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			To all the women who have fought—and are still fighting—to make a better, fairer, more beautiful world.

			And to my Koko, my bean, my familiar, my soul cat. (You’ll meet her in chapter 14.)

		

	
		
			Content Warning

			
				Blood magic (and associated cuts / wounds)

				Renaissance-era murder and violence (mostly of the good and vengeful kind)

				Mentions of pregnancy loss (does not occur on the page)

				Mentions of domestic abuse (does not occur on the page)

			

			
				Misogyny (unfortunately)

			

		

	
		
			
				Cast of Characters*

				The Hellebore Sisterhood

			
			
				Marguerite d’Angoulême: b. 1492, princess of France, Duchess of Alençon and Berry, queen of Navarre, and your illustrious and (mostly) reliable narrator

			

			The Royals

			
				Catherine/Catalina of Aragón (Lina): b. 1485, daughter of Isabella and Ferdinand of Spain, first wife of Henry VIII (annulled—or, more accurately, the world’s most famous divorce), and mother of Mary I, future queen of England

				Anne Boleyn: b. 1501 (or 1507, depending on who you ask), second wife of Henry VIII (executed 1536—or so they thought) and mother of Elizabeth I, future queen of England

				Jane Seymour: b. 1508, third wife of Henry VIII (d. 1537) and mother of Edward VI, future king of England

				Anna von Kleve: b. 1515 in Düsseldorf, Germany, fourth wife of Henry VIII (annulled 1540—lucky lady)

				Katherine Howard (Kat): b. 1523, cousin of Anne Boleyn, fifth wife of Henry VIII (sent to the gallows—less lucky lady)

				Catherine Parr (Parr): b. 1512, sixth wife of Henry VIII (outlived the king—because of course she did )

				Henry VIII: b. 1491, the second Tudor king (and all-around bastard)

				Charles V: b. 1500, the Holy Roman emperor (also not the best)

				François I: b. 1494, the king of France (better than those two)

			

			The Court

			(Apologies that everyone is named Thomas. The English are not very creative.)

			
				Thomas Cranmer: b. 1489, archbishop of Canterbury and one of the leaders of the Protestant Reformation

				Thomas Cromwell: b. 1485, lawyer, statesman, and chief minister to Henry VIII

				Thomas Culpeper: b. 1514, a courtier in the king’s inner circle

				Stephen Gardiner: b. 1483, bishop of Winchester and a prominent politician during Henry VIII’s reign

				Elizabeth Howard, Duchess of Norfolk: b. 1497, aunt to Anne Boleyn and Katherine Howard

				Thomas Howard, third Duke of Norfolk: b. 1473, uncle to Anne Boleyn and Katherine Howard, and a powerful politician

				John Lassells: a courtier and Protestant reformer

			

			*All the characters listed here are real figures from the Tudor era, while some of those you will encounter in this telling are fictional.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			

			Marguerite d’Angoulême

			December 1, 1544

			Perhaps I am tempting fate by putting pen to paper in writing this account. After all, when I published Miroir de l’âme pécheresse (The Mirror of the Sinful Soul, for those readers who are without their French), I was labeled a heretic. The theologians of the Sorbonne all but called for my head, and my brother, King François, had to pull several very expensive strings to get them to look the other way.

			This story? This story has murder. Magick. Revenge. Love. Sex. Greed. Loss. And, perhaps again in the end, murder.

			I can’t fathom how much gold (and pride) François would have to part with if those dusty scholars ever got their hands on this manuscript.

			So let us hope they do not. And in the meantime, I vow to be truthful in this telling, though some of the dates and names and places escape me as time marches on. (Believe me: This book shall be better for it.)

			Your author,

			Marguerite d’Angoulême

			Princess of France, Duchess of Alençon and Berry, Queen of Navarre, and founder of the Hellebore Sisterhood
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			◆ 1 ◆

			Anne Boleyn

			May 18, 1536

			Her execution was set for dawn.

			Anne stared out the window into the night, her chambers in the Tower of London offering a bird’s-eye view of the sprawling city below.[*1] Smoke and fog blurred the buildings and muffled the sounds of the Thames rushing by, but the heavens were clear. Anne glared at the golden stars, jealous of their freedom, furious that they would shine again tomorrow night and she wouldn’t be there to see it. The audacity of the world to go on without her was more than she could bear.

			Death was unwelcome, but it was no surprise. Once Henry had set his sights on Jane Seymour, Anne had known only two fates awaited her: exile or death. She had forced the same choice on the queen who came before her, though Anne didn’t dare acknowledge the irony of her situation.

			Exile would have been a far more comfortable fate, but then again, anything would have been more comfortable than the heap of rock masquerading as the Tower of London. It was no wonder the royal family had virtually abandoned it and turned it into a prison—the White Tower, the castle’s main keep, was grim and crumbling and positively infested with rats. Not even the fire she kept burning at all hours of the day and night could keep them away.

			On cue, one skittered across the floor at Anne’s feet, stopping just a handsbreadth from her stockinged toes.

			“Ah, Tudor. Good to see you again.” Anne had named all the rats who visited her cell Tudor, in honor of her husband. Truly, it was more an insult to the rats than it was to Henry. “Don’t even think about trying to take a bite out of me tonight. I will happily curse you to be reborn a human king, the vilest of all creatures.”

			The rat showed no fear, chittering at her with something akin to laughter.

			Anne laughed along with it, the sound eerie and echoing in the confines of her chambers. It felt good to let the dark thing in her chest loose, to let the sharp edge of hysteria slice deeper when she was this close to the end. She leaned back in the moldering velvet chair of her cell and howled at the ceiling until she was breathless. Outside her door, a guard shifted uneasily, his armor creaking.

			“You see, Tudor, kings are weak,” she confided in the rat. Her voice was hoarse from hours of disuse—she had hardly spoken in days. “They hide behind their crowns and their swords, their Bibles and their lies, until they appear strong.”

			Henry, who often found the truth more of a hindrance than a help, had gotten creative with his own lies, accusing her of adultery, incest, and treason, charges no one had dared defy during the sham they called a trial. He’d had five men killed to support his claims, including George—dear God, George—Anne’s younger brother who’d been given a traitor’s death just the day before. Anne could still hear the dull thud of axe on flesh, and her laughter shattered into a sob. She heard the guard startle before clanking away down the hall, closing the door at the other end as though wood and iron could block out her madness.

			“I will kill them all,” she promised the rat, or perhaps just herself. “I will claw my way back from hell if I have to, but I swear I will kill them.”

			She had a list, of course. The king. His scheming lackey, Thomas Cromwell. Her bastard of an uncle, the Duke of Norfolk, who had presided over her trial and found her guilty.

			Maybe even Jane Seymour for getting her into this mess in the first place.

			Anne had known Henry was drifting, but after enduring three years of his mistresses—and worse, three years of his attention—she’d welcomed the space. Jane hadn’t seemed like a threat; Anne would never have expected the pale, meek lady-in-waiting to lure another woman’s husband into her bed. But she should have realized Jane wasn’t just a dalliance like the others, that Henry was plotting an end for her the same way he had for Catherine of Aragón before her. If Anne had been paying attention, she would have studied the old spells, kept her bloodletting knife close, and laid her cursework before Henry ever had a chance to destroy her.[*2]

			It was too late for all that now. Her beautiful, fiery Elizabeth had been wrenched from her arms, screaming as Anne was dragged away to the Tower. It was some consolation that her spell books were hidden where no one could ever find them, though it wasn’t like she could have done much with them anyway—she hadn’t been brought so much as a bread knife with her meals. Anne knew the soldier outside wasn’t clenching his spear closer because he was guarding a disgraced queen but because he suspected he was guarding a witch.

			Henry’s lies hadn’t come nearly as close to the truth as the rumors that had trailed Anne all her life. Men—and some women—saw an educated, willful female and whispered witch to weaken Anne’s influence and appease their fragile egos. None of them realized the word was a compliment, the result of decades of study and the countless pale scars that decorated Anne’s fingers, which she kept gloved or glamoured to avoid detection. They didn’t know that none of their words or whispers could ever frighten her, not when she had the power to bend the world to her will with the right words and a few drops of blood.

			Anne regarded the rat, who had taken to cleaning its whiskers in the firelight. “He should have tried me for heresy,” she confided in the rodent. “At least then he would have been right.”

			“Looking to give them another reason to swing the sword tomorrow?”

			Anne jumped at the sound of a woman’s voice on the other side of her cell door—she had heard no footsteps approach. A key turned in the lock and the door swung open, revealing a hooded figure silhouetted against the torchlight. The guard was still gone, shirking his duty.

			Warily, Anne got to her feet, and even the rat sensed that now would be a good time to scurry back into the shadows. “Who are you?” she demanded.

			The woman drew back her hood, and Anne’s breath caught in her throat. She knew that face, though it had more lines and hardness than when she’d last seen it three years before.

			“You.” Anne blinked, sure she was hallucinating. “You’re supposed to be dead.”

			The woman snorted. “Soon you will be too.”

			Anne was familiar with illusions so real they’d fool the sharpest mind. But never once had she imagined she would see a woman brought back from the grave. Queen Catherine, originally Catalina de Aragón, was Henry’s first wife…and had reportedly died four months earlier.

			“No.” Anne shook her head in disbelief. “The coroner told me your heart—your heart was blackened and hard as stone. There was a funeral. You were buried.”

			“My heart may be stone, but as you can see, I’m far from dead.” Her voice was colder than Anne remembered. Maybe she was a ghost after all. “But I have no intention of resurrecting myself, so stop your prattling and take these. The pages have been marked for you.”

			She thrust a linen-wrapped packet into Anne’s trembling hands. Anne’s fingers traced the outline of a book, the hilt of a knife. She knew exactly what she held, and despite the crushing darkness of her cell, her heart soared.

			“How did you—” she began, but the other woman shook her head.

			“Later. After it’s done, I’ll explain everything. For now, this will have to do.” She pulled a chain from the bodice of her dress and held a pendant up to catch the fire’s glow. An untrained eye would have seen a rose, but Anne knew the meaning of those five petals: the symbol of the Hellebore Sisterhood. Any doubts she had about the woman before her evaporated, replaced by hope and no small amount of curiosity.

			The visitor raised her hood and turned to walk away, but Anne reached out, grabbing the edge of her cloak.

			“Queen Catherine—”

			The banished queen—the dead queen—wheeled on her. “Never say that name,” she whispered harshly. “That woman is gone.”

			“Then what shall I call you?”

			She sighed, her eyes skating away from Anne’s. There was a moment of hesitation, and then: “You may call me Lina. It was a nickname my mother gave me, short for Catalina. I never liked how you English butchered my name.”

			“Lina,” Anne repeated solemnly. “Thank you.”

			“Don’t thank me yet. If you do manage to survive, come find me on London Bridge tomorrow. I’ll be waiting at the Chapel of St. Thomas.”

			Anne’s stomach dropped. “You’re not here to rescue me?”

			“If they think you escaped, they’ll hunt you forever. So die well, witch.”

			The former queen shut the door without another word, locking Anne in behind her. But Anne couldn’t worry about her prison or marvel at the fact that a ghost—a ghost who, by rights, should want her dead—had just delivered her salvation. She tore away the wrapping on the package, nearly crying with relief when she saw the silver curve of a bloodletting knife and the leather cover of a spell book. The words were a mixture of Latin and Gaelic and something older, something harsh and powerful that always burned on Anne’s tongue. There was no name for the language of witches, or if there was, it had long since been lost.

