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CHAPTER ONE [image: ]


IT IS A truth universally acknowledged that a gentleman creeping about a ball uninvited is up to no good.

The château is ablaze, light knifing through the forest’s dark heart beyond. One can almost spy the walls of Paris just north for all the tallow and oil burning away the shadows. Tables groan on bronzed legs beneath soaring ceilings, their glistening meats and cakes barely touched. Thrice I’ve counted the servants heaving out fresh great wine barrels from the kitchens, their faces pink and damp, expressions teetering someplace between exhaustion and despair. It is well beyond midnight and the court dances on, toes bloody and blistered in their gilded slippers. Still the young king roars for more.

This ball is one of so many, they all run together like a long, boring illness. One demanded we dress like animals, another as pagan gods. At the latest, the king and his princely brothers snarled and galloped on all fours to see who could frighten the most ladies. Oncle reminded me five times that kicking the king of France was still a crime no matter how much he deserved it. The king only stopped when his mother suggested it would be more fun to shoot songbirds from her rosebushes.

Such is the way of the French court, a place run by boys and their egos and women and their wits. Everyone knows the Queen Mother, Catherine de’ Medici, truly wears the crown, but we must pretend that is not the case by satisfying King Charles’s whims whenever he shouts them into the sky.

Truth be told, this unknown gentleman is the most interesting thing that’s happened to me for weeks.

Is this sad? Yes. Perhaps even a little bit pathetic? Also yes. But a girl must find her fun somewhere.

I watch him prowl through the seething ballroom. His clothes are finely made, if a season or two out of fashion. It’s his shoes that betray his true rank—ever so slightly scuffed, the leather water-stained.

I sit up straighter, suddenly wide-awake.

I wonder which royal guard he paid off, which one he blackmailed or conned into looking the other direction so he could slip in unseen?

I caress the familiar pins in my hair, fighting the itch to slide them free. I should find Oncle. This is what he says to do. With a winning smile, he’ll slip away from whomever he’s charming to dirty his hands. Later in our family’s private apartments, I’ll cajole him into telling me how he caught the man, how he saved the night from disaster.

He doesn’t like to tell me these stories. He says they give me ideas. And God forbid a lady has ideas.

The man pauses at the unguarded corridor at the back of the ballroom. I lean forward, no one at my empty table to notice my interest. He disappears inside after a single glance over his shoulder.

My eyes slice to the empty seat beside King Charles, my chest clenching. Sneaking into a busy ballroom is one thing, but trespassing into the quiet gardens is quite another. It’s time to find Oncle. But a quick sweep of the room reveals he’s gone, vanished without a word. Even though he promised you he wouldn’t leave.

A sharp breath pulls through my teeth. I shove the thought away, trying not to let it bother me.

Oncle wouldn’t want me to do this. But if he’s gone, then I’ve no choice but to trail the man myself.

Sometimes being useful feels like being wanted, and I’m the only person left sitting alone.

The ball’s animal heat disappears in the stone corridor. A breeze sighs past, damp and redolent of roses from the garden beyond. Most of the torches have already sputtered out. The man makes no effort to hide himself, so I don’t either.

“No one would ever see you and see a threat,” Oncle said when he first slid the pins with their hidden blades into my hair. Our eyes met in the mirror and his mouth quirked. “But they should.”

I loosen one of my pins now and follow the man into the greenery.

The garden is a riot of shadows: blue, violet, and grey all smudged together. There’s no music save for the soft rustle of the forest beyond, the gentle lapping of the moat against the stone wall fencing us in.

Then, a barely there sigh.

The man whips his head toward the noise. His hand twitches—

I’m on him before he touches his weapon.

I strike his temple with my still-sheathed blade. He slithers to the ground with a soft gasp. Before he can get a good look at me, the loose ribbon from my gown pocket is around his eyes. Then I tie his wrists with another ribbon and his legs with a third.

I dearly do love a gown with pockets. So useful!

Now if only I could convince Oncle to let me carry rope instead.

“Godless—royal—scum!” the man wheezes.

I cup his cheek and smile, all of Oncle’s rules and warnings forgotten. “Mon cher, you must be more vulgar than that to shock me.”

I grab his bound legs and drag him to the wall. It is difficult work—he’s got at least several dozen pounds on me and the rose briars are rather thick and prickly—but eventually I get him up the wall that separates the gardens from the moat.

The moat glitters, deadly and deep. Wind shakes the forest just beyond, low branches twisting across the surface as if to grab the prisoner. The scent of the stagnant water cuts through the sweet roses. He starts crying softly.

“Don’t be afraid,” I say. “Can’t say you’ll love where I’m sending you, but there are worse places.”

“There are places for people like you with us.” His words are so quick and low, I nearly miss them. “The Valois family must be stopped! Their reign is a wolf feasting on the French people! We’d take you, even though you’re a woman!”

There’s a pang under my ribs. I ignore it and lift the man higher. “Tell your master the princess sends her regards, but regretfully, she is occupied at the moment.”

His mouth drops open—shocked that I know his target—but before he can ask me more questions, I cut the bindings on his legs and shove him over the wall.

At the enormous splash, a torch flares brighter in the chatelet guarding the drawbridge. Then there’s the distant murmur of male voices and the whoosh of more torches sputtering to life.

I disappear before their light catches me. The would-be assassin won’t drown—as long as he can swim, which he should have considered carefully before infiltrating the Château de Fontainebleau and its fearsome moat—but he won’t be escaping with his bound hands anytime soon either. The royal guards will catch and question him, and that shall be that. If he’s a decent liar, he might even walk away with all his bits.

I sheathe my blade and tuck the pin back into my hair. It’s time to find Margot. If an intruder figured out the best place to find her would be in the gardens, then it won’t be long before the court does as well.

I walk until I see a tremendous boxwood cut into the likeness of a lion trembling. Pausing beside it, I clear my throat.

The boxwood goes still. And then a frosty voice demands, “Who disturbs us?”

“Only me, madame. May I have a word?”

The bushes tremble, and out steps Marguerite de Valois, Princess of France, with a pretty girl shielded behind her skirts. Upon seeing me, the princess sighs and heaves her eyes heavenward.

I curtsy to her—more for the girl’s sake than for the princess’s. It’s been years since Margot has allowed me to pay her any sort of royal deference. “But it’s the proper greeting for a princess!” I protested when she demanded I stop curtsying. She had yanked me up wearing that mischievous smirk I’ve grown to know all too well. “Yes, but it’s no way to greet your dearest friend.”

“Jac, you scared me half to death!” Margot says.

“Someone is snooping around the gardens. Perhaps it’s time to return to the ball? You’ve been busy for quite a while,” I say, pushing on the final word just a little.

