven. How was she to know whether it had baked through? She sniffed it. It had no odor, but she decided to bake it again the next day, just to be sure.

The next morning proved to be more difficult. After the bread dough was put in the oven to bake, the maid and scullery girl busied themselves preparing chickens to be smoked for the winter. The big canning pot was steaming in the stone fireplace for scalding the birds. One basin was filling with feathers, another with innards, and a big vat by the door held the feet. The musky smell of feather dander filled the room.

Petite stayed out of the fray, picking over a barrel of crab apples in one corner and tossing the rotten ones into the pig pail, watching for her chance. She’d hidden the bone behind the jar of dried rosemary on the shelf beside the cookstove. She had to get it into the oven somehow. Finally Blanche ducked out the back door to answer nature’s call, leaving only the scullery girl in the kitchen.

Petite picked up the runt they had kept from the hound dog’s litter and pressed him to her face, growling with him playfully. “Oh! He nipped me,” she exclaimed, dropping the puppy in the basin of feathers.

“What are you doing?” The scullery girl waved the flying feathers away with bloody hands. “What a mess.”

As the girl lunged to catch the pup, Petite retrieved the bone from behind the jar. “Oh, how I love to see bread baking,” she said, opening the great oven door and pushing the bone in behind the pans. “Nec cesso, nec erro,” she whispered in Latin for good measure: I do not slacken, I do not lose my way.



AS BLANCHE AND THE SCULLERY GIRL were hanging chickens in the smoker, Petite snuck back into the kitchen to retrieve the bone. She was alarmed to see three bread loaves lined up on the sill to cool. She opened the door to the oven. It was warm still…and empty.

Where was the bone? Petite pulled out a rack and felt along the greasy edges of the pan floor.

“Get out of there.” Blanche’s voice boomed behind her.

Petite stood, her hands covered in soot.

“What in God’s name were you doing?” Blanche frowned down at Petite with her one good eye.

“Blanche,” the scullery girl yelled from the poultry yard.

Petite stared down at the floorboards. There it was: the bit of bone, caught between the cracks. She slipped her foot over it.

“Blanche! The goat’s going after the hound!”

“Mon Dieu, if it’s not one thing, it’s another,” the kitchen maid said, slamming the back door behind her.

Hiding in the dark pantry, Petite crushed the baked bone into powder using the marble mortar and stone her mother used to grind herbs. She mixed in a bit of oil and spooned the mix into a pin case, which she’d emptied three nights earlier. Then she tiptoed up to her attic room and put the case into the toe of one of her sabots. Tomorrow, she thought, pushing the wooden shoes under her bed.



PETITE WOKE AT COCK’S CROW and slipped down the narrow stairs, taking care not to wake Blanche, asleep on a pallet in the kitchen. She stood shivering on the back step for some time, listening for spirits. Her breath caught at the sound of flapping wings, and she saw a great bird rise from the woods. Her heart was pounding. She put the pin case between her teeth and, forming a cross with her fingers, made her way across the farmyard to the barn. She creaked open the door and stepped inside.

The barn was dark as pitch. She couldn’t see Diablo, but she could hear his tail swishing against the boards. The acrid smell of urine stung her eyes. Moon glow filled the tiny window, and the stallion’s head appeared, shining in the light.

Petite felt her way along the woodpile to the corner stall. She paused at the gate latch, her eyes adjusting to the dark. Perhaps she should climb over the rails. That way she would be out of reach of his hind quarters—but closer to his teeth.

No, there was no easy way, no way that was safe. She said a prayer as she opened the latch and slipped into the stall, ankle deep in manure. The horse pinned back his ears, watching her with a wary eye.

Petite pried the pin case open. “Ho, boy,” she said faintly, rubbing the oil on her fingers. “Don’t be afraid.” She held out her trembling hand. “I can save you,” she whispered, taking one cautious step forward. And then another.

Finally, she was at his shoulder. He was taller than she had imagined. “Ho, boy.” She knew this horse. “Ho, my beautiful brave boy.”

Slowly, so as not to startle him, she touched an oily finger to his nostril. “Ho, my pretty one,” she said. She reached her finger into his mouth and felt his tongue. “Beloved,” she whispered, rubbing her oily hand over his chin, his chest.

He bent his head around to her. She pressed her face into his neck, inhaled his scent, joy coursing through her. The magic had worked. Diablo was hers now. She had tamed him—now he would bend to her will.

O God, I thank Thee. Although she knew it was not God she should thank, but the Devil.