			For a moment, Anne was transported a hundred miles away and thirty years back in time to the early days of learning witchcraft from her grandmother. “Your intent matters as much as your words,” Grandmam was fond of saying when Anne struggled with the unwieldy syllables of an unfamiliar curse. Then she would give her young pupil a rap on the hand with the hilt of her bloodletting knife for the failure. Anne could almost feel the sharp reminder on her knuckles, even now.

			Someone had indeed marked pages in the spell book the ghost of Catherine of Aragón had given her, and as Anne read them beside the fire, her courage flickered. These were dark, complicated curses, ones she would never have attempted if her life hadn’t been hanging in the balance.

			But it was, and so Anne began to practice the ancient words, her knife gleaming red in the firelight.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Author’s Note: I don’t care to visit London. Every time I go there seems to be a fire, or a plague, or a rain that simply won’t end. And don’t get me started on the condition of their roads. For heaven’s sake, they only have a single bridge across that river of theirs. (Though in fairness, ours in Paris do wash away from time to time.)

				

				
					*2 I promised there would be magick, for indeed, my dear friend Anne is a witch. Witchcraft is a deeply misunderstood art—likely because men cannot possess the gift and therefore neither study nor respect it. In short, to cast a curse (interchangeably called spells), a witch must use a magicked blade and sacrifice l’élément vital, or lifeblood, to channel her power into the world.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 2 ◆

			Catalina (Lina) de Aragón

			May 18, 1536

			No one saw the woman in the hooded cloak leave the Tower of London, just as no one had seen her arrive.

			Lina couldn’t chalk her stealth up to magick—the extent of what she knew about the dark arts had just been delivered to the witch upstairs. No, she had just become very good at staying out of sight, at blending in with shadows and faces until no one could have described her as anything but the phantom she’d become.

			It was a skill, like many others, she’d picked up thanks to the betrayal of Anne Boleyn.

			Lina crossed the grounds of the Tower, grimacing at the silhouette of the gallows awaiting fresh blood, though it hadn’t been long since she had hungered for Anne’s blood herself. In fact, if she’d been asked a year ago, Lina would have rather died than extend a hand to that woman. Even now, a little voice in the back of Lina’s mind was shouting at her, telling her to let the usurper suffer her well-deserved fate. Lina hushed that voice, turning her face up toward the sky and seeking the dim light of the stars to guide her home.

			She’d secured lodging near Westminster, and by the time Lina left the shadows of the old castle behind, her knees were aching, and she was dreading the remaining walk. This is why grown women don’t go capering about in the dark, she scolded herself when she stubbed her toe on a stone on the packed dirt road, her feet weary and nearly dragging. She was glad Anne hadn’t seen her like this—it was better that Anne believe Lina was a ghost, or at the very least invincible. It was why she had waited in the stairwell for five minutes to catch her breath after climbing up the White Tower steps and why she hadn’t given the younger queen any sign of warmth or welcome other than to show the Sisterhood’s symbol.

			Despite the late hour, London was teeming with energy and people. Lina had forgotten how much she hated the city, having been away for the better part of five years. The smell alone was overwhelming—human and animal waste, spoiled food, and spring mud mixed together on even the cleanest of streets. More houses and shops had been built since she’d last visited, and Lina had the distinct impression of the buildings looming over her, ready to tilt and crumble at the slightest breeze. Like pearls on a broken string they would fall, one by one by one, burying her in the rubble of wood and stone.

			Lina shook off the image, breathing shallowly through her mouth and keeping her eyes fixed straight ahead.

			Even for a lady of her distinctly fallen station, midnight was not a respectable hour to be out alone in London. Lina averted her gaze from a couple having sex against an alley wall and crossed the street when she reached a lively pub with drunken occupants spilling out into the road. Her hood offered some camouflage, and she kept to the shadows as best she could. Certain men, no matter how many Sundays they spent at church, saw women as nothing more than objects for the taking. It wasn’t for decoration that Lina carried a dagger at her waist.

			It was then that a man bumped her shoulder, brushed a hand over her breast, and tipsily tried to get a look at her face. Lina’s wariness sharpened into fear, and the man had an elbow in his gut and a knee in his groin before he saw a flash of Lina’s blue eyes.

			Not so old after all, Lina thought proudly, leaving the man bent double and wheezing in her wake. It was a move she had practiced a hundred times in the last few months—the Sisterhood was particular about the importance of self-defense—though she’d never had a chance to use her new skills in the field. The adrenaline rush of success lightened her steps for the rest of the walk.

			The streets were dark, with only the lights from candles in windows, but Lina found her lodging at last. It was a boardinghouse called the Winter Rose, a two-story wattle-and-daub affair painted white with limewash. The only thing that made it stand out from the rest of the homes of the London merchants was the flower carved into the wooden sign above the door: five-petaled with a spray of nectaries at the center. Few people would recognize the flower as a hellebore, and fewer still would know it as a symbol of the Sisterhood.[*1]

			Before entering, Lina reached up and traced the hellebore’s outline, gaining strength from the grooves etched deep into the wood.

			Her hosts had long since gone to sleep, and Lina crept through the house, taking care not to knock against any furniture or walls on her way to her room upstairs. The stairs creaked in time with her knees, Lina’s earlier high wearing off and leaving her drained. She was glad to shed her cloak and exchange her dress for a linen chemise. The straw-filled mattress was a bit musty and sagging in spots, but Lina’s aching bones didn’t mind.

			There were moments when Lina had to laugh at the absurdity of her situation. Her hosts didn’t know they had the former queen of England under their roof—Queen Catherine was dead, after all, just as Anne had said. In Lina’s old life, she would have been sleeping in a feather bed covered in silks, attended by dozens of maids of honor and ladies-in-waiting and palace servants. Her knees wouldn’t have bothered her, nor would she have felt a bruise forming on her elbow from where she had struck that man in the ribs. And she most certainly would not have been plotting to break out a prisoner from the Tower of London.

			And yet here she was, all because of a letter from her daughter.

			I’ve heard there is a secret cult of women who call themselves the Sisterhood, nineteen-year-old Mary had written last year, delight evident in the hurried slashes of ink. They are dedicated to improving women’s rights and education throughout all of Europe. Can you believe it, Mama? What a strange and wonderful idea. If only it were true.

			Though Lina and Mary had been kept apart at Henry’s order even before the dissolution of the royal marriage in May of 1533, their letters never slowed, and that one had thawed a tiny, curious corner in Lina’s frozen heart. A few well-placed queries had earned Lina an audience with Princess Marguerite d’Angoulême, the sister of the French king and secret leader of the Hellebore Sisterhood, who traveled to England in disguise, appearing on Lina’s doorstep with a single guard and a confident smile.

			Lina could still remember Marguerite’s first words to her: “Hello, Your Majesty. Are you ready to enter a rebellion?”

			As France and England were rarely on good terms, largely due to Henry’s insatiable ego, Lina had never before met the French princess, though she had observed the woman’s accomplishments from afar. Few men, let alone women, could claim to be poets, diplomats, patrons of the arts, and public advocates for charity…and that was before the whole business of the secret society began. Marguerite had been more than happy to tell Lina of the work the Sisterhood had done, from improving literacy in the major cities of Europe to working to change succession laws among the nobility so their daughters could inherit lands and titles.

			The Sisterhood had been Marguerite’s brainchild more than fifteen years earlier. The scope of the movement was astounding, with pockets of noblewomen now active in nearly every country in Europe. Men—few, but loyal—were part of the movement too, Marguerite had explained. “The clever ones join us,” she’d said. “And the kind ones, and the brave ones. They are the men who love their wives and daughters, sisters and mothers, who respect them truly.”

			Lina had instantly been impressed by the Frenchwoman, jealous of her liberty to venture off to England without so much as a by your leave to her husband.

			“It is a bit of a risk, of course, for someone in my position,” Marguerite had said as they sat by the fire one night. “My husband and my brother would lock me away if they were ever aware enough to suspect we women were thinking, let alone plotting, behind their backs.”[*2] She’d grinned. “That makes it all the more fun.”

			When an invitation to join the Hellebore Sisterhood was extended, Lina accepted without thought as to where the journey would lead.

			Turned out, the journey took her right back to the ashes of her former life and the woman who had burned everything to the ground. A woman who—all along—had been a member of the very organization Lina had joined.[*3]

			It was too bad she couldn’t have snuck Anne out in the dark tonight, for she didn’t envy her task tomorrow. But if the queen had simply disappeared, Henry would have turned London upside down looking for her, and the Sisterhood wasn’t willing to risk discovery if they were caught hiding a royal fugitive. No—death was the only escape, and Lina just had to hope Anne was brave enough to stare her mortality in the face.

			The woman was brave, Lina had come to realize. Anne had sacrificed everything, given up every conceivable dream and personal desire, only to be branded a traitor and a whore and be given over to the executioner’s sword. Lina had seen resignation in Anne’s eyes tonight, but when she handed her the witching tools, she’d seen that resignation flare and burn away into hope.

			Lina didn’t pray much anymore, but before she closed her eyes, she whispered a prayer that tomorrow morning, Anne Boleyn would keep her head.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 The hellebore is a symbol of the goddess Minerva, who, among other strengths, is the goddess of strategic warfare. (The only kind I bother with.) The five petals of the flower represent Minerva’s five realms of protection—wisdom, war, justice, commerce, and art—and the methods through which the Hellebore Sisterhood plans to change the world. I claimed the flower as our calling card, both for its beauty and its poison.

				

				
					*2 I do love my brother and my husband, but truly, they believe I am only ever thinking of the next party or dress or diamond necklace. Little do they know I can think about all of those things and concoct plenty of plans they would consider highly treasonous at the same time.

				

				
					*3 Indeed, I had recruited Anne ages before I even met Lina, but that’s a tale for later.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 3 ◆

			Anne

			May 19, 1536

			As the sun broke the horizon, Anne dressed for death. She wore a crimson petticoat, the color of fresh blood, beneath a gown of ash gray. Henry was supposed to have let her burn at the stake—it was the proper punishment for a treasonous woman—but the magnanimous king had shown mercy and brought in one of his best swordsmen to do the job, as though granting her a more efficient murder were some sort of kindness.

			Anne would never forget what her husband said to her after the trial: “It is unbecoming to burn a queen.”

			“No,” Anne had countered, teeth bared. “It is unbecoming to kill your wife.”

			Now Anne was waiting for the first rays of sun to cast their meager light in her room, repeating the cursework over and over again in her mind. It would take two spells for her to walk away with her head intact, and Anne tried, and failed, to ignore her fear of the pain that was to come.

			Worse than the blood to be spilled would be to lose her nerve and miss a word or a phrase of her spell. She’d paid a terrible price once for a curse—she could still feel the emptiness, the loss, the suffocating grief—and she wouldn’t soon forget how horribly magick could go awry. At least there was a dark comfort in knowing that if she failed, she wouldn’t have to live with her mistakes again.

			Intent matters, she reminded herself when she tripped up on the seventh time through her practice. Magick could be traced back for centuries before anything so “civilized” as Christianity had been known to the world, back beyond the Witch of Endor and the Druids and even the Moirai of ancient Greece. Curses had survived a hundred different languages, because what counted was power, blood, and will.

			And Anne knew she had plenty of all three.

			When a rap came at the door, Anne drew herself up tall. A guard entered, followed by the constable of the Tower of London, a man named Kingston who seemed a bit queasy about the concept of executing a woman, especially a queen. There was no chance of converting his pity into an escape, but Anne determined she could at least have a bit of fun with his sympathy. After all, there might not be much time left for fun in this life.