Margot pouts. “You’re no fun at all, but I see your point. Make me presentable?”

I straighten her hair and dab carmine on her mouth from the tiny pot she keeps close for occasions such as these. Satisfied, she turns back to the girl. The two share a final kiss and whispered conversation that ends with a giggle. The girl gets up and leaves. I swallow, keeping my gaze politely on my feet, not wanting to know whom Margot has beguiled tonight.

Margot stares after her longingly, freshly painted lips pressed together. “Mon dieu, I love the countryside. Can’t find girls like that in Paris.”

I force a laugh and pat her shoulder consolingly. “You aren’t looking in the right places in Paris then.”

Her face darkens. “It’s difficult to find someone to kiss in the city when your mother never lets you leave her sights.”

She tilts her face toward the moon, a delicate crescent nestled against the blue-black clouds. A cool breeze rustles the treetops beyond the walls, caressing the nape of my neck and its loose curls. It beckons like a crooked finger. An invitation to explore the world on the other side, a promise of more.

Margot heaves an unladylike sigh, and I know she feels it too.

“Let’s get on with it, then.” She offers me her arm and we return to the brilliant ballroom. With our dark hair swept up with golden pins, only the clinking sapphires sewn on her bodice readily distinguish Marguerite, Princess of France, from me, her loyal lady-in-waiting.

I watch the heads turn as we arrive, see how Margot’s presence ripples through the crowd like a body tossed in a lake. The suitors swarm her in their peacock-bright doublets, with hungry smiles and eager hands. So close, I can almost pretend they’re there for me. When I’m beside Margot, the entire world feels at my fingertips, the shine of Catherine de’ Medici’s gorgeous youngest daughter spilling over me just by being near.

“We could be sisters,” Margot had said today as we beheld ourselves in the grand mirrors before the ball began.

We could be. Were it not for the, oh, let’s say, about a hundred ranks of nobility separating her royal Valois titles from my own lowborn birth. I bite my lip and push back the old urge to tell Margot more. How I not only spotted the assassin but apprehended him myself.

“Secrets stay among family,” Oncle said in a sharp voice the one and only time I had asked if I might show Margot how to hurl my knives. He gripped my arm so hard, it bruised. “Don’t you ever forget that.”

One of Margot’s suitors stops us with an elaborate bow, just a hairbreadth above what would be appropriate for her brother, His Royal Highness King Charles IX. “Madame, would you do me the honor of a dance?” He extends one leather-gloved hand to her.

Margot considers the hand for a long, long moment. The man’s fingers tremble with nerves. I bite back a laugh and turn it into a polite cough. Margot catches my eye and winks wickedly before yanking me closer.

“That depends. What could you possibly offer me that my dear Jacqueline cannot?”

The man’s throat bobs, searching for words. Another gentleman steps smoothly in front of him, his hand slipping about Margot’s without asking. He brings her knuckles to his lips.

“Dance with me instead and find out,” he promises against her skin.

Margot breaks into a delighted laugh and allows herself to be swept away, leaving the dejected suitor behind with nothing but an air kiss. The young man’s cheeks flush bright red and he flees the room without even inventing an excuse.

He never stood a chance. But he doesn’t know that the suitor with Margot in his arms doesn’t stand a chance either. Even still, watching them waltz makes my vision spot. Once, Margot and I were the lovers in the garden. It’s for the best our romance is behind us, but seeing her in the arms of this unworthy man still fills me with a sour, sulky feeling.

I’m glad Margot is enjoying herself—and has been, for hours—but I’m not, and now that the thrill of the would-be assassin is over, all I want to do is flop on my bed, but I can’t. Not until King Charles decides the night is over.

I turn away, ready to spend the rest of the night alone, when a long, horrible scream pierces the noise.

The entire ballroom pivots toward the throne. A woman sobs inconsolably, half in the king’s lap. The music screeches to a halt. The crowd surges, confused and alarmed. I search the room for Margot, hairpin already in hand. My mind races through the potential threats.

I caught one would-be assassin tonight, but what if there was another? One I missed?

I move to unsheathe my blade, but someone catches my wrist, stopping me. Oncle stares down, his mouth a serious slash.

“The queen is dead. We must leave.”






CHAPTER TWO [image: ]


TELL ME AGAIN why the death of the queen of Navarre—a kingdom smaller than a garden—makes us rush back to Paris?”

Vicomte Gabriel d’Argenson-Aunis stops sharpening his dagger and gives me a pointed stare that would stop the heart of a lesser person. I meet his stare head-on and slouch, propping up my stockinged feet on his velvet carriage bench. His look turns to my feet, to the muddy boots discarded on the floor below, and his mouth pulls into a disagreeable expression.

I wiggle my toes just to irritate him. “Well?”

“Queen Jeanne of Navarre was an important French ally. The peace she brokered with the Valois royal family, fragile as it was, helped stave off the bloodshed between the Huguenots and the Catholics at the border. Now that she’s dead, I don’t think it’ll hold.”

France has been at war with itself as long as I’ve lived. A German preacher’s fierce words caught fire and spread, saying there were better ways to worship God. Thousands, if not millions, of people agreed with him. France is not a place that embraces change, and the Valois kings resented the challenge to the Catholic church—the font from which they’d drawn their royal power for centuries. People began to whisper that perhaps God did not pick kings. Perhaps a man’s actions mattered more than his royal blood. Maybe the Catholic kings did not deserve to be kings at all. The slaughter since has been like a sow turning on her young, France itself wounded and bleeding in a dozen places because of it.

He rubs his furrowed brow. “Navarre may be the size of a thistle, but it is a Huguenot thistle stuck squarely betwixt Catholic Spain and France. The new king of Navarre is only nineteen—too young, I fear, to handle the situation he’s inheriting. I must go to Paris to make sure nothing turns violent.”

I sit up straighter, heart beating faster. “So you’re going to Paris to nanny a fledgling king.”

He flashes a razor-thin smile. “I’m making sure no one pushes him from his nest before he can fly.”

Rumor says that Gabriel d’Argenson-Aunis is the most dangerous man in France. They say he sleeps with a poisoned knife beneath his pillows. That he has dogs to sniff out the racing hearts of liars and traitors. That he could, without looking for more than a second, transcribe hidden ciphers in no less than seven languages. That he knows twenty ways to kill a man, each more excruciating than the last.

To the French court, the vicomte is the Valois spymaster. Their weaving spider whose webs ensnare their enemies before they can endanger the royal family’s power. People believe his skills were honed on the brutal fronts of religious wars, where the lives of an entire battalion depend on a note sliding into the palm of the right person, where a single messenger hawk escaping the burst of bullets could turn the tides of power.