PETITE WAS ON DIABLO’S BACK when the old ploughman appeared.

“Wha—!” he cried out, dropping his bucket of water. “Que diable,” he said, crossing himself.

Petite sat up and stretched. The horse nickered softly, bending his nose around to sniff her foot. She stroked his ears, then grabbed his mane and slid down his side, feeling for her sabots in the muck.

“Now we can clean out his stall,” she told the ploughman, reaching up to stroke Diablo’s nose. “He’ll like being outside today,” she said, combing out a snarl in his forelock with her fingers.

The kitchen bell rang. “Mademoiselle, how…?” the old man sputtered, speechless.

“I told you he could be gentled.”

“Blanche will be none too happy about the state of your cloak.” He frowned at the stains on the hem.

“I have to go for my porridge now,” Petite said, but addressing the horse. “Come—I’ll put you outside.” She opened the stall door and the White followed her out of the barn into the morning sunlight, his nose at her shoulder.

The ploughman jumped back as they passed.

“I’ll put him in the front paddock,” she said, “where Hongre usually goes.”

“Mademoiselle, you dropped something.” The ploughman held up a pin case.

“Thank you,” Petite said, running back for it, her cheeks bright.



LATER, AFTER PORRIDGE and small beer, after lectures and scoldings, after chores, chores and more chores, Petite washed and groomed her horse, combing his mane and tail and dressing the scabs on his haunches with liniment. Only reluctantly did she return to the manor for a meal, slipping out yet again before candle-lighting to bid him a good night, blowing into his nose and inhaling his warm, fragrant breath.

That night, she fell into a deep sleep, the pin case tucked under her pillow.

The sound of growling woke her—it was not as a dog growled, but deeper, and almost with pleasure. She sat up. Something was in her room.

“Mademoiselle?” she called out to the scullery girl, but there was no answer.

The growl had come from the foot of her bed. Petite called out again, but still there was no sound from the maid’s bed under the eaves. She’d snuck out, likely, and now Petite was alone. Something swooshed by her head. Trembling, she groped for the wooden cross above her bed. She cowered under the covers, staring into the dark, clutching the cross to her.

In the morning, Petite woke, weakened by the faint memory of a dream of a winged creature with talons of iron. A demon had got into her head.

Before gathering eggs, Petite buried the pin case in the dirt of her stone hovel and covered it with rocks. Saint Michel, protect me from evil spirits, I beg you. Amen. And then she went to her horse.








Chapter Four



LAURENT DE LA VALLIÈRE approached home on the back of old Hongre. Behind him, in the open carriage, sat his wife, his son and the boy’s tutor.

It had been an eventful three weeks. The Queen Mother had arrived at Amboise in a burning fever and had had to be bled four times. The pain she suffered had been terrible to see. At one point she looked like one possessed, and her attendants had thought to bring in a priest to rid her of a demon. The Devil had been spotted in the shape of a goat in the village market the night before she arrived. Thanks be to Mary, Laurent had thought to bring a rabbit paw. He’d had the cobbles in front of the château threshold taken up and had buried the charm there. He thrilled at the thought that he may have saved the Queen Mother’s life.

His wife’s thoughts were not so kindly. Laurent had endured one of Françoise’s tongue-lashings the night before. It had been unfortunate, true, that she had not been presented to Her Majesty—but how could it have been otherwise? The Queen Mother was suffering fits and fevers! As for their son, Jean, it was understandable that the King and his brother would be kept apart, not permitted to mix with the local gentry. Laurent himself had laid eyes on His Majesty only a few times. It was attested that the King, although yet a boy, had cured hundreds of people of the Evil, the disfiguring neck growths melting away at his touch. (What a thing that would be to see!)

And then Françoise had started in about money. True, he had spent quite a sum on the royal welcome—hiring musicians and having banners and caparisons made up—but it was a privilege to serve, an honor. This his wife would never understand: it was not in her blood. “If any money’s to be spent, it’s to get back my pearls,” she’d told him, demanding that he petition the Queen Mother for favor. He had saved the Queen Mother’s life and deserved some sort of recognition—but simply serving was reward aplenty, was it not?

Laurent had been awed to see the Queen Mother’s famously fine hands clasped in prayer as she lay stretched out on a bed, propped up against tasseled silk pillows. Although aged now, and somewhat large, it was easy to see that she had once been a beauty. He had been asked to obtain finely woven covering-sheets for her. Another expense, Françoise had complained. But to think of it: the Queen Mother had slept on cloth he had touched with his own hands.