			“Good morning, my lady,” he said, bowing despite Anne’s recent drop in social stature.

			Anne smiled beatifically. “It is, isn’t it? I couldn’t ask for a lovelier morning for my execution. I’ve always wanted to die in the golden time of spring.”

			Kingston gaped at her but quickly recovered himself. He ran a hand over his graying beard and coughed into his fist. “I…I suppose that’s a positive way of looking at things.”

			His guard, perhaps even the same one from last night, shuffled back a step.

			Anne crossed the room toward them, buoyed by her dark humor. “Indeed. Though I suppose there isn’t a very positive way to think about your head being separated from your body, is there?”

			At that, Kingston couldn’t hide his shock. “Well, no, my lady. But it will be over quickly. I’m…I’m sure you won’t feel a thing.”

			“I have heard the executioner is the very best,” Anne remarked as she passed through the doorway. She wrapped her fingers around her throat. “And I am lucky to have such a little neck.”

			Kingston visibly paled, and the guard moved aside to give Anne a wide berth. Ah yes, she thought. It is good to have a bit of fun after all. Let them find her compliance positively malicious.

			The trio made their way down the stairs, and Anne traced her fingers along the cracked, mossy stone. How different it was from Hampton Court Palace, where she’d lived just weeks before, a former monastery that Henry had converted into the grandest royal residence the world had ever seen. But perhaps even the Tower was a form of luxury, for Anne had little hope of ever living in any castle, derelict or otherwise, ever again.

			Kingston didn’t speak another word as they exited the White Tower and crossed onto the Tower Green, where a scaffold had been erected so the assembled crowd could watch their queen die. Anne had always marveled at the fact that these supposedly good, Christian people took such pleasure in the spectacle of death. She’d seen her share of executions at Henry’s side and was always chilled by the jeers and boos of the crowd, the way they would roar their approval when the victim died a grisly death.

			Anne was marched onto the scaffold, then flanked between a black-hooded executioner and a black-robed priest. The gathered people were surprisingly quiet, perhaps because they’d never had occasion to see a monarch die and wondered if hurling their usual insults might be out of place. Beyond them, the concentric walls of the Tower rose high, but not high enough to drown out the commoners clamoring for her head outside the gates nor the rush of the Thames, where another queen was waiting upriver.

			Dozens of faces stretched out before her, and Anne found herself scanning the crowd, finding far too many she had once considered friends. Some stared back. Others looked away, from their shame or her own, Anne couldn’t tell. Henry had not come, though she had not expected him to. Conspicuously absent were any of her kinsmen. George, of course, had been given an execution of his own not far from this spot. Her sister Mary was far away, something Anne was never glad of but was tremendously grateful for now. Neither of her parents had come, nor had the Duke of Norfolk. She couldn’t say she missed him.

			But there was one face she knew: that of Thomas Cromwell, her onetime ally and the king’s chief minister. His eyes caught Anne’s, and her fingers curled into claws.

			Cromwell had made the mistake of thinking Anne would be a puppet, a gentle creature easy to control in his quest for power in the Reformation, but he had been very, very wrong. Of course she wouldn’t allow the monies from the dissolution of the Catholic Church to go into Henry’s coffers—they’d vanish in an instant to pointless wars and childish tournaments. Instead, Anne had fought hard to get the funds reallocated to her programs to help the poor and uneducated of England, and Cromwell had seen an enemy rise. He was all too happy to drum up falsehoods and persecute the queen to an early grave if it meant keeping the king’s gold for himself.

			They stared at each other, Anne’s face twisted in a snarl and Cromwell’s painted with a smirk. Oh, the curses she could cast, now that she had her knife. The pain she could cause—

			“Do you have any final words, my lady?” the priest asked, dragging Anne back to the moment. She blinked away the haze of her bloodlust, remembering there were bigger things to accomplish today than revenge.

			Oh yes, Anne thought. Plenty. But condemning the king aloud, calling out his lies and hypocrisy, would do no good. She couldn’t convince the people before her of the ridiculousness of her situation—that she’d been accused of adultery and would be killed so Henry could put a crown on a mistress of his own. Not even the priest would bat an eye, since kings like Henry could change and break all the rules, spitting in the face of all they were meant to uphold.

			And besides, a negative word against Henry could hurt Elizabeth. Anne knew that with the dissolution of her marriage, Elizabeth would lose her title as heir apparent and become just another of the king’s bastards. The same thing had happened when Queen Catherine had been exiled. It was Henry’s cruelest act, putting his lust above his own children, and she didn’t dare tempt him to hurt their daughter further.

			So rather than scream curses at the sky, Anne just smiled.

			“God save the king.” From me.

			The priest frowned, as though he could see the feral glint in her eyes, but didn’t press her. “Very well,” he said. “Then I shall lead a prayer before your…” Death seemed to stick on his tongue. “A prayer for your soul.”

			When the priest stepped forward to address the crowd, Anne moved back, angling herself behind the executioner’s broad frame, and slipped the bloodletting knife from the pocket of her petticoat. The superstitious Tower guards had denied her even the dullest of blades, not knowing that her magick was all but useless without a spell-imbued instrument. Anne could feel the power another witch had once poured into the silver knife in her hand, the thrum of magick pulsing under her skin as her fingers closed around the knife’s handle. Power, blood, and will. She took a shuddering breath, bracing herself for the pain.

			As the priest spoke of forgiveness and sin and the benevolence of their blasted—ahem, blessed king, Anne whispered words of her own, words that would indeed merit her death, at least by England’s standards.

			She made a deep cut, a worthy sacrifice to access her power, across the palm of her left hand, and before the first drop of blood hit the wooden platform, Anne felt a sense of…fading, like watching dye leach from a dress in the laundry waters. She looked down and found she could only faintly see her feet, her body, her arms. The invisibility curse was working.

			All eyes were still on the priest, and she had only moments now to spare. Heart galloping, Anne muttered the second spell under her breath.

			And then, with a blade that was steady from pure desperation, she sliced off the smallest finger of her left hand.

			Fire raced up her arm, her stomach bottomed out, and Anne very nearly fainted, but she clung to consciousness, knowing her work wasn’t over. She blinked, and when her eyes opened again, a woman stood where her severed finger had landed, a perfect copy of Anne.

			That was the curse she had feared to cast. The replica was a bit like a golem—a creature made of earth given life—though this particular construct was more of a marionette, incapable of thought or speech or independent will. Only a powerful witch could create one, let alone give it any passable semblance of life. Anne had never considered attempting such a thing, not least of all because she preferred to keep as many fingers and toes as she could. But it stood there now, eerily motionless and just as eerily alive.

			Her relief nearly overwhelmed her pain, and she held back the sob that would have given her away.

			Stay, she ordered the replica as she clutched her bleeding hand to her chest and backed away, her footing unsure from pain and her newly invisible state. All the while, her double stood perfectly still, and no one seemed to notice that the creature neither breathed nor blinked. If anyone had bothered to look, they would have noticed the trail of blood the real Anne left in her wake.

			The priest finished his sermon, and the executioner turned, his hand falling on the shoulder of Anne’s double. She felt it, ghostlike, on her own shoulder, and suppressed the shiver that ran down her spine.

			Do as I do, Anne commanded. She hoped the executioner would be quick—she couldn’t hold the spell for long, already feeling the toll of the magick and the blood loss as her vision tunneled and a wave of dizziness rolled over her. If she bled too much, if she fed too much power into the curse, well, then there would be two dead Anne Boleyns instead of just one.

			She knelt on the grass, invisible and bleeding just a stone’s throw away, and her double did the same on the execution platform. She stretched out her neck, and the double sat up a little bit taller. Anne couldn’t watch, couldn’t look away, as the executioner’s sword swung up, up, up…

			She could have sworn the blade bit into her real neck. Could have sworn all the flesh and bone and tendons were sliced in two, that her own breath stopped and her own blood pooled around her. But it wasn’t her—it was the double, the being she had infused with just enough life to let it die.

			Anne saw her head roll, saw what remained of the body slump lifeless to the ground. It is unbecoming to burn a queen, she thought bitterly, her stomach turned by the gore splattered across the spring grass.

			And then she ran.

		

	
		
			◆ 4 ◆

			Lina

			There was a very good chance Anne Boleyn was already dead.

			Lina had known that saving her would be nearly impossible, had been reminded of it often by Marguerite. And yet the most impossible thing had already happened; Lina wanted to save Anne, the woman who had ruined her life and stolen everything she’d ever known or loved. So here she was, waiting on London Bridge, jumping at the sight of every dark-haired woman who walked by.

			None of those women, or the men for that matter, gave Lina a second glance. Months had passed since Catherine of Aragón had been pronounced dead, but Lina still hadn’t gotten used to being normal. Forgettable. Insignificant. A daughter of royalty who married into royalty had little opportunity to doubt her own importance, not when hordes of servants and courtiers attended her every word. Banishment had changed things, of course, but even then, Lina couldn’t enter a room without being recognized. Now nobody would ever have guessed her portrait once hung in every palace in England.

			There was an odd sort of peacefulness to being no one. It allowed her to sit on the stone bench outside the chapel doors and observe the world in a way she never could have before. People bustled to and fro across the impossible contraption that was London Bridge, not seeming to care that with one misstep too close to the edge, they could tumble into the Thames and a watery grave. Lina could only imagine how many skeletons rested at the bottom of the river, having given their lives to build the nineteen stone piers of the bridge, let alone the shops and homes that populated it. She shuddered to think of living above the roaring waters, that if a brick slipped out of place somewhere beneath her, the whole thing could come crashing down.

			Worst of all were the heads she’d passed under when she crossed the drawbridge that morning. She hadn’t dared look up to see if she recognized any of them, but she remembered well how Henry had ordered the heads of his enemies—conveniently deemed traitors—dipped in tar, impaled on spikes, and posted as a warning to all those who dared disobey the crown. It was a barbaric custom, one Henry embraced with glee. He killed just about anyone who dared disagree with him, until he was surrounded by fawning loyalists with no real knowledge, skill, or sense of morality. And even then, he was known to kill his former favorites too.

			It was no wonder Henry had decided to behead his own wife when he was ready to move on—for him, execution was merely the simplest way to solve a problem.

			As the sun rose higher, dispelling the fog that lingered over the river even on a warm spring day, Lina began to grow anxious. Anne should have arrived by now, and if she didn’t appear soon, Lina would be forced to leave without her.

			Lina stood and scanned the passersby once more, looking past all the people who had flocked to the bridge’s shopping district with baskets on their arms and gold in their purses. There—a woman dressed in gray and crimson—

			Lina blinked. She could have sworn she saw Anne in the crowd, but her face had disappeared before Lina’s eyes. There, again! This time Lina wasn’t the only one who noticed a woman blinking in and out of existence—a maid yelped when Anne appeared beside her, seemingly out of thin air.

			God help us, Lina thought, rushing to the place she’d last seen Anne. The witch’s magick is broken.

			“Anne,” she said as loudly as she dared, ignoring the curious looks of the shoppers. “If you can hear me, come stand beside me.”

			A moment passed, and Lina worried her eyes had indeed been playing tricks on her, but then a hand wrapped around her wrist. Lina could feel the fingers, each one slender and clenched tight, but could see nothing on her wrist but a smeared, bloody handprint.