But I know the truth; Gabriel’s prowess is not battle trained so much as sired by shadows.

He answers not only to the Valois kings and queens of France but to a higher power, a court of intrigue whose influence spreads beyond borders and digs deeper than the blood-soaked French soil. He answers to the anonymous men that would see the world hale and whole and not torn asunder by struggles for power: the Societas Solis.

Let the Valois court whisper that Gabriel d’Argenson-Aunis is the most dangerous man in France.

It’s true.

I know because my oncle’s taught me all his tricks.

I push my feet under his thigh, determined to goad him into telling me more. “Are you worried about assassins? Or something else?”

He scowls and pulls away. “Jac, your feet are ice.”

“And if someone had let me fetch my furs before we left, then someone would not have to be my personal warming stone for this journey.”

His mouth twitches. Anyone else would assume the movement means he’s cross, but I know he’s trying hard not to smile. “Is that so, dear Niece?” Margot moans about long carriage rides with her family, but I love them. It’s one of the only times I have Oncle all to myself.

“You’re avoiding my question.”

Oncle inspects the edge on his blade, not meeting my eyes. “Assassins would be simple to handle. The ego of a young man is less manageable. And that goes double if he’s king.” He sets the blade aside and rubs his brow again. I note the fine lines around his eyes, the spreading silver at his temples. Oncle has spent most of my life away. Away in wars, away working for the royal family, away with the Societas Solis. The queen of Navarre’s death means more sleepless nights, more work needed to keep the Valois family happy while keeping the Societas Solis’s schemes secret.

A spark ignites in my chest, so bright, it’s blinding.

“Let me help, then.” I mean for it to sound commanding but instead it’s a breathless rush. “Please. We both know I can be useful. Think of what I did last night.”

This is what I’ve been waiting for. A chance to influence the politics always slithering beneath the court’s soirées. A chance to prove I’m capable of more than looking lovely at a party. I won’t be left behind as Oncle stalks the shadows for secrets or bite my tongue when Margot asks one too many questions about my childhood.

The spark leaps from my control, the brightness racing through my limbs, making me fidget. I can imagine it so clearly, ’tis as though I’ve already lived the scene. Me creeping through the Palais du Louvre after dark, lighter than ever in breeches instead of skirts, quick fingers picking the locked strongboxes and flipping through illicit letters, sniffing out secrets just like the hounds I trained back at our ancestral estate.

Me, a member of the Societas Solis. Just like Oncle.

He stills. The air catches in my chest, and I hold it back, letting the pressure build until there’s a roaring in my ears.

“The man in the moat was a clever bit of work, I’ll give you that. He was alive, which let us question him. His assassination attempt was clumsy and unlikely to succeed, but he did show us a more concerning problem: a royal guard was bribed to let him inside, which means one of the guardsmen has turned traitor.”

I lean closer. “What I did was helpful, then?”

Oncle sits back, frowning. “At the very least, you prevented a public scandal.”

I hate the way my pulse stutters at his frown. His praise, his approving nod, means so much to me. “Which is a good thing, is it not?”

Oncle draws out a filthy length of something from his pocket and twines it about his hands. I recognize the ribbon I used to bind the would-be assassin. The delicate pink is stained algae green alongside a darker blush, like blood.

“The assassin talked a lot. And no one would have believed that a woman had bested him were it not for this.” The ribbon coils around Oncle’s hands, a serpent ready to strike. “This ribbon is silk, which is not remarkable on its own, but there are also silver roses embroidered on its length.” He lifts a brow, both of us remembering how I had demanded the ornamentation be added on when the dressmaker came for my summer wardrobe fitting.

His voice grows darker, the dirty silk twisting faster. “Only the wealthiest tailors import silk like this, and few can embroider a delicate pattern with this skill. Which means the ribbon could have come from one of two shops in Paris where only ladies of the royal court buy their wardrobes. Consequently, not only did it seem entirely possible that the assassin wasn’t lying about a woman besting him, but one could see that this mysterious woman was undoubtedly a noble.”

He snaps the ribbon taut, and I flinch. A savage smile settles onto his mouth. “You almost revealed your identity. If you belonged to Societas Solis, this could be enough to kill you.”

The snapping sound stings like a switch. All at once I’m sitting up straight, fists clenched. “You weren’t there! I had no choice but to intervene. You send me into these balls armed with nothing but the pins in my hair. How do you expect me to be useful with nothing?”

Oncle settles back onto his carriage bench and crosses his ankle over his knee. “I don’t expect you to be useful. I expect you to defend yourself if needed, and that is all. If anyone ever suspects you are more than you seem, they will begin to suspect me, and all I’ve worked for could be lost.”

I fall back with a thump. The velvet cushion is too soft for the tension in my shoulders. We’ve had this same argument for years, ever since Oncle was named royal spymaster and we left sun-dappled Aunis for Paris, France’s royal heart. In our tiny ancestral estate it was impossible for me to not notice the strange men who came to our doors at all hours, who lingered so late at our fire that they and my oncle became nothing but bowed silhouettes, their whispers just out of reach from where I hid behind the armchairs, yearning to be included.

And I was, in some ways. Unable to bear my crying each time he left for weeks, Oncle taught me all that he knew with blades and chains, with picking locks and picking hearts to reveal the secrets people kept close. I can walk soundlessly in boots or bare feet; I can launch a dagger through the darkness with nothing but a breath guiding my blade. I can do everything my oncle can do, and I can also do it in a gown and with a smile on my face, because Jacqueline d’Argenson-Aunis, the pretty and occasionally charming seventeen-year-old niece of the aloof and mysterious vicomte, is who the court expects me to be. No one save Margot has ever tried to scratch beneath the surface. No one suspects I am more than what they can see.

Oncle still will not share with me the true origins and purpose of the Societas Solis because I’m not a member. But I’ve learned enough to know that they do not seek sumptuous riches or golden crowns. They seek to stanch the sluggish bleed of violence in France.

My voice is all edges. “You refuse to let me join because of the blood we share!”

Oncle winces, cut. “I made a promise. You know that.” He drags a hand through his hair and looks at me with such despair that I know he’s picturing her. His sister, my mother. Who used her dying breath to push her newborn daughter into the arms of her seventeen-year-old brother after wrenching out his word that he would keep me safe, no matter what. Her portrait hangs in our hall, and I know we share the same dark brows and serious mouth. Sometimes I catch Oncle watching me when it’s only us, a rare softness on his face, and I know he’s seeing her, too.

I resent how I look like her, how it’s a constant reminder to my oncle of the promise he’s made to a woman near eighteen years gone. A woman who is a stranger to me despite the fact that I bear her name. If my mother had cared for me—if she had truly cared for any child she would bring into the world—she would not have thrown away her noble birthright to marry a peasant farmer who fled his marriage vows the moment she grew cold and let her only daughter grow up in the shadow of scandal.