Laurent patted his leather pouch where he kept his rosary. He had put it with the coin the Queen Mother had given him. The gold louis had slipped from her hand, rolled across the floor, and the young King himself had scooped it up. The Queen Mother—saintly woman—had asked her son to give the coin “to this kind man here.” The King’s hand had brushed his own.

“Only one lousy louis? Is that all she gave you?” Françoise had wept. “You spent a hundred! We could have used that money to repair our leaking roof, or replace the broken window in the sitting room, or mend the chimney so we could burn a fire without being smoked out, or…”

Or buy back his wife’s pearls. Laurent pressed old Hongre forward over the bridge with a touch of his spurs. Françoise was young and ever so pretty. He wished he could make her happy. Ever since the loss of the baby, her humors had been out of balance.

“Papa?” he heard his son call out as they approached the gates to the family manor.

Laurent looked back to see Françoise standing up in the carriage, holding onto Jean’s shoulder for support. “Laurent, do something!” She pointed at the manor and burst into tears.

Laurent turned, and gasped, for there, at the entrance to their courtyard, was his daughter—riding the White.

He crossed himself. Mon Dieu. What a glorious sight! It was the White, surely, yet this horse was combed and groomed, his mane plaited with mismatched ribbons, his haunches draped with one of Françoise’s old comforters, like a royal caparison. The steed lifted his hooves neatly, stepping lightly.

“Yes, Father—it’s Diablo,” his daughter called out, grinning proudly. She was riding astride without a saddle, her skirts bunched around her thighs. She looked like a pixie atop such a large animal—such a large beast.

“Laurent, that horse will kill her,” he heard his wife cry out behind him.

“Get off!” he bellowed, finding his voice.

“Isn’t he beautiful?”

“Fie!” he cried, panic filling him.

“But he’s gentle now,” his daughter said, holding the reins loosely. The White’s head bent submissively, one ear pricked back.

“Get off, I say,” Laurent commanded, a sudden pain piercing his heart.

“Father?” Petite called out as he toppled. “Father!”



PETITE WATCHED IN CONFUSION as her father slumped and slowly slid off his horse, his foot caught in one stirrup. She jumped from Diablo and ran to him. Her father was pale and clutching his chest.

“I will be fine, little one,” he said slowly.

Petite wiped the beads of perspiration from his forehead with her hand.

Jean appeared. “Papa?” He let his father’s boot out of the stirrup and took up Hongre’s reins.

“Laurent!” Françoise cried out.

Petite looked up to see her mother running with her hoops lifted.

“That horse,” her father gasped, struggling to sit.

Petite felt a warm breath at her shoulder: Diablo. “Ho, boy,” she said, touching his nose. “Back,” she commanded, holding up one hand. The White took five steps back, and stood.

Her father crossed himself, his eyes on the stallion.

“Laurent, you are not to die,” Françoise said, panting from her run. She knelt beside her fallen husband, her face powder streaked.

Die? Petite closed her eyes, praying silently.



IN THE DARK DAYS that followed, Laurent slowly recovered. “I told you not to go near that horse,” he reprimanded Petite from his bed.

“Forgive me, Father,” Petite said as she stoked the fire in the massive stone fireplace. She stood, tracing with her fingers the words etched into the mantel: Ad principem ut ad ignem amor indissolubilis. For the King, love like an altar fire, eternal.

“Little one?”

Petite turned.

“Come here.” He patted the bed.

Petite climbed up and sat beside her father, chewing on the end of one of her braids. An image of the Virgin had been propped on the candle stand next to the bed. Beside it was the stoppered bottle her mother had made of Laurent’s water, a fingernail and a lock of his hair together with two nails and two rosebush thorns. It would vanquish the evil spirit that had tried to kill her father, she’d told Petite—but Petite feared that she herself was that evil spirit and had twice uncorked the bottle while her father slept.

“Tell me how it came about,” he said, taking the braid out of her mouth. “With the White.”

Petite shrugged one shoulder and grinned. (She knew she could charm him.) “I prayed, and it just happened,” she said. It was a partial truth, but mostly a lie.

“Praise be,” Laurent said. “But promise me this: don’t ride him, not until I’m well enough to coach you.”



THREE DAYS LATER, Laurent came slowly down the winding stairs, holding onto his wife for support. Jean, Petite, the tutor and the household servants all cheered as he emerged into the sitting room.