			“Are you all right?” she whispered, hoping Anne couldn’t feel the pulse hammering beneath her touch.

			“I feel splendid,” came Anne’s voice, strained and faint. “I just…need to stop…bleeding. It’s feeding the spell.” Her head appeared next to Lina’s, and the older woman jumped.

			“Come with me,” Lina said, ushering them out of the walkway and toward the chapel.

			The chapel was simply built, a two-story building with arching windows and double doors. Lina hurried Anne inside, but instead of walking toward the altar, she led them down a spiral staircase toward the Lower Chapel. The beauty of the structure was that it had two levels, one of which was a very good escape route. The smells of the river and fish and waste assaulted their noses, and Lina heard Anne gag beside her. Lina pushed on until they reached the watermen’s door of the undercroft. There, the boat was waiting, its captain at the helm.

			“Take us quickly,” Lina ordered the captain. “And whatever you’re about to see, forget you ever saw it.”

			The man nodded. He was one of the few men the Sisterhood trusted, the husband of one of their order who helped ferry women in and out of London. Lina had been told she could trust his discretion, though she doubted the Sisterhood had told him he would be transporting a witch caught in her own curse. But he didn’t even look at them twice as he untied from the mooring and began rowing the ship into the riverway.

			Lina had prepared for Anne’s injuries, at least. A small kit sat at the bottom of the boat, and she opened it with red-stained fingers that only trembled slightly. Lina was no witch herself, and even for all her preparations, she hadn’t expected so much…blood. But it wouldn’t do to let Anne see her worry, so Lina made her tone as brusque as she could.

			“Take this,” Lina said, handing Anne a strip of leather. “Place it between your teeth.”

			The leather vanished from Lina’s grasp, and she saw a flash of it held between pale lips.

			“Now put your wounded hand in mine and brace yourself.” The moment Lina felt the phantom fingers touch her own, she upended a bottle of spirits onto it. Anne’s scream cut through the leather, and the liquor formed a pale pink puddle at Lina’s feet, getting darker with every drop of the witch’s blood. The captain gave them a worried glance before looking back to the river.

			Lina breathed through her mouth, ignoring the iron tang of blood mixing with the burning odor of the alcohol. She patted Anne’s hand dry, staining the cloth through and stemming the flow long enough for Anne to fully materialize before her.

			The former queen looked like a creature raised from hell—dark hair knotted from running and river winds, dress stained with rust, and a face pale as a winter dawn. Lina found herself startled into stillness for the space of several breaths before her mind cleared and she looked down at Anne’s hand. Immediately, she wished she hadn’t—a deep cut sliced across Anne’s palm, and her little finger was missing entirely, leaving a bloody stump just above the knuckle.

			Guilt punched Lina in the chest, for she had been the one to select those specific curses, to read through dozens of spell books—what little she understood of them—and draw up the rescue plan to present to Marguerite. She had known, in theory, that the wounds would be severe, but seeing the mess Anne had made of her own flesh and blood was another thing entirely. This type of magick was a dark business, and Lina would be glad to have no further part in it.

			Anne began to fade once more, and Lina snapped back to herself. She helped Anne don a cloak, drawing the hood up so no one could later tell Henry they’d seen the queen sailing away down the river. Then, with careful, efficient movements, she began to wrap Anne’s wounds with strips of cloth from her kit. Both injuries would require stitches, but better medical care would have to wait until they were at the boardinghouse.

			The Thames was quiet enough, despite the dozens of boats traveling its waters, and Lina was grateful once the wind caught their sail and London Bridge grew smaller in the distance. A part of her had been waiting for the king’s soldiers to arrive, furious and frightened by Anne’s trickery and ready to kill them all. But despite Anne’s own miserable condition, it seemed her magick had held long enough for escape.

			“Why help me?” Anne asked as Lina worked. “Why did they send you?”

			Lina looked up and saw that the witch had come back into focus and was watching her with wary gray eyes. She sighed. “It’s a long story.”

			“And are we expecting a short journey?”

			Once, Lina had enjoyed Anne’s wit, but today she found it exhausting. In fairness, she was exhausted and wanted nothing more than to be off this damned boat and back at home. If you wanted a quiet life, she thought, you shouldn’t be running around breaking into prisons and planning escapes for condemned witches.

			“I hated you, at first,” Lina began, tying off the bandage. Anne winced, at the sharp words or the pain, Lina couldn’t be sure. “For the first year or two, I wished you dead a thousand times a day.”

			“Let’s hope today’s events change that,” Anne muttered, cradling her wounded hand as the boat banked to avoid a smaller vessel.

			Lina didn’t admit that her hatred had already faded, that now all she felt for the woman who’d taken her husband, crown, and power was begrudging respect. And today, at least, a modicum of sympathy. “In the end, it turned out that I despised Henry more than you. Because the worst part of it, worse than the shame or the loss of all my fine things, was that he forbade me from seeing Mary. She was little more than a child, and I couldn’t bear the thought of her growing into womanhood without a mother. Henry certainly had no interest in being a parent—at least not to a daughter.”

			“Ah.” Anne smiled bitterly. “There’s something I understand.”

			Lina met her gaze and, despite herself, felt a tendril of kinship unfold between them. Five long years had passed since Lina had last seen Mary, and even now her daughter believed Lina to be dead. It wasn’t safe to involve Mary in her plans, at least not yet. Anne would suffer the same fate, watching Elizabeth grow up from a distance, hearing secondhand stories instead of being at her side to experience every joy and sorrow. Few women could ever know their particular brand of pain, and Lina was strangely grateful not to be alone in it.

			“Luckily, Mary and I were able to correspond with the help of loyal members of our households,” Lina continued, breaking eye contact and looking out at the brackish waters of the Thames. “We wrote letters to each other almost daily, and it was through her that I first heard the rumors of the Sisterhood. I urged Mary not to get involved, worried it would put her in even more danger, but I couldn’t stem my own curiosity.”

			“And?” Anne prompted.

			“And your friend Marguerite said to tell you bonjour.”

			Anne’s face lit up, pain vanishing for an instant with her smile. “Oh, my darling Marguerite. That clever woman.”[*]

			Lina couldn’t argue. “The Sisterhood is why I faked my death,” she explained, watching a cargo barge go by. “I could never have taken a stand against Henry as myself—it was far too dangerous for Mary, and I refused to make her life any more difficult than it already was. But as an anonymous member of the Sisterhood, especially one who stashed away most of her wealth into the movement…well, then I could make a difference.”

			In repayment, Marguerite had sent half a dozen women to Lina’s side to train her in the arts a queen would never know. Her teachers were commonfolk, and perhaps Lina’s most valuable lesson was learning to let go of her own pride and status in pursuit of a greater good. Lina learned to cook, to defend herself, to tend simple wounds and ailments, to blend in instead of standing out—all skills she would need in her work as a faceless hand of the Sisterhood. She now had a shiny pink scar on her wrist from where she accidentally burned herself on the oven. For days, she had found dirt under her fingernails—a queen’s fingernails!—after she’d helped sow a spring garden. And after yesterday’s scuffle, she had a sore elbow to add to her tally.

			“But why save me?” Anne pressed.

			“Because…” Lina couldn’t find the words. Because she was curious, filled with a thousand questions about Anne’s role in the Sisterhood? Because she didn’t want to see another woman get hurt? Because saving Anne felt like a victory over Henry? Because if she didn’t save her, no one else would?

			“Because I wanted to,” Lina said simply. She sighed. “For too long, I had Henry dictate my life and my future. But even a king has no hold over a dead woman.”

			“Two dead women,” Anne agreed, her voice quiet. “Two dead women on a boat.” She laughed somewhat distractedly, and Lina recognized the symptoms of shock setting in. “There has to be a riddle in there somewhere.”

			The captain had steered them around the bend in the Thames, and the spires of Westminster were just visible, rising above the roofs of the row houses that lined the river. Lina was grateful they’d be back on land soon—it was only a matter of time before Anne’s blood loss and the trauma of the morning caught up to her, and Lina didn’t want to escort an unstable witch through the streets of London.

			“That’s enough storytelling for now,” she said. “We’ll stay a night or two at a boardinghouse before we continue to the convent. You need to heal and recover your strength. According to Marguerite, your talents are still of great value to the Sisterhood.”

			Anne nodded vaguely, and after that, few words were exchanged for the rest of their trip along the river. Before Lina knew it, they were putting in at the pier at Westminster. With a nod of thanks to their captain, Lina helped Anne disembark onto the wooden dock. The younger woman’s legs were shaking, and, if possible, her skin had grown even paler. Following the directions she’d memorized, Lina led them down the narrow streets, dodging horses and carts and giving Westminster itself a wide berth. Though it had been more than twenty years since the royal quarters there had burned, she had once called the palace home, and straying too close to her own past felt like walking into shadow.

			Finally, when Anne had begun to tremble so badly Lina feared they wouldn’t make it another twenty steps, the Winter Rose boardinghouse stood before them.

			Anne noticed the hellebore on the sign. The witch smiled faintly and breathed a single word into Lina’s ear.

			“Home.”
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			◆ 5 ◆

			Anne

			The rest of the day passed in snatches of consciousness. Anne was bathed, the blood and sweat and river grime scrubbed away by a maid’s gentle hands. She was dressed in clean but plain clothing, simpler than anything even her ladies-in-waiting had ever worn. Her hand was stitched up, though she passed out and woke to newly throbbing wounds.

			And all the while, when her mind cracked through the veil of pain and fatigue, Anne wondered just how much Lina knew about her past.

			The plan that had landed Anne on the throne had been a mad one, a desperate one, but not without precedent. Marguerite and the Sisterhood had sent Anne to gain power over the English court, one of the slowest places of change in all of Europe. If anyone could do it, Marguerite thought, a witch could.

			Two witches, in fact, because her sister Mary would be going with her. Witchery was in the blood, and Howard-Boleyn blood was powerful. Spells were passed from mother to daughter, sister to sister, aunt to niece, with an unbroken lineage tracing back to the days of William the Conqueror. Some of Anne’s earliest memories were of her and Mary sitting at their grandmother’s feet, learning the art of cursework. Mary had been afraid to use her knife, so Anne had done it for her and cried when she made her beloved older sister bleed.

			“We’re going to change the world,” Mary had whispered to Anne during the crossing from France to England. They’d spent seven years in the Parisian court, most of them in service of the Sisterhood, and this was the first time they were taking a mission alone. It was exhilarating and terrifying all at once, to be given such responsibility and to carry such hope.

			“Henry can’t be convinced or pushed or guilted into doing right,” Anne remembered Marguerite saying in the early days of their planning. “He needs to be tricked into it.”

			Oh, it wasn’t that Queen Catherine was shoving womanhood back to the Dark Ages. Quite the opposite—she ruled as regent during Henry’s attempts at war in France and had once ridden pregnant, in full armor, to rally the army during a battle with Scotland. She commissioned a book titled The Instruction of a Christian Woman, advocating for the education of women from all social classes, and her own intellect had inspired other women into academia. Marguerite flat-out admired her and would have tried to win her over if it hadn’t been for Henry. He resisted his wife’s strength at every turn, choosing war when she suggested peace or spending a fortune on feasts instead of matching her donations to colleges in England. The royal relationship was so fraught that Lina would not have been an asset in those days but a liability.

			Enter the Boleyn sisters. They were always careful to keep their witchery secret, at least until the night Marguerite caught them. The soldier outside Mary’s door had been drinking, and he stopped her in the hall, slurring an offer of lovemaking that Mary declined. The soldier didn’t notice a teenage Anne coming around the corner when he shoved Mary against the wall and tried to get his hands under her dress. But he dropped like a stone when Anne freed her bloodletting knife and shouted a curse of unconsciousness.