A woman’s reputation is all she has to stand on, and mine is already cracked by the circumstances of my birth. A single too-heavy step is all it would take to shatter it completely.

“My mother doesn’t know the person you shaped me to become.” I reach out and take his hand imploringly. The ring on his thumb, bearing the likeness of a sun, pinches my skin. “You can’t know what she would’ve wanted for me.”

“She would’ve wanted you to be happy.” Oncle pulls away. “And the path you want to follow doesn’t lead to happiness.”

My empty hands fist. My ribs squeeze tightly, the bones scraping the softest parts of me. “You insult me by pretending you know my heart better than I do!”

Oncle sighs and rubs his face, refusing to meet me in anger. Suddenly he seems far older than his thirty-four years. “As your guardian, it’s my duty to look out for your welfare, not your heart.”

I tuck my chin, hiding the hurt behind a hardened jaw. “You can’t protect me forever. I’m not a child anymore.”

Oncle suddenly straightens. He is so tall that, even seated, his head brushes the carriage ceiling. The exhaustion and another emotion I can’t name slip from his face until he’s safe underneath his mask: the bland expression he wears as both royal spymaster and member of the Societas Solis. The one I despise because nothing I ever say or do can break through to him.

“Gérard de Montbéliard has asked my permission to court you.”

I frown, thrown by the strange pivot in our conversation. I remember the boy—the only noble child within an hour ride of our estate. We were forced to spend many stultifying afternoons together as children until I accidentally poisoned him with a buttered snail and he was an absolute baby about it, claiming I had tried to kill him, and that was the end of the dreadful visits.

A snort escapes me. I slap a hand over my mouth to hold in the laughter. “I bullied Gérard as a child. He hates me.”

“Well, you’re not children anymore. You are of the proper age—”

“Oh yes, the horror of turning eighteen! Better act now before I become a shriveled old raisin—”

“—and of the proper birth—”

“I thought I wasn’t marriable?” Confusion and something that feels horribly like fear threads through me. I hide them behind brittle words and blazing eyes.

Oncle’s jaw tenses. We both know I’m a worthless bride. Oncle himself is the one who explained to me, gently, of course, when I asked him as a girl when my chevalier was coming to rescue me from my lonely days and lonelier nights. Oncle had laid his hand consolingly over mine, his gloves still dusty from his journey, his smile lopsided and not quite reaching his eyes. “You’ll save yourself, Jac, just like me.”

No one wants to sully their noble titles by marrying the likes of me—a peasant’s daughter—Oncle’s protection or not.

“Gérard is willing to overlook your father’s background with a large enough dowry. No, do not scoff! His noble connections could do a lot for you. You’d finally have a name of your own in court, Niece.”

I flinch. “I’d rather have yours. I don’t care if people think less of me.”

Oncle’s mouth pulls, a flicker of feeling breaking through his façade. “You think that now, but you might change your mind later on.”

His calm, the way he talks to me as if I’m a petulant child, splits something in me. “I won’t change my mind!” My fist slams against the carriage wall. The pain is a sweet release, the rending of skin and welling of blood. Outside there’s a murmur from the outriders and the carriage slows, then stops. There’s a rap at the window.

“Vicomte, is all well?” asks the driver.

Oncle’s expression is all scorn and disappointment. “All is well. Please do continue.” He reaches into the pocket of his doublet and offers me an embroidered handkerchief. I notice with a stab of fury that it has the same embroidery pattern as the ribbon I used to bind the assassin. When I make no move to take it, Oncle sighs and flings it on my lap.

The silence stretches. I imagine it looping about my neck, holding me back like the too-small dogs the courtiers keep on jeweled chains. I finally bundle up my bloodied knuckles. Oncle looks everywhere but at me. The knife he was cleaning has clattered to the floor. I pick it up and heft the weight, imagining how it would feel flying from my fingers.

I’m certain Gérard would not think knife throwing a suitable pastime for his wife.

“I saved Margot’s life. You said yourself it was helpful. Does that mean nothing?” My words are soft, but inside me something thrashes like a wounded bird. I feel the awful, angry burn of tears. This makes no sense. Noblegirls aren’t taught to throw knives or pick locks. Why would Oncle teach me all he knew just to send me away? Why bother mentoring me if he planned to deliver me to some strange man like a beautifully wrapped parcel? “I don’t want to marry Gérard.”

I want to stay with you. The words are there at the tip of my tongue, but I can’t say them. They skirt too close to the fear I keep locked and hidden.

Perhaps Oncle is tired of having me around. Perhaps he regrets the promise he made to his dying sister and has looked forward to the day I shall no longer be in his care. Were I to marry, I would become my husband’s burden. One less problem for him to worry about.

He squares his jaw and stares at the curtained window. “I don’t need your help. I need you to be safe. It’s what your mother would’ve wanted.”

The mention of my mother stokes the embers of my anger. “Why are you so convinced me being safe means being with a man?”

And why can’t it be you?

Oncle gives me a dark, withering look. “I’ll give you a garrote as a betrothal gift. Please don’t use it on your husband.”

The rest of the ride to Paris is as silent as a funeral procession.






CHAPTER THREE [image: ]


WHEN THE ROYAL family arrives in Paris two days later, I invite myself into Margot’s chambers before the horses are unhitched from their carriages.

She catches a single glimpse of my face and demands, “What’s amiss?”

The princess stands in the center of the room flanked by golden mirrors, a royal ransom’s worth of jewels heaped on every surface. Her attendants unlace the sleeves and stays of her traveler’s clothes and lace her into a dazzling court dress. Though none of them pay me any attention, I know they are listening. I choose my words carefully.

“There is… a situation.”

She cocks an eyebrow. “The bad kind and not the fun kind, I’m assuming?”

I let out a laugh that’s just a breath of air. Oncle and I have not spoken for days. When I find him in our burgundy parlor, I go to my bedchamber. When we pass each other, I press myself against the wainscoted wall, gaze fixed to the ceiling. More than once I spy him from the corner of my eye reaching out—as if he wants to catch my hand, to say something. But then the shuttered look comes over his face once more and he leaves me alone. Each time he fails to say something, the anger smoldering in my belly grows hotter. I ignore the painful ache that also grows, hiding it behind haughty glares and pointed silences.

Oncle will not listen to me. Which means I shall have to move him with action, not words.

And Margot is the only person powerful enough to help me.

When life at court feels too much like a dream—a vicious dream where your wings are cut and you’re plummeting to the earth with no means to save yourself—Margot catches me, carries me back to myself.