“Behold,” Laurent said, like one risen from the dead. He lifted his nightcap as if it were a hat. He hadn’t been shaven and looked like a ruffian.

Petite was filled with delight. Soon she could ride Diablo again.



IN THE CONFINES OF THE PADDOCK, Petite rode Diablo as her father watched. Proudly, she took the stallion through the walk, trot and canter. He went smoothly, without overreaching or striking one foot upon another.

“A horse for a prince,” Laurent said, shaking his head.

My horse, Petite thought, for the stallion would not allow anyone but her near.

Thereafter, weather and her father’s health permitting, Petite schooled Diablo every afternoon. He was not so much skittish as eager, and she learned to focus his restiveness, teaching him to tread in large rings, to stop, retire and advance. Much to her father’s amazement, he learned to perform a capriole and could even bound aloft on all four (which Petite loved best). After each lesson, she rubbed his neck with a light, soft hand, stroking as the hair lay.

By mid-April, when the grass was green and full of sun, Diablo was put into the back pasture, his provender supplemented with baked loaves of peas and meal. There, following her father’s instructions, Petite accustomed him to rough ground for an hour or two a day—first at a foot pace, and then at a trot, and finally at a swift trot mingled with a few strokes of gallop. Then, and only then, did Laurent deem the stallion ready to ride into a newly ploughed field, thereby teaching him to take his feet up roundly and set them down surely, never to stumble.

“But he is not to go hoodwinked,” Laurent explained to Petite one day, lying abed with a hot wrapped brick on his chest. “That’s what Monsieur Bosse and some of our neighbors do, I know, but depriving a colt of sight takes away his delight and stirs up an excess of fear.”

“Yes, Father,” Petite said, eager to get Diablo beyond the pasture. She longed to see how fast he could go.

“Enough of this horse-talk, Laurent,” Françoise said, coming into the room with a basket of needlework. “Louise is almost seven now. It’s time our daughter started acting like a girl.” She handed Petite her unfinished sampler.

Chastity, humility, piety: Petite groaned.



PETITE SANG AS SHE CLIMBED the narrow path to the back field where Diablo grazed. The spring woods were sprinkled with lily of the valley, periwinkle, and, in amongst the holly, a blue orchid she called “wishes.” She noted the narrow rabbit tracks running toward rock outcroppings and hoof-marks where deer had jumped the path. The melodic chirps of spring birdsong intermingled with the staccato tap of a woodpecker and the raucous calls of the jays.

As Petite emerged from the woods, Diablo whinnied. She climbed over the fence and stood as he cantered to meet her. She made a motion with her hand and—slowly, ponderously—he knelt before her. She pressed her face into his neck, stroked his velvety nose. Then she slipped onto his back and commanded him to stand, her bare legs hugging his sides. She sat for a moment, enjoying the vista, the gentle rolling hills, the river, the woods. She felt like the goddess Diana, fearless and strong.

It hadn’t taken her long to learn that she only had to think slow and Diablo would slow, think canter and he would canter, think gallop and he would race like a courser. It hadn’t taken her long to discover that she had no need of a bit, much less a bridle, that he responded fully to the slightest pressure from her legs. At her command he would jump any log, bush or gully. He trusted her. Today they would leave the confines of the pasture, go up the hill and into the woods.

She put him through his paces and then nudged him into a canter, steering him toward a low point in the fence. “Yep, yep!” she said, grabbing a fistful of mane as he surged over the fence and up the trail. The wind brought tears to her eyes. They were flying! At the crest of the hill, Diablo slowed, then stopped. Petite fell forward onto his neck, weak with the thrill of it.

A rustle made the horse startle, and Petite looked back. It was the runt, scrambling up the forest trail, panting and wagging its tail. Petite groaned: she would have to lead it back home. She turned Diablo around, toward a path that came out behind the barn.

Diablo’s pace relaxed into an amble. As they headed back, she sang “Ave Maria,” letting her feet swing with his steps. The puppy followed, staying out from underfoot as Diablo picked his way through brambles and then through a mud sink, a boar wallow Petite hadn’t seen before. The boar must be of good size, she guessed—it had rubbed mud onto tree trunks fairly high up. She noted the location: about five strides northeast of a sweet chestnut tree felled for shingles. Her father would want to know. He and three companions, gentry of the neighborhood, went boar hunting on Michaelmas, when wild pigs were high in flesh.

“Pup,” she called out, looking behind. The shadows were lengthening, and she knew not to be around a boar bog late in the day.