			Anne, for her part, had not seen the French princess at the other end of the hall, not until she stepped into the torchlight, her violet eyes gleaming with interest. Anne froze, the blade in her hand tipped with red and the powerful words burning on her tongue. There was no concealing what she had done, not when she stood ten feet away from the man she’d toppled with the force of a hurricane.[*1]

			Mary had scrambled for an excuse, knowing that Anne would burn at the stake if accused of witchery. Anne’s heart had felt like it would beat out of her chest, bursting her rib cage open and saving her from the shame of a public execution.

			But Marguerite had merely smiled, a fox’s smile that Anne came to know well. “I had a feeling there was more to you two than met the eye. Come with me. I believe the three of us will be fast friends.”[*2]

			Marguerite was the princess of France—the elder sister of François I, who had recently taken the throne—and later became queen through marriage of the Navarre province in northern Spain. As such, Marguerite knew everyone and everything,[*3] and she welcomed the Boleyn sisters into her inner circle. The secret of the Hellebore Sisterhood, a movement still in its infancy, was shared over glasses of fine French wine, and Anne had never tasted any dream so sweet.

			Mary had—for better or for worse—fallen in love and into bed with King François, and at Marguerite’s behest, she used her gentle brand of cursework to nudge him toward expanding the arts and opening his growing royal library to scholars around the world, women included. Mary had a gift for influencing dreams, and with the touch of a knife-pricked finger, she wove visions of culture into François’s mind every night they shared a bed.

			Meanwhile, Anne integrated herself among the women of the court, hosting salons to discuss philosophy and religion and literature and law. Her cursework was subtler then too: a spell to help her read three books in a single day or one that made her appear more charming to everyone around her, drawing them to the opinionated English girl embedded in the heart of Paris.

			Years later, they crossed the English Channel with a similar mission. Mary would seduce the king and soften his mind night by night, while Anne encouraged the women in power to take hold of their own lives and speak their minds. It had worked beautifully in France, and there was no reason to believe they wouldn’t succeed a second time around.

			But England was different. The laws were stricter, the religion stronger, and the progress slower. Mary caught the eye of the king, but his dreams would not be swayed. Anne worked hard to make education fashionable, but her salons didn’t catch on the way they had in Paris. And then everything fell apart when Henry’s attention turned toward Anne.

			She’d spurned him at every turn, refusing to enter his bed without a marriage offer, knowing full well such a thing could never come to pass. But she’d underestimated Henry’s lust, his need to take more and more and more. She never could have imagined he’d fabricate an excuse for an annulment and split with Rome to win her hand. There was nothing to do but say yes, even though it pained her to see both her sister and Queen Catherine cast aside.

			The mission was bigger than any one woman, and Anne was in too deep to give up then. She had the full support of the Hellebore Sisterhood in becoming the queen of England, for then, it seemed like the only path forward.

			She would use her magick to improve Henry, she’d promised herself, and all of her mistakes would be worth it one day. She swore it again and again, thrice over once Elizabeth was born. “All of this is for you,” she’d told the beautiful russet-haired child the first time she’d held her. “One day, you’ll be queen, and no one will ask for a man to stand beside you.”

			For a little while, Anne believed she could make it work. She tried to strike the right balance with Henry, pretending she cared as much as he did about jewels and clothes and other extravagances, when really, she was moving as much of the crown’s wealth as she could into almshouses and charities. Henry’s destruction of the monasteries—and his flagrant grab for their vast wealth—meant there was no safety net, no welfare for those who had relied on the (mandatory) generosity of their Catholic neighbors. And, of course, those most hurt by the changes were England’s vulnerable: women, children, elders, and the infirm.

			But Anne alone couldn’t undo centuries of England’s patriarchy, nor could she fund every urgent cause she found. Even trying to convince Henry to keep money flowing to St. Bartholomew’s, one of London’s few hospitals for the poor, took a magickal touch. And though she was careful—so, so careful—Henry began to doubt her. It was the jousting injury that winter that changed everything. After he had hit his head (not hard enough to kill him, alas, but hard enough to shake some secret, repressed memories loose), he turned to the physician and said, with clear eyes and fear in his heart, “She’s ensorcelled me!” Then came distance, and Jane Seymour, and the rumors of lovers and treason and George, why George—

			Anne surged back to consciousness only to remember the last time she’d seen her brother, his eyes finding hers in the Tower above before he lowered his head onto the block and the axe came crashing down. Once, twice…the executioner hadn’t sharpened his blade…

			Darkness returned, and Anne welcomed its embrace.
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					*1 That was the first time I’d ever seen magick, at least that I’d recognized as such, and Anne was the first witch I’d met. She sparked a dream to one day bring more women of her kind into the Sisterhood, a dream that would take many more years (and just the right help) to realize.
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					*3 I say this with no pretense of modesty. A woman is strongest when she knows the movements of all her friends and all her enemies, and in the French court, I had plenty of both. I was my parents’ firstborn, and François was their only other legitimate child. (Just imagine if I’d been allowed to inherit.) As such, I had a classical education worthy of a prince, and I put it to good use. I decided that if I couldn’t be king, I could at least be smarter than one.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 6 ◆

			Lina

			Once Lina was certain Anne wouldn’t die, she took a bath of her own, rinsing away the witch’s blood along with the stress of the rescue. As she dressed in fresh clothes, Lina didn’t allow herself to celebrate the victory of their escape, not until they were safely home at the convent and Anne’s body double was buried wherever Henry saw fit to inter her. The thought made Lina wonder about the dead woman in her own grave at Peterborough Cathedral. Not a day went by that she didn’t think of that poor soul, laid to rest under a name that wasn’t her own.

			She went downstairs, passing Anne’s door and hearing only silence. How strange it felt to worry over her after all this time. It was nothing short of a miracle that her heart had melted enough to let Anne inside, especially when her fury for Henry burned colder than the darkest, bitterest night of winter.

			Ah, how she had come to hate him as the years went by. Lina didn’t care to think of how many women he had slept with during their marriage, but the first time she had felt that hate had been the day after the death of their one-month-old son. The baby had died suddenly—there one moment and gone the next—and Lina had been utterly broken. She and Henry had been married just over a year, and she went looking for him for comfort, only to find him in bed with one of her young maids of honor.

			She’d stood in the door, shocked and frozen, until Henry noticed her. Then he had waved her away, the gesture she’d seen him make a hundred times to his councilors, a gesture that meant I’ll be right with you.

			“We all grieve in different ways,” Henry had told her later, when he had emerged from his room dressed only in a robe, his face still flushed. “You can’t possibly be upset.”

			“I can’t be upset?” Lina had repeated, incredulous. It had taken everything in her not to shout the words in his face. “You were unfaithful to me. You broke our vows and my trust.”

			Henry actually laughed. “Oh, Catherine. Do you really think this is the first time?”

			Until that moment, she had, and Lina had never felt more foolish or alone.

			From then on, Lina had watched Henry waste his power as only a king could—on women and war—and long before he banished her, her heart had turned to cold, remorseless ice. If he had done right by Mary, perhaps she would have forgiven him his wrongs. But he had failed there too, stripping away his daughter’s titles and naming her illegitimate. That day—nay, that whole first year of her exile—Lina had hungered for revenge, against Henry and Anne and the spineless, fickle-minded men of the nobility who had allowed Henry to do as he pleased.

			She was hungry still, but in the way of the tiger stalking its prey. Hiding in the grass for hours on end. Taking step after step on silent feet. Waiting for just the right moment.

			Lina would wait for as long as it took.

			No other tenants were staying at the boardinghouse that evening, and the women in the kitchen had cooked up a simple leek-and-carrot soup and baked a loaf of fresh bread. Lina took her portion to a table in the main hall, eating quietly so she could hear if Anne called out. Once she finished, she penned a letter to Marguerite, letting her know they would be headed home soon. After handing the letter to the boardinghouse’s mistress, along with payment for a private messenger, Lina retired to her room, even more exhausted than she’d been the day before.

			There was nothing to do then but think, and Lina’s mind circled back to the woman in her tomb: Sister Agnes, a nun who had come to live at Kimbolton Castle, where Lina had spent much of her exile. She was Lina’s age and bore a surprising resemblance to the former queen—they had a similar petite build and blue eyes, and even the way Agnes laughed sounded like an echo. Lina didn’t have true friends at Kimbolton, but Agnes was a treasured companion. They spent hours debating theology and history in the castle library. The nun’s mind was bright, her wit sharp, and even though she was English, Agnes always reminded Lina of her sisters back home in Spain.

			The only true difference between them was that the other woman was always pale and sickly, catching cold at the drop of a hat. It was as though mortality hung about Agnes in a cloud, dark and impermeable and imminent.

			In the end, Agnes’s sickness had been Lina’s salvation.

			“It’s consumption,” the physician had told Lina matter-of-factly. “No telling when it will kill her, only that it will.”

			Lina set up a cottage away from the main house for Agnes, made sure the nun was comfortable, and then…she thought.

			She thought about all the times she had wished to be dead. Through those early years in England, her miscarriages, the shame of her husband sleeping with woman after woman, her exile. She thought about how she longed to be free, to be able to move about the world rather than be shoved into a dusty corner—ignored, but carefully watched. She thought about the Sisterhood, the single spark of hope in her life aside from Mary, whose hands she knew she would never hold again.

			And so Lina wrote to Marguerite that December, a few months after she’d first met the Sisterhood leader. She said there might be a way to free herself of her shackles, if only they were clever enough to make it work. For Agnes was not long for this world, and maybe, just maybe, her eventual death could mean Lina’s life.

			Marguerite arrived shortly after the New Year in the company of a young, sharp-faced Englishwoman named Catherine Parr. Parr, as she was nicknamed, had been widowed at twenty-one, though she had recently remarried a much older man and was not known for running in Marguerite’s circles.

			“She has a particular talent we may find useful” was all Marguerite had said when Lina asked.

			“Sister Agnes has weeks of suffering ahead of her,” Parr reported after spending a morning in the cottage. “Consumption is a terrible disease—slow and creeping.”

			Lina felt a mixture of sympathy for Agnes and impatience for herself, for she had begun to dream of passing off Agnes’s death as her own. They looked similar enough, after all, and if Lina suddenly began to seem ill, it wouldn’t be a stretch to swap one woman with the other when the time was right. It was an awful, hideous plan that relied on betraying a woman she’d come to care for, but it was Lina’s only way out. In preparation, she’d started squirreling away her allowances, sending her riches to the Sisterhood so Henry would not benefit from her forged demise.

			“There is a way to speed along the process,” Parr said to Marguerite, her face unreadable.

			“Not without her permission,” Marguerite amended.

			Lina didn’t know what they were speaking of, not until Parr pulled a small glass vial from a pouch at her waist and explained how, in a matter of minutes, it would stop Agnes’s heart.

			“You’ve brought a poisoner into my house?” Lina accused Marguerite, horrified. “No. Absolutely not. I want the both of you gone.”

			Marguerite had tried to smooth things over. “Parr is the very best at what she does. I can assure you, Sister Agnes would feel no pain.”[*1]

			“I’m not going to kill her,” Lina retorted. “If that’s what your Sisterhood is about, I want no part in it.”