“Don’t get too attached. She won’t be here forever,” Oncle warned the first time he found Margot in our apartments. “Princesses marry and leave their families.” I pretended I didn’t hear him. In these château walls my disreputable birth ranks me somewhere beneath the princess’s lapdogs and above the scuttling mice. With Margot I can always be Jac, jagged edges and all. She saw what I was when she found me breaking the little finger of a boy who was being cruel to the hunting hounds my first week in Paris. A boy who turned out to be her odious royal cousin.

“We shall be great friends,” she had announced when I stammered my apologies, filled with dread that Oncle and I would be ordered to leave before our trunks had even been unpacked.

I move a necklace with sapphires the size of sparrow’s eggs and ease myself into a plush chair. Margot flicks her wrist toward the door and smiles. “Could we have a moment alone, please?”

With choruses “of course” and “anything that pleases you, madame,” the servants leave. If Margot decreed she wished to move by litter for a week, her feet never touching the ground, I’ve no doubt that straws would be drawn for the honor of carrying her. All of France is in love with the king’s youngest sister, the most perfect jewel in the Valois family crown. Even now, half dressed, black hair tangled and face dirtied with travel, she blinds like sunlight glancing off gold. Margot’s machinating mother keeps her close, dangling her slender hand just out of reach from the French nobles who believe their loyalty to the crown might bring them close enough to slip a ring on the princess’s finger.

Margot drops into the chair beside mine and pillows her chin on her fist. Her other hand catches my wrist. She presses soothing circles into my skin. “Tell me everything.”

So I do, ending with the letter I saw Oncle send away with our footman, Jehan. The one addressed to Gérard de Montbéliard that says he is welcome to come court me—which I know from the way Jehan stammered when I demanded to know what the letter said.

The princess wrinkles her nose. “You, abandoning me for marriage? Horrible!”

I exhale softly, the tightness in my shoulders easing. Her support puts to bed a secret fear. If Oncle thinks me old enough to marry, then perhaps Margot and I have outgrown the days of running around with muddy skirts and biting our thumbs at the boys who thought that taunting defenseless animals made them men.

“Tell me what you need me to do and I shall do it,” she says.

“I need you to write a letter for me. If—if you’re willing.” The last phrase catches in my throat. I’ve never asked for a royal favor from the princess before. While Margot can pretend all she’d like that the distance betwixt our stations is nothing, it’s not something I can ever forget. I hate how powerless it makes me feel, knowing I must always rely on Margot or Oncle to get what I want.

A delightfully familiar, wicked smirk lights up Margot’s face, and she kisses my cheek. “Don’t be daft, darling. I would do anything for you.”

I nod, my throat closing up, and lace my fingers through hers. If Margot thinks I can escape this trap, then I can slip free. If she believes in me, I can do anything.

The princess is pressing the wax seal with her royal monogram when there’s a knock at the door. Her head whips up. “I do believe I called for privacy!”

The herald ducks his scarlet face. “ ’Tis your mother, madame. Catherine de’ Medici. She was”—his throat bobs—“most insistent to speak with you.”

I suck in a breath. The Queen Mother doesn’t exactly think highly of me, and I imagine she’d think even less of me if she knew what sorts of letters I was begging her royal daughter to write. I move to escape through the servants’ door, but Margot is already there, pushing me onto her canopied bed and dragging the curtains closed.

Right as the most terrifying woman in France breezes inside.

Catherine de’ Medici is always in black. Black skirts, black sleeves, and black bodices so plush and matte, they seem to suck all the light from every room she enters. Today is no exception. The only thing more severe than her appearance is the frown she levels at Margot.

Catherine’s husband, King Henry II, was killed in an accident years ago, and she has donned her mourning clothes for him ever since. Her insignia is the broken lance that pierced her husband’s skull. The inscription lacrimae hinc, hinc dolor scrolls beneath it.

Tears from this, from this sorrow.

More unsettling than her appearance is her ongoing interest in the occult. She surrounds herself with sorcerers who observe the movements of the planets and whisper dire predictions in her ears. Rumor has it, there is an entire chamber of her private apartments filled with saints’ bones and dusty tomes bound in human skin—a library preaching the practice of the dark arts. More than one frightened courtier has whispered that she has seen Queen Catherine’s eyes roll back as a vision of the future grips her. And more than one person has whispered that whatever dark things Catherine saw came true.

Through a sliver in the draperies, I watch Margot curtsy, still only half dressed. “Mother. What a delightful surprise.”

Catherine de’ Medici snatches her daughter’s hand. She bends the fingers carelessly despite Margot’s pained hiss, scoffing at the ink stains. “You better not be writing to the merchants about funding that scandalous school of yours again.”

Margot’s biggest want is this: a school where commoners and nobles, girls and boys alike, can learn whatever they wish.

Margot snatches her hand back. “Who cares if I am? What’s the point of having the most printing presses in Europe if less than half the kingdom can read?”

Catherine de’ Medici prowls closer, each click of her shoes like the scrape of a dagger along stone. I slink farther back into Margot’s endless pillows, trying not to squash the little dogs already nesting there.

“Women and the poor have no use for reading. You will never oversee that school as long as you live here,” Catherine says.

A ruthless smirk splits Margot’s face. “We’ll see about that.”

The Queen Mother’s frown, impossibly, grows even darker. Her eyes fall to the letter on Margot’s table. My only chance at escape. I tense, itching to snag it from her sight before she can rip it to pieces.

When she finally looks away, I close my eyes and release a shaky breath.

“The king of Navarre is coming to court this week,” Catherine says. “I need you to beguile him for your brother’s sake. Cosimo Ruggeri has made you a potion to help.”

Catherine snaps her fingers, and the herald brings over a golden cup. Margot’s nose scrunches at the contents. I shudder along with her.

No good comes from the name Cosimo Ruggeri.

The man is Oncle’s greatest enemy on the Valois privy council. He’s Catherine de’ Medici’s advisor publicly and sorcerer privately. Margot says he is a charlatan, a con man from her mother’s native Florence who seeks to fleece her of coin and patronage in exchange for his lies and false cures for King Charles’s illnesses. The Louvre’s priest even banned Ruggeri from mass, saying his false spells and heretical lies make a mockery of God, but still, Catherine keeps him close.

Margot doesn’t move. “I won’t touch anything that man makes.”

It happens so fast, I miss it.

A slap, then Margot reeling sideways.

Still hidden, I leap to the edge of the bed, heart pounding, but Margot’s dark eyes catch mine, one of her hands over her reddened cheek. She shakes her head once.

But her dogs miss the message. They pour out from under the bed curtains, barking madly. Catherine de’ Medici scowls and kicks at one. “By God, you’ll drink this, or I shall make sure one of your little dogs finds its way into the Seine!”