Diablo’s ears swiveled. Petite turned the horse and trotted back. At the bend, she spotted the puppy, snarling and growling. Suddenly, a boar charged out of the bushes. It caught the pup with a cheek tooth and tossed it into the air, splattering blood onto the leaves. Diablo planted his feet, and Petite tumbled over his head.

Petite tried to rise, but her left leg collapsed under her. The boar lowered its head, its little pig eyes on her, one of its tusks bright with blood. Petite pressed her face into the dirt. It would kill her.

She felt the earth shake and heard thudding, and she looked up. Diablo was facing the boar, rearing and striking. With each blow, the boar grunted and staggered back. Then Diablo twirled and kicked out, catching the beast square in the head.

Even the birds were silent. Diablo ambled up to the boar’s body, sniffed it, then turned back to Petite. She signalled him to kneel and, almost swooning from pain, she draped herself over his back. He headed slowly down the path, toward home.



IN THE LONG WEEKS that followed, Petite didn’t know what was worse: her mother’s fretful tongue-lashing or the painful ministrations of the town surgeon, who first braced her broken ankle to make it straight and then bled her from the foot. For over two weeks she lay on the daybed in the sitting room, her injured leg encased in splints and propped up on pillows. The days were long. Were it not for her father’s tutoring (he had decided to teach her to read Latin), she would have been unspeakably bored.

And then, for over a month, she endured hobbling about the house on crutches, her leg strapped to boards. At long last, the splints came off. Leaning on a hickory crutch, she eased her weight onto both legs. She felt lopsided.

“Like the village idiot,” Jean taunted.

“Son,” Laurent said in his warning voice.

Françoise burst into tears.

Petite turned to face her mother. If only she could calm her as easily as she could calm a horse. The horrid brace was finally off and she was standing, at least. She took two careful steps.

“Why couldn’t that surgeon have set it right, Laurent?” Françoise said. “We paid him good money.”

“She will be fine, Françoise.”

“But her left leg is short: she’ll walk with a limp.”

“She just needs a little practice. How does it feel, little one?” Laurent asked.

“It doesn’t hurt,” Petite lied. “May I ride Diablo now?”

“You’re never to get on that horse again,” Françoise said.

Laurent objected. “The White saved our daughter’s life.”

“I begin to think you’re both bewitched,” Françoise said, stirring the fire with tongs. “Nothing would have happened if she’d been at her needlework.”

“Françoise, calm—”

Françoise banged the tongs onto the stone hearth. “Don’t you be saying calm to me, Laurent. Nothing has gone right since you brought that horse home. First, you and your pains, and now our daughter with a limp. That horse brought a curse down on our house, and you know it.”



PETITE WAS AT her embroidery frame in the sitting room when she heard a knock at the door. She was supposed to have been reciting the ten commandments as she worked (no false gods, no misuse of God’s name, honor the Sabbath, honor my father and mother, no murder, no adultery, no theft…), but instead she’d been dreaming of Diablo, imagining racing him at the village fair next week and winning the prize. She would give the money to her mother, and her mother would praise Diablo (as well as her).

The knocking kept up, insistent.

“I’ll get it, Mother,” Petite called out, looking for her crutch. It was a special day, the fifth of September, and she thought the knocking might have something to do with that. Today, the King turned thirteen. It was the day of his majority, her father had explained that morning before prayers: on this day the Queen Mother would kneel down before her son and kiss his hand. Even in their faraway village, celebrations were being planned.

“What a racket.” Françoise came down the spiral stairs and reached the door first. It was the old ploughman, clutching the rim of his torn felt hat. “You need not pound the door,” she said. “And you’re to come to the back.”

“Madame, I did, but nobody answered, so I came round to the front. It’s Monsieur de la Vallière, he’s in the barn, he’s”—the old man hid his eyes in the crook of his arm—“dead.”

Françoise stood motionless. “That’s not so,” she said with anger.

“I found him there just now—dead as a stone.”

Petite overturned the embroidery frame in her bolt for the barn. She hobbled across the farmyard on her crutch. May it not be true, may it not be true…Please, God, may it not be true.

The barn door was agape. Petite stopped for a moment to catch her breath. The wind rustled in the trees. Three hens strutted close by, clucking, one eye to the sky. She thought she heard that low growl again and twirled, her heart racing. The shadow of a hawk skimmed the muddy yard.

She stepped through the barn door.

Her father was curled on the floor in his barn clothes, her brother kneeling beside him. Jean looked up, his eyes stricken.