			Parr was unruffled, looking at Lina with cool composure that would have been hard to attain even for a woman twice her age. “Death can sometimes be a blessing, my lady. Why don’t you ask your friend how she wants to spend her final days?”

			The words nagged at Lina that whole afternoon, and she found herself at Agnes’s bedside after supper. The nun was wan and thin, her breath a rattle in her chest despite the cheerful fire in the hearth and piles of blankets heaped atop her. Lina couldn’t get Parr’s words out of her mind.

			“Agnes, I have a strange question for you,” Lina said, staring into the flames. “Do you believe it’s wrong to end your life if you are suffering? If death is coming no matter what you do, can it be our choice to meet it with eyes open rather than wait for it to find us in the dark?”

			The nun smiled faintly. “You know, my lady, the church always teaches that suicide is evil and unforgivable, that heaven will bar its doors to you if you die by your own hand. Strange thing is, the Bible itself says none of this. Certainly, murder is a sin. But self-sacrifice? Samson brings the columns down upon his own head. Jesus himself said, ‘I lay down my life, that I might take it again. No man taketh it from me, but I lay it down of myself.’ ”

			She paused to cough, the force of it enough to make her eyes water. She dabbed at her mouth with a handkerchief, and Lina saw spots of red on the cloth before Agnes tucked it back into her sleeve.

			“To answer your question honestly, I don’t believe it’s right to end a life, not in response to shame or fear or a temporary pain. But would you not put your horse out of his misery if he were wounded beyond hope of repair? If so, would you not treat human life with the same empathy as you would a horse? At what point are we suffering for suffering’s sake?”

			Lina mulled this over, her heart as heavy and conflicted as it had been before.

			The nun met her gaze. “Now, my lady, why this question tonight?”

			Without quite meaning to, Lina told Agnes everything. Not the secrets of the Sisterhood, of course, but that she’d hoped to use Agnes’s death in her own bid for freedom. That a shorter avenue to the afterlife was available, saving weeks of misery.

			“I’m a monster,” Lina confessed, her throat tight. “I’m selfish and I’m angry and I’m afraid of spending the rest of my life here.”

			Agnes was quiet for several long minutes, so long that Lina wondered if she’d fallen asleep. The nun’s breath was shallow since her coughing fit, and more of the color had leached from her cheeks. Lina stared down at the woman’s hands, reduced to little more than skin and bone, and was almost moved to take one, to tell her that nothing she’d just said mattered and to forget they’d ever spoken. But then Agnes cleared her throat.

			“I don’t relish the thought of more of this,” she said, waving her fingers at the room around her. “I know things will never be better than they are now, that I will only get worse. I find this waiting period strange, and I realize I’ve come to envy those who go swiftly. I’m not afraid of death,” she said with a pointed look at Lina, “but there is something unsettling about knowing how you will die, just not when.”

			After that, Agnes only said good night, telling Lina she needed to rest. Lina walked back to the castle with a spinning head.

			I’ve gone too far, Lina thought, coming to a stop in the courtyard. What had she been thinking? How dare Lina go into the home of a dying woman and ask for a favor? Her stomach twisted. Desperation had turned her into a person she didn’t recognize, and Lina vowed to send Parr away on the next dawn.

			But when Lina woke that morning, it was in an unfamiliar bed. Her head felt like it was filled with feathers, and it took several moments for her to realize she was back in the cottage, lying on fresh blankets where Agnes had been the night before. Parr was watching her from a chair beside the bed.

			“What is happening?” Lina asked groggily. “Where is Agnes?”

			“Dead,” Parr responded. She didn’t so much as blink. “She asked for me last night and took the poison. There was little time to plan, so we gave you a sedative and swapped your bodies. Marguerite has summoned a physician loyal to the Sisterhood to proclaim you dead.”

			Everything moved so quickly from there. Marguerite kept Lina’s household at bay long enough for the physician to arrive. The autopsy revealed a blackened heart, hard as stone, just like the one still beating unsteadily in Lina’s own chest. Lina left Kimbolton under the disguise of Sister Agnes and made her way to St. Margaret’s convent in Hertfordshire, the place that would become her new home. Rumors swirled that Anne Boleyn herself had poisoned the former queen. Mary went into mourning. There was the funeral at Peterborough Cathedral, which Lina didn’t dare attend. Henry celebrated his ex-wife’s death with a jousting tournament, and Lina took dark pleasure in hearing that he had been terribly injured in the pursuit.

			But all the while, and in the months that followed, Lina wondered about that fateful night.

			Had Agnes truly asked for the poison? Or had Marguerite, as she often did, simply done what she thought was best?[*2]

			Even now, in the Winter Rose boardinghouse, a week of long days and longer nights weighing heavy on Lina’s limbs, she wondered. The Hellebore Sisterhood had set something grand in motion, but Lina had come to realize that the way was paved with sacrifice. It was that epiphany that sent her to save Anne. Perhaps, if the two of them worked together, they would not fail.

			Perhaps, Lina thought, as she drifted off to sleep, there could be two tigers in the grass.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 I…I find I cannot argue with the past version of myself. I am not proud of the suggestion, but I would make it again.

				

				
					*2  Lina never asked me whether Parr’s account was true, but I know the question haunted her. And I am not sure I could have given any answer to assuage her doubts.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 7 ◆

			Anne

			May 20, 1536

			Anne awoke in agony. With gritted teeth, she raised her bandaged hand to inspect the wounds, pleased to find clean linens only lightly stained with crimson. Despite a voice in her head warning her off, Anne pricked her right pointer finger with the bloodletting knife and tried performing a small spell to ease the pain, but the well had run dry. A witch’s blood had to fuel her body and her magick, and at a certain point, it could only fuel one or the other. She knew from experience that it would take weeks for her to regain her power unless she wanted to further risk her health.

			She was clean, at least, and though she felt weak as a kitten from the blood loss, her stomach grumbled for food. Anne took the return of her appetite as a sign she wasn’t headed for an imminent death.

			Her quarters were small but neatly kept, with a straw mattress, a washbasin, and an armoire, where a traveling cloak she didn’t recognize hung on a peg. There were boots beneath the cloak, and when she slipped them on, Anne was pleased to find that they fit. The Sisterhood always took care of its own.

			With slow, unsteady steps, she descended the flight of stairs between her room and the common hall, where she smelled fresh bread and sausage. Like the rest of the boardinghouse, the hall was simply furnished, two long tables and benches lining a low-ceilinged room dotted with windows open to the spring air. Lina was there already, and for the first time Anne noticed that the former queen’s hair, once a ruddy brown, had faded to silver gray. The years apart had aged them both, and Anne felt miles away from the ambitious, bright-eyed young woman she’d been when she joined Lina’s ladies-in-waiting.

			“You’re looking better,” Lina remarked, giving Anne an assessing once-over. “How do you feel?”

			Anne reached for a joke but came up empty. Instead, she shrugged. “I’m alive. That’s good enough for today.”

			Lina nodded. “So it is. Even still, we’ll give you a few more days before we head toward the convent. I can’t imagine your hand will take kindly to the roads between here and Hertfordshire.”

			Anne shook her head, both in rebuttal and confusion. “Hertfordshire?”

			Lina motioned for her to sit on one of the benches across from her. A mug of warm cider appeared before Anne a moment later, followed by bread slathered with strawberry preserves and butter. Anne gave the serving woman a grateful smile and then had to force herself to chew a single bite at a time.

			“The convent was my gift to the Sisterhood,” Lina said as Anne ate. “Last year, when Henry started seizing the monasteries, we took the opportunity to buy the convent. St. Margaret’s, it’s called. It’s a simple enough place, but I chose it because—”

			“—it’s close to Hatfield Palace,” Anne finished, understanding dawning on her. It was the royal residence where Henry had sent his daughters, where Mary and Elizabeth were now, both believing themselves to be motherless.

			“Do you…” Anne trailed off, hope lodged in her throat. “Do you see Mary often?”

			Lina looked down at the table. “Only from afar now. But yes, sometimes. I thought it would be a comfort to you as well, to be close, though of course the Sisterhood has other places you could go.”

			Anne shook her head. “No. I would very much like to be near Elizabeth. Both of them.” Now she was the one looking down. “Queen Cath—Lina, you must know, I never meant to separate you and Mary. I begged Henry to change his mind, but—”

			Lina reached out as though to put her hands over Anne’s, but drew back before they touched. “I know,” she said at last. “Marguerite has explained it to me. Some things were set in motion none of us could control.”

			“I can’t imagine how you must have felt to be parted from your daughter. I’ve only gone a few weeks without Elizabeth, and I think I’d rather meet the executioner’s sword than accept that I’ll never see her again.”

			Lina chuckled, and Anne narrowed her eyes. “I’m sorry,” the older woman said, holding up a placating hand. “I had just forgotten how dramatic you can be.”

			“I would hardly call a mother missing her child dramatic,” Anne retorted.

			“Ah, but if the rumors I have heard are accurate, you certainly were stirring up a commotion before Henry got it in his head to get rid of you. Is it true you ripped the locket he gave Jane Seymour right off her neck and sliced her throat with the chain?”

			Now it was Anne’s turn to laugh, though it held little humor. “Hardly. I had to make a scene so Henry would believe I actually cared who he was sleeping with. No one was hurt during our little tête-à-tête, I can assure you.”

			When she’d caught Jane with a locket containing her portrait and Henry’s, Anne hadn’t thought of anyone but Elizabeth. She knew all too well what would happen if Henry decided he wanted a third wife, and she wouldn’t let her daughter be relegated from heir apparent to a bastard girl child. So she’d yelled and screamed a bit—publicly, for good measure—and then took the locket and gave it to a much more deserving woman who worked in the royal bakery.

			But that was when everything started falling apart. Just weeks later, Anne was accused of her myriad false crimes and Jane Seymour was moved into the queen’s quarters. Anne wondered how on earth Henry managed to escape the smear of hypocrisy in the eyes of his peers. Exiling and killing wives to marry your mistresses? Surely there were some men still left in England who had to find Henry’s tactics repulsive. Of course, Henry had been clever enough to declare himself the head of the Church of England, so it was harder for others to claim the moral high ground.

			Anne didn’t believe in a Christian God, but some days she hoped he was real and full of the fire and brimstone of the Old Testament, solely so Henry could be excruciatingly and eternally punished on his judgment day. It was a lovely thought that sustained her during the hours she’d had to waste pretending at the chapel on Sunday mornings.

			“Your mind is somewhere else,” Lina observed, drawing Anne back to the present. “Where?”

			“Hell,” Anne answered blithely, feeling like she was returning to herself now that she’d had food and a night of rest. “Just some wishful thinking.”

			This earned a real smile from Lina. “I’m sure we’ll be there soon enough.”

			The door to the Winter Rose banged open, creaking all the way back on its hinges. A girl of ten or so rushed inside and looked around the room. Her wide eyes found only Anne and Lina, the serving maid having taken their dishes back to the kitchen. If she knew the identities of the two former queens, she didn’t show it. Instead of curtsying, she hurried over to them, her face flushed bright pink with exertion.

			“The king,” the girl said breathlessly. “The king has announced his betrothal to Lady Jane Seymour.”

			Anne blinked, certain she’d misheard. She had only been dead a day, and Henry was already engaged? She’d had little doubt a third marriage would happen. But the shock of hearing the news from the mouth of a girl shook loose something in her gut. The feeling was more complex than anger or indignation or jealousy. It was a dark, primal response to knowing she could be so quickly and easily replaced. That her greatest fear—years of her life had been wasted—was coming true.