Margot gasps with outrage, face paling around the red handprint. With a savage gesture, she takes the cup and downs it in one go. “Happy now, Mother?”

I flinch as the cup hits the floor. The sound rouses all the dogs again.

Catherine looks at the pack with disgust, like she might just make sure they all find their way into the river. “Insolent girl! One day you’ll see a woman’s place is beneath her husband. If your father were still alive—”

Margot laughs cruelly. She presses a cold sapphire necklace to her flushed cheek. “I’m glad he’s not. Father was unfaithful to you for your entire marriage. He doesn’t deserve your respect, and he won’t get it from me!”

I wince, bracing myself for another slap, another sickening guilt-filled moment of hiding there and doing nothing.

Instead there’s a slow, hair-raising chuckle, a knowing smile on Catherine de’ Medici’s face that fills me with ice.

Margot flinches when her mother’s shadow falls over her, but all Catherine does is cup her uninjured cheek.

“Tomorrow you will charm the king of Navarre or I will drown your dogs. Do we understand each other?”

Margot’s eyes drop to the floor. Only I see how her jaw clenches. “Of course, Mother.”






CHAPTER FOUR [image: ]


THE KING OF Navarre’s arrival to France feels like a feast day without a feast. Even though the gates of the Palais du Louvre are thrown wide, and gold banners hang from the windows, all anyone can focus on is the sound of King Charles’s snores. The exquisitely dressed nobles assembled in the courtyard might gamely pretend their monarch is not hungover, but ’tis no help. All the splendor in the world cannot hide the fact that our king has shown up for this important political meeting with less care and respect than he’d bring to a brothel. “He means to destroy this alliance before they even shake hands on it.” Oncle tears his gaze from the snoozing king. “And what are you smiling about?”

I drop down from my tiptoes. “Oh, nothing. Just imagining what Margot will say later on.”

In truth, I was staring at Gérard’s royal standard, the swallow-tailed flag that bears his family’s coat of arms. Each noble house’s flag is held aloft by a footman and the place beneath the Montbéliard standard is, blessedly, empty. My would-be suitor’s family should be here.

Which means today is the day I’ll find out whether or not my scheme worked.

The sound of drums and trumpets grows louder as the Navarrese entourage draws closer, but the Montbéliards are still nowhere to be seen. My heart starts beating faster. My fingernails press half-moons into my palms when the first Navarrese outriders appear. A delighted cheer surges from me when King Henry enters the courtyard—

And I break off with a choking gasp when a horribly familiar dark head scuttles beneath the Montbéliard standard.

Oncle laughs softly. “Does the king displease you, Jac?”

I tear my eyes away from the back of Gérard’s head. King Henry is a handsome boy done up in leather and rough-spun wools from his mountain kingdom. He rides on horseback like one of his own chevaliers but has the face of a squire. He looks… young. And unprepared, and completely, utterly out of his depth. King Charles half rises from his throne, eyes flashing, a slumbering dog roused by the scent of fresh meat.

I feel bad for him, I really do. But I feel worse for myself.

“I think the French court is going to eat King Henry alive,” I answer truthfully.

Oncle sighs. I can’t tell if it’s coming from a place of agreement or disappointment.

The tiniest movement from Gérard’s direction catches my attention. I turn only to catch Gérard turning away, a burgundy flush darkening the tawny skin of his neck.

I smile at the sight of blood.

The expression stays on my face all through the too-long greeting ceremony between the kings, the endless welcome feast, and straight to the late-afternoon meeting Oncle has arranged for me and my beloved-to-be in our private apartments.

“Mademoiselle d’Argenson-Aunis! We’ve been most excited to meet you again,” the Baron de Montbéliard says more to my childbearing hips than to my face.

I hide a wicked grin behind a curtsy. “Oh, I can assure you. The pleasure is all mine today.”

Gérard stiffens and stares at the floor like it might bite him.

His mother, the Baronne de Montbéliard, smiles approvingly at the rubies on my throat. “Tell me, darling Jac—I can call you Jac, right? Of course, we’re practically family already—tell me about your accomplishments these days.”

“Embroidery and needlework.” My grin grows so big, my cheeks ache. “I excel at all activities that involve pointed objects, madame.”

A low keen escapes Gérard. I beam even more brightly at him.

“Mon petit chou, is everything well?” his mother whispers. “Do you need more of your tonic?”

A muscle flexes in Oncle’s jaw. His eyes snag on mine, and I keep my own wide and guileless. “That is enough talk about sharp objects,” he demands in a frosty voice. “Jacqueline has many talents. She is an accomplished horse mistress and speaks five languages. She often joins Princess Marguerite’s salon discussions on the ancient philosophers, don’t you, dear Niece?”

Baronne de Montbéliard gasps, a hand fluttering to her bejeweled throat. “Why, you have connections to the royal family! Oh, isn’t that just marvelous.”

“Well dowered and royally connected,” the baron says approvingly as if I am not there at all. “Well, well, that’s something, isn’t it, Gérard?”

He elbows his son, and Gérard nearly falls. His face has grown pale at Margot’s name. He takes one step back, and then another. “I—I wish to rescind my offer of courtship!”

A shocked silence falls. I want to celebrate its arrival with a cheer.

“This is not what we discussed!” the baron gasps, reaching for his son like he’s an escaped cat to be scruffed and stuffed back into his tasseled basket.

But Gérard is already gone, leaving nothing but an anguished cry in his wake.

Oncle is still speechless, taking in the scene like he’s just found all the Valois family murdered. Gérard has made such a massive breach of propriety that Baronne de Montbéliard begins crying and hides her face in her hands. The baron turns to Oncle with open-mouthed horror. He holds up his hands as if he fears he may be stabbed. “My Vicomte d’Argenson-Aunis, I—I can assure the boy means no disrespect—”

“I think it best if my niece and I had a moment alone,” Oncle says.

The baron and baronne take one look at his stony expression and flee. I clasp my hands and meet his stare head-on. The quiet in our parlor feels like that of the gallows: not the moment after, when the air is filled with death and bloodthirsty cheers, but the moment before, when the tension is as tight as a knotted rope.

Oncle cracks first.

“You,” he finally pushes out between clenched teeth. “This is your doing somehow.”

I laugh recklessly. “And where is your evidence?”

Oncle’s mouth falls open. His gaze ransacks my face, the sideboard, as though I’ve left out a piece of paper documenting my schemes. Where is your evidence? is what he’d always say to me as a child when I would accuse him of hiding my toys or lying about the whereabouts of promised sweets. It was how he trained me to lay a trap so cleanly and neatly that no one could ever trace it back to me, even if the wronged party knew I was behind it.