“He won’t talk,” he said, his voice strangled. He sat back against a wall. “I think he’s dead.”

Petite steeled herself and looked at her father’s face. His eyes were half open, staring at Jean as if in surprise. His mouth was open too, but in a grimace of pain. She saw something dark on his lips. Blood.

“And that horse of yours is gone,” Jean said.

The gate to Diablo’s stall hung open. Petite looked back down at her father. Was he dead? She opened her mouth, but all that emerged was a choking sound.



PETITE HID IN the dovecote, crouching in the dark. The doves’ cooing paused, then started up again, a humming pulse. Her father was dead and Diablo had disappeared, and she knew she was somehow to blame. She wanted to cry, but could not. Her heart had turned to stone.

“Come on out now, Mademoiselle,” she heard a man say. It was the old ploughman, standing in the sunlight. He brushed away a cobweb and stepped inside.

“They’ve laid your father out in the house. He looks at peace,” he said. He took a deep, shaky breath. “Your brother’s gone to town for Curé Barouche. I thought you’d want to be there when he comes, to say the prayers and all.”

Petite opened her mouth, but no sound came out. She felt as if she were retching air, as if she might choke.

“Are you all right, child?” the ploughman asked, stepping in, looking down at her with puzzlement.

Petite made fluttering finger motions in front of her lips. What was wrong with her? She opened and closed her mouth like a dying fish.

“Can’t you talk?” he asked, laying his hand gently on her shoulder.

Petite covered her face with her hands. Even her cries were silent.








Chapter Five



SHORTLY AFTER THE FUNERAL, Françoise sent her son off to school in Paris. As the orphan of a cavalry officer who had been wounded at the Battle of Rocroi, he qualified for a scholarship to the Collège de Navarre. “Your father’s death got you in, but the rest will be up to you,” she instructed her son, closing his worn leather valise. “The highest nobility send their sons to the Collège de Navarre. Do what you can to befriend them.”

She carried his valise out to the courtyard herself. He was being sent off on old Hongre. She had made a futile search for the White, hoping to trade the cursed beast for a roadworthy pony; now Hongre would have to do. It was a long trip, but the boy was light to carry. He and the tutor, ignobly mounted on the donkey, would take it in easy stages. At the end of the journey, the old horse would be sold for meat; she could not afford his keep.

Jean grabbed on to the Hungarian’s thick mane and climbed up into the saddle. “Aren’t you even going to say farewell?” He made a monkey face at his sister.

Petite put her hand on Hongre’s nose and stepped back.

“What’s wrong with her? Why doesn’t she talk?” Jean asked.

“It’s just an ague,” Françoise said, taking her daughter’s cold hand. “Don’t worry about us. We’ll manage.”

She waved until she could see her son no more, then turned back to the house with Petite. She was not, in fact, the least bit confident that she could manage. Her daughter’s silence unnerved her. The curé suggested that the girl might be under some curse and had offered to perform a ritual to exorcise the demon, but exorcisms were costly—well beyond Françoise’s means, especially now. She was furious at Laurent: for dying, for one thing, but mostly for leaving her impoverished. She’d brought sixty thousand Tournais livres into her marriage—a small fortune—but now, she’d been informed, there was a debt of thirty-four thousand. The reckoning was not difficult: her husband had robbed her.

Scores had spoken at his funeral. The little church in the village had been mobbed. He was a saint, everyone said, always helping the poor in need. He’d given the servants money freely. He’d given hundreds to his sister’s convent in Tours, lent money to his hapless brother, Father Gilles. He’d helped found a hospital, a school for the blind, a bakery to serve the starving. He’d even given money to their neighbors!

Well, they could keep their pious condolences. That was her money he’d been giving away, and she wanted it back. If Laurent weren’t already dead, she would kill him.

“There will be men coming here today, Louise,” Françoise told her silent daughter, who had settled into a chair by a window with a book, the hound curled at her feet. “A notary and master-broker, coming to make an inventory.” Coming to assign value to every threadbare curtain and chipped plate.

“I have to consider our future,” she went on, examining her mourning weeds in a cracked looking-glass. She detested the little black cap widows were required to wear. Perhaps a ribbon around the rim—a peach silk? But no, the oh-so-pious neighbors would talk, the neighbors who held themselves to be virtuous, the ones who had borrowed from Laurent and never paid him back. The neighbor who had had two bastard children by Agathe Balin. The neighbor who had new brocade curtains, no doubt purchased with Laurent’s money—her money. Fie on them all!
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