			Henry would get away with this. He would marry Jane, perhaps behead her when it was convenient, and continue to toss aside lovers and wives and daughters like they were nothing. To him, women were infinitely disposable, and the cycle would continue with more death, more heartbreak.[*]

			The thought made Anne want to shatter the mug in her hand.

			“Alice?” The maid had reappeared, beckoning for the girl. “Leave the ladies alone, please, and come help me in the kitchen.”

			Alice rushed away with the same enthusiasm she’d entered with. Silence fell in her wake, and Anne felt Lina’s eyes on her. She looked up and held her gaze.

			“You know how this is going to end.”

			Lina sighed. “Unless she bears him a son.”

			“Even then, we can’t be sure she’ll be safe.” Anne had little love for Jane, but she wasn’t so cold as to wish death or banishment on the woman. Jane wasn’t much younger than Anne, twenty-eight to Anne’s thirty-five, but she was no match for Henry’s schemes and would wind up discarded or worse as soon as the king’s interest burned out.

			“There’s nothing we can do to help her now.”

			Anne’s smile turned dark, her expression going predatory. “Well, we could sneak into Hampton Court and see how Henry likes it when someone cuts off his head.” Her smile went darker still. “I don’t care which one we take.”

			Lina recoiled. “No. Absolutely not.”

			“Why? Ghosts make perfect assassins.”

			“Killing a king—especially one who is currently without an official heir—will only lead to more trouble for everyone in England. We need to take our time and follow the Sisterhood’s lead.”

			Because that has worked out so well for the both of us, Anne wanted to say.

			The Sisterhood had given her plans, given her a reason to fight. But it had also led to the hardest, most unhappy years of her life. It had, in essence, led to her death and her separation from Elizabeth. And while Anne bore no ill will toward Marguerite and was indeed grateful to be alive, she did not feel like taking orders anymore. Anne had given enough—it was time for the Sisterhood to give back. All Anne would ask for would be for them to look the other way.

			She knew Lina well enough to know there was no convincing her with passion—the former queen was thoughtful and measured, perhaps to a fault. Lina hated Henry, that much was clear, but she’d never move against him.

			No, if Anne wanted something done, she’d have to do it herself. Not today, and probably not tomorrow.

			But one day, she’d find a way to make Henry pay for all his sins.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*  When I sent the Boleyn sisters to court, England was poised to have a woman inherit the crown, with Mary Tudor as heir apparent. The only other ruling queen that Europe has seen is Isabel, Lina’s mother. It is hard to believe so many centuries have gone by in our nations with only men on the throne. (Though, I will say, it explains a great deal.)
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			Lina

			May 30, 1536

			The day Jane Seymour married Henry VIII and became queen consort of England—less than a fortnight after Anne’s execution—Lina finally arrived home.

			She wasn’t sure when she’d started thinking of St. Margaret’s as home, but when the carriage stopped outside the convent, she felt a swell of peace that only came when she stepped on these grounds. The Totternhoe stone building stood outlined against the pale blue sky, stained-glass panes twinkling and the overgrown rosebushes dressed in their spring greens. The convent was smaller than any place Lina had ever lived, and parts of the centuries-old building were long overdue for maintenance, but it always welcomed her like no palace ever had.

			“Anne,” Lina said gently, touching the younger woman’s shoulder. “Wake up. We’ve arrived.”

			Lina knew it was more than pain that made Anne’s lips press into a thin white line rather than a smile. But Lina hadn’t dared ask: Was it that she missed her daughter? That she felt she had failed the Sisterhood? That Jane Seymour was now queen? That Anne’s entire life had been shaken, dismantled, and left behind on the bloody lawn of the Tower?

			Anne needed time. Perhaps she even needed a friend, though Lina was not sure if she could provide both.

			“This is it?” Anne croaked. She pushed herself up, leaning forward to look out the window. She stared at the convent for several long moments before looking back at Lina.

			“This is it.” Lina tried not to take offense at Anne’s lack of enthusiasm. She’d felt the same once, when she was first shedding the trappings of royalty.

			Anne nodded bleakly. “Very well. Let’s get out of this damned carriage, then.”

			Together, they walked toward the front steps of the convent, the mullioned windows rising three stories overhead. The carriage driver followed behind with their meager luggage, and Lina wondered if Anne felt as far from life as a queen as she did in that moment.

			Lina opened the doors, the familiar scent of stone, old books, herbs, and beeswax candles washing over her. The entrance had been swept clean, with fresh rushes scattered from the front doors down the branching hallway of the convent. Two of the nuns had stayed on to help tend the convent and gardens after Lina bought the property, and Lina could smell fresh-baked bread coming from the direction of the kitchen.

			“It is pleasant enough,” Anne said. Her tone was polite, but she was looking around at the pale gray walls like they were just another prison.

			“You’ll come to like it,” Lina replied, hoping it was true.

			The dormitory where Lina and the nuns slept was on the third floor, but Lina had converted a few of the former prayer rooms on the main floor into spaces suitable for guests. After paying the driver and collecting their bags, she settled Anne in one such room, then took the stairs to the third floor. She deposited her own bags next to her humble cot and wardrobe and sat on the end of the bed, weariness sinking into her bones. She hadn’t slept well at the inn, and she was looking forward to her own bed, rustic though it may be. The quilt the nuns had made reminded her of sunsets at home, with its beautiful patchwork of ruby, goldenrod, and sunset orange. She ran a hand over the fabric, parts of it worn from age but no less beautiful.

			But it was not yet time to rest. With a sigh, Lina stood, making her way to the second-floor study. Cozy chairs and footstools were scattered about the room, which housed shelves of books the former nuns had collected. The windows at the back of the building looked out over the rolling English countryside, a mile between the convent and their nearest neighbor. A garden was tucked along the back of the property, and Lina was surprised to find she longed to be out there among the green and growing things, her once-soft hands gaining new blisters from the trowel. Tomorrow, she’d check on the garden and see which brave seeds had begun to grow.

			It was in the study that any correspondence would be waiting, though Lina knew it was too soon for her letter to have reached Marguerite in France, let alone for her to have sent a reply. Her final instructions from the leader of the Sisterhood were to bring Anne back to St. Margaret’s and wait until it was safe to travel.

			Indeed, no letter waited on her beechwood desk, so Lina continued on. As she descended to the main floor once more, she heard the soft voices of women in the kitchen. There, Sister Edith and Sister Sarah were sitting on wooden stools at a table in the corner of the room, a loaf of bread baking in its clay pot in the oven. They were a study in opposites: Sister Edith tall and lean and Sister Sarah petite and curvy. Despite being younger than Anne, Edith had used a walking cane ever since a childhood accident had left her with a limp in her left leg. Edith raised the cane now in greeting.

			“Welcome home, Sister Lina. We’re glad to see your friend has joined you.”

			Both Edith and Sarah had adapted to the moniker with ease when Lina arrived. They did not know Lina’s true identity—only Marguerite and Parr knew that the former queen lived—and treated her like an equal, which Lina had to admit was both a disorienting and refreshing experience. Lina had told them she was traveling to London to bring a fourth nun to join them, grateful that the name Anne was so popular that no one would think twice upon hearing it.

			“Sister Anne is recovering now—she had sustained an injury that delayed our journey,” Lina told them. “She looks forward to meeting you soon.”

			“We put something together for her,” Sister Sarah said, pointing to a tray with a pitcher of weak ale and half a loaf of bread that Lina guessed was from the morning. “If you think she is ready.”

			“I’ll take it to her,” Lina replied, grateful for their foresight. “Thank you.”

			When Lina slipped inside Anne’s room, the curtains were drawn over the stained-glass windows, casting the room into murky purple and green shadows despite the afternoon sun. Anne was sitting up in bed, inspecting her bandaged hand. Her eyes found Lina’s in the gloom.

			“Are you well?” Lina asked. She passed the mug of ale to Anne and sat on the end of the bed, hands resting on the worn cotton blankets.

			“Well enough,” Anne replied.

			This was how most of their conversations had gone in the last few days. Brief, terse, and filled with things unsaid. The tentative goodwill between them had chilled since hearing about Jane Seymour, if it’d even been warm at all. Lina had preached patience, but didn’t Anne know Lina wanted the same thing? Time had not dulled Lina’s anger, only sharpened it. She had the Sisterhood now, which meant plans and resources. She had Anne. They needed to secure their daughters’ safety and royal privileges. Then, and only then, could they plot revenge.

			Strained silence hung between them for several moments before Lina swallowed, trying once more to extend an olive branch. “I hope we can make a proper supper tonight. With Sister Edith and Sister Sarah.”

			Anne hesitated, glancing down at her hand. “I don’t know how to cook.”

			“Believe it or not, I’ve picked up a few new skills in the afterlife.” Lina smiled to soften the words. “You’ll be a quick study with the nuns, I’m sure. They help with the cooking and cleaning in exchange for room and board. If there is anything you need, you may ask one of them for assistance.”

			Anne nodded stiffly but said nothing.

			Lina stood and smoothed her skirts. She crossed the stone floor but paused on the threshold, a final question burning on her tongue, the one she hadn’t dared ask.

			“I have to know: Would you kill Henry yourself?” she asked, only half expecting an answer. “Given the chance?”

			Another long silence followed, and Lina wondered if Anne had even heard her. She had one foot out the door when she finally heard Anne speak.

			“I will kill him,” Anne replied. Her words were cold, tinged with a brand of ruthless, glacial hate Lina recognized. Her declaration felt like a promise, like a prophecy, and Lina didn’t dare turn around to see Anne’s face.

			“I will kill him,” the witch repeated, “and I won’t be sorry.”
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			Anne

			July 25, 1536

			Anne’s convalescence dragged on longer than she would have liked. What remained of her missing finger still ached, though it was healing well enough. More than anything, it itched, and Anne itched too, the confines of the convent drawing her skin too tight over her bones and making her restless and agitated. Sister Edith and Sister Sarah made every overture of companionship, but Anne knew she had never been built for a small or simple life, and that was the fear she butted up against day after day in Hertfordshire. The fear of being no one, of doing nothing, was just as terrifying as facing the executioner’s block. Both spelled the end of life as she knew it, and though she had managed to come to terms with the fact that she was no longer queen, Anne would never accept that she was powerless.

			And yet, some days, she felt powerless. Her magick was slow to return to its full strength, and even when Anne could feel the flicker of lightning back in her veins, something held her back from using her bloodletting knife—the pain in her hand, perhaps, or the memory of the executioner’s axe biting into the neck of her body double. Whatever it was, she found herself unwilling to sacrifice more than a drop of blood here and there for the smallest spells.

			Anne could have gotten by without her magick, even if it felt like losing another limb. But gone was her influence, her connection to the English and European courts. Gone was her life. Marguerite had said she would send for Anne and Lina when it was safe for them to travel without fear of exposing their identities or the Sisterhood.[*] That meant they weren’t even allowed to go to Hatfield Palace, and Anne chafed against the distance between herself and Elizabeth.

			She thought of running away, of stealing a sack of supplies and an ample purse. She could abscond with Elizabeth and flee to Scotland. She could go in search of her parents or her sister and try to rebuild her life. Or, and this fantasy was the most tempting, she could return to the city and make Henry Tudor wish he were the one who was dead.

			Lina seemed content to tend her garden and read her books, but Anne couldn’t stomach the waiting. She took to walking the long road between the convent and town, pacing the miles until the stone and dirt wore her shoes down to shreds. Most days, her sanity felt balanced between walking and screaming, so whenever she could, Anne walked.