Now I’ve taken our childish game and turned it into something savage. Something that proves he taught me so well that not even he, the most dangerous man in France, can best me. I can see the understanding forming in his eyes, when the unwelcome realization lands that I’ve won and he’s lost as they frost over like a winter pond.

He’ll never know about the letter I asked Margot to write—much less ever find it.


Gérard de Montbéliard,

If you marry my dear friend Jacqueline d’Argenson-Aunis, know that I shall personally make sure every snail in this kingdom is pressed into service to hasten your untimely demise.

Her Royal Highness, Marguerite de Valois

Princess of France



My fingers lace together so Oncle cannot see how they shake. “Give me a chance in the Societas Solis, and I’ll show you just how much more I can do.” It’s an effort to keep my voice steady. To rein in the part of me that wants to demand why he’s silent, why he won’t give me the same opportunity he’d give any man who had bested him. All I need is one chance to prove myself. Is that so much?

His jaw clicks shut. He scrapes his scalp and laughs mirthlessly. “You think this is a game.” He takes in the armor of my best gown and gems, the slight tremble of my hands. He smiles, the expression cruel and taunting. “And that winning this little game somehow means you… deserve something.”

I shudder at his scorn. A hot itchy feeling blooms under my skin, the cringing anxiety that I’ve misjudged him and the situation growing bigger and bigger until it’s all I can feel. I hate the picture he’s painted of me. A bored, bejeweled girl, too young and feckless to know what’s best for her.

Oncle’s voice glitters. “Do you know what makes you a liability, Niece? You think you know what you’re doing, but you know nothing of how the world works. Training you was clearly a mistake.”

A hole punches straight through my chest, and I’m suddenly seven years old again, screaming in my nurse’s arms as Oncle’s shape got smaller and smaller on the road, not believing her for a second that he’s going to come back this time. “Send me to the convent then, if you think I’m so useless!”

Oncle lifts my chin with a finger. His eyes are colder than winter. “If the convent is what you want instead of a husband, then so be it. You will never, ever join me, Jac. The sooner you get over this childish fantasy, the better.”

The words cut me to the bone, piercing through skin and sinew and muscle. They confirm my very worst fear.

Oncle truly doesn’t want me around anymore.

Perhaps he never did. After all, what seventeen-year-old lord would’ve been excited to be saddled with an infant? Oncle was my entire world, but I was just one small part of his. Like a soft-eared puppy, I amused him when he taught me his tricks as a little girl. Then I grew up and the tricks became a nuisance.

There is no space for me at his side anymore.

He has told me, over and over again, with words and actions, that I’m neither needed nor wanted, and I refused to listen. Didn’t want to listen.

I always thought he expected more of me. I believed he raised me differently for a reason.

Worse, I believed the strangeness we shared made us special. That we were just as close or closer than parent and child because our family was something we’d chosen, not something we’d made.

But he only kept me because my mother asked him to.

His face grows blurry. I swallow back the humiliating tears. “Why did you keep me around at all if you never wanted me?”

Something in his stormy expression breaks, like waves cresting into the giant felled trees on the cold beaches we visited when I was young and clinging to his hand. “Jac. I—I cannot do this right now. Please leave.”

I gather up the splinters of my dignity and rush past him without a word, sailing straight through the heart of the clamoring Palais du Louvre into the courtyard beyond. Only when I’m alone do I sink to my knees behind a rose hedge and let angry sobs claw out of my chest.

Only when I’m alone can I acknowledge that I was wrong.

I might’ve chosen Oncle, but he never chose me at all.






CHAPTER FIVE [image: ]


I FLEE TO THE stables.

Unlike people, animals cannot lie. They’re not asked to pretend to be something they’re not. They can’t be anything other than themselves, and I love their stubborn honesty. Perhaps I’m even jealous of it, how honesty is something to be praised in a horse but never a girl.

The horses move and shift in their stalls, a moment of quiet just outside the grand machinations that take place beneath the Louvre’s soaring ceilings. Their warm breaths and bodies lift my spirits at once. I take in a deep lungful of musk and straw and will my pulse to slow its rabbit-race. Making each step as slow and measured as possible, I walk to the white-and-grey marbled head hanging over the edge of a crescent door. My mare, Anémone. I cradle her face in my arms and press my damp cheek against her long muzzle. She blows warm, comforting gusts against me.

Perhaps having Margot threaten Gérard de Montbéliard was a step too far. I can understand why Oncle is angry.

But I cannot think of another way to get him to listen. Not when he so adamantly insists that he knows me better than I know myself.

Forcing me into an unwelcome marriage would be taking a wild horse and forcing her into the yoke of a plow. It would bow my back so deeply, I would forget how to look up. Marrying Gérard would take all the wide-open edges of my horizon and place them behind leaded windows. Close enough to see but too far to reach. I have traced the edge of the breathless place where the sky meets the land far too often to have it snatched from my grasp.

“Pardon me, mademoiselle, but are you well?”

The voice jolts me from my thoughts. I knuckle away the dampness beneath my eyes and turn.

A stable boy stands watching me. More of a stable man, I suppose, given that he looks about Margot’s age, which is two years older than me. He leans against the neighboring stall with his arms crossed, a muddy bootheel casually balanced against the beam. Golden hair falls in roguish waves to his sharp cheekbones. He fills every inch of the narrow frame like a too-pushy tomcat, one you know you’ll have to step over the entire day because there’s no hope of moving him. His stare is dark, curious, water sliding down my skin. Something about it feels almost inappropriate.

I hide my embarrassment behind straightened shoulders and a lifted chin. “I’m fine, thank you. I want to go for a ride, if you would be so kind.”

His eyebrows rise. Half his mouth hooks in a smile. “Would you, now?”

I rock backward, shocked by his rudeness. He must be a new stable hand, perhaps brought in by the king of Navarre. Someone too new to know how things work and too stupid to know he shouldn’t flirt with nobles.

The stable hand’s insolent smile has grown the entire time I’ve been quiet, and now it takes up his entire face. It’s a handsome smile, teetering on the edge of mocking. He’s come to gawk at me, and I’m already annoyed by the story he’ll tell the other boys over dice. Poor noblegirl, alone and crying, covered in jewels.

“I would like it very much indeed.” I gesture to Anémone. “Is readying my horse a task you’re hired to complete, or shall I do it myself?”

My eyes bore into his and I fill them with all the ice I can muster. I shouldn’t treat servants this way; I’ve been taught better. But then again, servants don’t treat me like this either. As if my requests are suggestions. On the heels of my disastrous failed conversation with Oncle, the instinct to fight, to bend someone to my will, is too strong to contain, and this stable hand rankles me.

He looks away first. The sound of Anémone’s stall finally unlatching fills me with fierce glee.

“Has anyone ever told you you’ve got a look that could turn a man to stone?”

I peek at his muscled back from under my lashes, surprised by the reference to the Medusa, my favorite Greek monster. It’s always seemed tremendously helpful to turn one’s enemies to stone.

“Who says it hasn’t?”

His soft laugh races down my spine. He leads Anémone out. Our eyes meet again over her dappled grey shoulders as if neither of us can help ourselves.

This time I look away.

I want to say something devastatingly clever, but snark abandons me just when I need it most.

He begins dressing my mare for me. “What can I call you?”

I bite my lip, considering. If I were Margot—if I had even a thimble of her boldness—I’d crook my fingers and lead this rude stable hand with his frank interest and his generous mouth into a shadowy corner and kiss him to rid myself of this unwelcome spark. But I’m nothing like her, and letting this boy have something from me that I can’t take back feels like too much.

“ ‘Mademoiselle’ would be most proper.”

He snorts, the sound something between a scoff and a laugh. “All right, mademoiselle. Do you have an improper name as well? Perhaps one your friends call you?”

My teeth catch the inside of my cheek. “We’re not friends so I see no reason to share that with you.”

He slips the saddle on my horse and our eyes meet again. This time, the water is a drenching torrent. His mouth hooks into that half smile again, and I have the awful suspicion he knows I’m flustered. All at once I’m assailed by the urge to mount Anémone and gallop through the gardens as fast as possible, saddle or no saddle.

Men! They’re bad enough when they think they’re good-looking and even worse when they know it. Their arrogance is one reason I prefer women far more than I prefer men. Some man, somewhere, could pass my exacting standards, but it certainly won’t be this cheeky lad.

“My friends call me Rye,” he offers as he cinches the final buckle.

“Enchantée. Are we done here yet?”

He laughs, the sound grating and unkind. “Are you always this charming?”

I bat my eyelashes. “Only to people who stand betwixt me and what I wish to do.”

He leads Anémone outside. Before us spreads the Tuileries Garden, a snarl of unkempt roses and ivy hedges. The garden was supposed to be a verdant bridge betwixt the Palais du Louvre and the Queen Mother’s Italian dream of the château, the Tuileries. But when her kingly husband died, Catherine de’ Medici gave up her grand palace schemes. Now the garden for the unbuilt château is the only place where I can ride unattended, the only place in Paris where I can be truly alone without a servant or guard lurking just out of earshot. The mere sight of the greenery and the unbroken blue expanse behind it allow me to take the first full breath I’ve taken since my fight with Oncle. Tonight I’ll let my emotions gallop until they run themselves ragged. Tomorrow I’ll concoct a new plan with a cooler, more cunning head. It’ll take more than marriage for Oncle to get rid of me.

I move toward the mounting blocks but Rye swings Anémone around, blocking them from view. The low evening sun snags on the gold of his hair and spins it into fire. He’s tall—taller than I expected. I resent that I must look up at him to unleash the full force of my glare.

In the sunlight his eyes are not brown, as I’d assumed, but a blue so deep they look cut from the patches of night betwixt the stars. I freeze, blinking like a sunbeam has glanced off a dazzling surface to blind me.

Christ, since when have the stable boys looked like this?

Rye moves first, and I flinch. But all he does is cup his hands into a stirrup.

I stare at his hands, scoffing. “I’d rather use the block.”

He smiles again. This time I know he’s mocking me, and I’m certain he’s very well aware of his pretty stare. He probably loves using it to fluster his betters. Probably practices winking at himself each morning in the water trough. “It seems like you would rather escape my company as soon as possible.”

I grit my teeth, annoyed he’s not only described exactly how I feel but also had the gall to say it aloud.

He’s right. The sooner I get on Anémone, the sooner I can leave and decide if his impertinent behavior is worth reporting, or if I’ll be admonished for somehow bringing this unwelcome masculine advance onto myself. All I wanted to do was go for a ride alone, for God’s sake!

I roll my eyes and slam my heeled boot into Rye’s waiting hands. His fingers catch my ankle, strong and firm around the delicate bones. I half expect him to do something crass: make a lewd comment, slip a hand up my stockinged calf, but instead he helps me into the saddle as perfectly as a French gentleman.

He bows, his expression all feigned innocence. As though our entire interaction has been completely ordinary, and he hasn’t broken at least a score of rules about how we ought to interact. “Is there any other way I can assist you, mademoiselle? It has been a delight so far.”

I feel the push of his words like a push in the skin, and I hiss, a cat teased too far into unsheathing her claws. “Don’t insult me by lying! I imagine you say that to all the girls you harass.”

He laughs softly. “No, I only say it to the ones I find crying.” He peers up at me with those midnight eyes, not a trace of mockery to be found. As if he means it.

As if perhaps this entire encounter was just a ruse to stop my tears.

I want to deny that he caught me crying, but the lie gets stuck. I didn’t come here to be seen. I came here to disappear, and he won’t let me go.

“Your improper behavior could get you dismissed,” I say coldly. “I could get you dismissed.”

His look grows more intense. His eyelashes are a dark fringe that don’t match his golden hair. “You could,” he agrees pleasantly. “But you’re not going to, are you?” His fingers skim across Anémone’s bridle, down her neck, to my hands in their dainty lace gloves holding the reins.

He lifts one and presses his lips to my knuckles.

His hand is rough with callouses, but his lips—I tear away from the thought before it can finish, gasping like a drowning person.

A stable hand kissing a noble—even a proper courtier’s kiss such as this one—is a breach of propriety so extreme, it would be grounds to get him dismissed at once or worse. My skin feels nettle-stung where he’s touched it. I run a finger over the spot, half expecting an angry red mark. He notes the movement with his too-blue stare, dragging it up to my face. There’s no chagrin in his expression, no sign he regrets what he’s done. Only that frank curiosity, as if I’m a riddle he wants to solve. His insolence should make me angry. It ought to offend. But instead, the mystery of it makes my skin flush, robs me of my thoughts.

There’s a clatter of metal and male voices. Armed men. Without thinking I nudge Anémone between me and the stable hand. My fingers go to the tiny knife hidden in my riding boot.

Four men in a noble livery I don’t recognize spill into the yard.

“Sire, mon dieu, we were looking all over for you!” the oldest of them exclaims.

“Sire” is the proper address for a king. I search around me for a flash of gold brocade, a spray of diamonds, but there’s nothing.

Nothing save for him.

Rye the stable hand in his rough-spun clothes.

My body boils from inside out. My skin breaks out in burgundy patches, and I choke back something that could either be a scream or a laugh.

Henry de Bourbon, king of Navarre, has saddled my horse.
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