			When it rained too hard to go out, she screamed.

			Oh, she was glad to be alive. But to be alive was to be angry, to hold space for all the wrongs and cruelties done to her, and cooped up in Hertfordshire, there was no place for all her anger to go. And so, by the end of July, her shoes were ruined and her throat was raw.

			And still, no letter from Marguerite.

			Anne knew she was a miserable houseguest, that Lina likely regretted saving her life more and more with every passing day. But she couldn’t stop herself from being sharp and furious. Couldn’t hide that she was coming apart at the seams.

			As summer wore on, Lina sought Anne out less and less, until they only saw each other in passing at meals. Anne even gave up the pretense of her cover as a nun, avoiding the convent’s chapel though she knew it made the other women wonder.

			And then finally, finally, Marguerite wrote.

			Anne saw the letter first and tore it open.

			My dearest friends,

			I hope you are well, and that Anne has made a full recovery. I’ve arranged passage on a ship crossing from England to Spain this fall. There will be work for you here in spades, that I can promise you. And it will be good to be among friends once more.

			A few sparse details followed, but it was enough. Anne was thrilled to have a purpose, a plan, a way to stave off that crushing, screaming helplessness.

			And the postscript sent her running to Lina in the garden.

			P.S. I think we have been cautious long enough. Take care to go see your daughters—in secret, Anne! Lina, do not let her kidnap Elizabeth—before you depart.
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			For all that Lina had seemed a paragon of horticultural patience this summer, the sudden shift in their plans had the older woman snapping back into her former royal self.

			“Well, don’t dawdle,” she’d said to Anne after skimming the letter. She stood from her crouch beside her plants, stretching tall and managing to look regal even under a straw hat. “Fetch the horses.”

			Anne did not, in fact, know how to fetch the horses, and half an hour of the morning was wasted by her and Lina arguing over who would go to the farm neighboring the convent to collect their transportation. In the end, they went together, only to learn there were no sidesaddles and they’d be riding like men.

			There was no dignity left, it seemed. But that mattered little, for Elizabeth was waiting.

			Anne knew they couldn’t make contact with their daughters, and she didn’t have it in her to concoct some sort of disguise spell so they could interact under the cover of magick. Even if she could work the curse—a big if at the moment—it felt too much like lying, and besides, she didn’t trust that she wouldn’t sweep Elizabeth up in her arms and run away the first moment she could, despite Marguerite’s instructions. Best to avoid temptation.

			They set out at a gentle trot, and the horses soon ate up the miles between the convent and the palace, the English countryside passing in a blur of blue sky and fields just beginning to yield to August’s palette of gold and orange. In the distance, Hatfield Palace began to rise above the gentle hills. The redbrick walls formed a quadrangle, with gardens and a courtyard coming into view at the center. Anne tried to imagine Elizabeth playing beneath the soaring trees of the grounds, a banner of auburn hair flying out behind her. She blinked, and the vision became real as a little girl came racing out the front door, a beleaguered-looking governess on her heels.

			Anne and Lina drew up the horses, slowing to a walk before stopping in a copse of trees just beyond the grounds. From their distance, it was impossible to hear any conversation, but Anne caught snatches of Elizabeth’s laughter on the breeze. Her eyes went wide, then narrow as she tried to capture every detail, shocked to find how much just a few months had changed her baby.

			Elizabeth was taller, moving more assuredly, and Anne realized her third birthday was little more than a month away. She gave little care to her clothes, leaping through mud puddles from yesterday’s rain and dashing into the bushes to evade capture by her governess. The wildness of childhood was upon her, a freedom she would only taste for a few short years before her station forced her into a life of careful words and restrained behavior. Even though Anne knew the merits of education and comportment, part of her wished for Elizabeth to be like this always, running free against the wind.

			Not for the first time, Anne wondered if Elizabeth had any trace of power in her blood. It had been around this age that Anne’s grandmother had sat the Boleyn girls down and begun their lessons…but who would teach Elizabeth about the gift? From here, Elizabeth looked half fey, a redheaded pixie child full of pure magick. Anne wouldn’t have been surprised if her daughter had inherited the gift, and it was equally important she learn how to use her powers and how to disguise them. Anne felt as though a hand had clenched around her heart at the thought. Her breathing faltered and hitched, then turned to a cough.

			Lina patted her on the back. “Are you all right?” she asked, her eyes flickering between Anne, Elizabeth, and the open door of the palace, as though willing Mary to appear.

			“No,” Anne answered honestly, tears welling in her eyes from either the coughing or the sight of Elizabeth or both.

			Lina nodded, seeming to understand what Anne left unsaid.

			They waited there for over an hour, each lost in their own thoughts as the horses grazed. Finally, after Elizabeth had been shuttled inside—covered head to toe in mud—Anne felt her entire body sag. The moments Anne had spent drinking in Elizabeth’s joy had been like catching the first raindrop after a hundred-year drought. Glorious, sweet, fleeting, and not nearly enough. She felt as thirsty as she had before—more so, even. She could only imagine how Lina managed to cobble together years of these tiny flashes of motherhood without breaking her own heart. Anne’s was already threatening to shatter.

			Would it be painful to go abroad, knowing Elizabeth would be farther away, growing up day by day without her? Of course. But it was more painful to think of passing through life as a phantom, haunting this stand of trees, hoping for a glimpse of the daughter she had all but lost.

			There had been no sign of Mary, but even though evening approached, bringing a crisper bite to the air, she didn’t suggest they leave. Lina needed a raindrop as badly as Anne had, even though it would hurt all the more when the moment was gone.

			“Just a little longer,” Lina said quietly. “Sometimes she takes a walk before dusk. She always liked this time of day ever since she was a baby. It was the only time she’d go to sleep without crying.”

			And so they waited. And just when Lina’s shoulders slumped and she turned back toward the horses, Mary stepped through the front door.

			Anne grabbed Lina’s arm and pointed, then watched as Lina’s face lit with a haunted sort of happiness. Anne followed her gaze to where Mary paced neat lines around the courtyard, occasionally stopping to pluck a stray leaf from the garden hedge. Although Mary’s hair was covered, Anne saw a few coppery strands escape her hat and was struck for the first time by how much Elizabeth and Mary resembled each other. From their red-hued hair to their fair skin to their slim builds, it was clear the two were sisters despite their seventeen-year age gap.

			She thought of her own Mary, her elder sister who had always been so gentle, so lovely. They had traveled the world together, and at every turn, Mary had been there, a calm port for all of Anne’s storms. Whereas some sisters would have been frustrated by their foil, Anne always felt grateful to have a better half. Even after everything that happened with Henry, Mary had simply acknowledged her own limits and walked away.

			Now Anne wasn’t even certain where Mary lived, if she was alive and well and happy, and the realization struck like a blow to her stomach. Worse, she realized that Mary was probably better off, safe from the stain of Anne’s legacy. Perhaps Elizabeth was too.

			On the palace grounds, Mary stopped her pacing and gazed off into the countryside, almost in their direction, a contemplative expression on her face. Anne wondered if the girl sensed they were there, if she could feel the pull of her mother’s love. Just as suddenly, Mary looked away and hurried up the stairs back into the palace. Lina stared after her, the same longing, the same thirst that Anne had felt written across her features.

			“Do you think they like one another?” Anne asked. After Elizabeth had been born, Mary was sent to be part of the infant princess’s household, which Mary couldn’t have been happy about, not when she had once been a princess herself.

			Lina didn’t take her eyes off where Mary had been. “In one of the last letters we exchanged, Mary said she’d grown very fond of Elizabeth, despite…” Lina trailed off, seeming to think better of her words. “Despite her feelings about you.”

			Anne acknowledged this with a wry smile. “I don’t blame her for hating me. But it does make me happy to know they have each other. It’s a bit like the two of us, isn’t it?”

			The elder queen focused her blue eyes on Anne once more. “You mean that we have been forced into exile with the woman who should be our sworn enemy?”

			“Should be being the important distinction. For I think you and I are no longer enemies.” They weren’t friends—Anne wouldn’t have dared use that term—but they’d survived the last few months together with no bloodshed. That had to be worth something.

			Lina dipped her head in acknowledgment. “We are no longer enemies.”

			Their ride back was quiet, dusk closing in quickly. And when Anne went to sleep that night, her heart—that heavy, dark, furious thing that only seemed to pulse in her chest when she let herself scream—felt a little bit lighter.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* Perhaps I should have sent for them right away, knowing now how the waiting tortured Anne. But Lina’s rescue plan was daring at best, damned at worst, and I had to wait to be certain Henry didn’t suspect foul play.
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			A Note from the Author

			Marguerite d’Angoulême

			December 1, 1544

			I was intentionally brief in my letter to Anne and Lina when I told them to come to Spain. There was, of course, always the chance the letter could fall into the wrong hands. That would have been problematic not only because I was consorting with presumed-dead English royalty, but also because I was inviting them to a property that I held in a foreign land on which the activities were…more than a little bit illegal.

			That convent is also the greatest thing I’ve accomplished to date.

			My masterpiece was born from an offhand remark Lina had made during our first visit. Lina had had a tutor in her childhood, Maestra Beatriz Galindo, who studied at the Universidad de Salamanca, one of the astonishingly few women allowed to do so. She was a brilliant woman—an expert in Latin and classical authors and philosophy and poetry—and Queen Isabel had all of her daughters study under her. Later, after Lina was grown, the maestra founded a hospital and a convent called Santa Cruz de Madrid.

			Of course, I felt compelled to visit. Maestra Galindo was ailing, but we met and found in each other a kindred spirit. Before she passed, a year prior to Lina returning home, I joined with her protégées to help fund the continuation of Santa Cruz.

			And, well, I had some changes.

		

	
		
			◆ 10 ◆

			Lina

			November 17, 1536

			“I apologize; I must have misheard you.”

			Perhaps there was road dust in her ears from the rattling carriage ride through Madrid, which had landed them in front of a staid brick building whose only remarkable feature was the French princess standing on the front steps. Or maybe there was still salt lingering in her eardrums from the crossing from England. They had been traveling for weeks, and Lina felt liable to fall asleep standing up in the threshold of Santa Cruz de Madrid. What she wouldn’t give for a hot bath and a quiet night in a bed she could call her own.

			Instead, Marguerite d’Angoulême was blocking the doorway and spouting fantasies.

			“I said, ‘Welcome home, my dears, and by the way, this isn’t really a convent,’ ” Marguerite repeated, her violet eyes bright with mischief. “It is a hospital and a university for women.”

			Anne—who Lina knew was just as tired as she was—let out what could only be described as a squeal. She and Marguerite took each other’s arms, old friends reunited at last.

			“Tell me more,” Anne demanded.

			Marguerite reached toward Lina, linking her arm so the three of them walked abreast into the convent. Or university. Could it be true? Lina had never heard of such a thing. Women had tutors, perhaps studied occasionally in institutions of higher learning, but even the wealthiest of noblewomen were largely barred from academic pursuits, herself included.

			“We recruit students to attend the university for the arts and the hospital for medicine,” Marguerite confirmed. Her fox’s smile grew. “And best of all, it’s all happening under the nose—or, should I say, Habsburg jaw—of the Holy Roman emperor himself.”

			“That’s my nephew, I’ll have you remember,” Lina chided, though her heart wasn’t in it. Blood ties aside, she didn’t care for the most powerful man on the Continent either.[*1] “But truly, Marguerite, have you really done this? Because I’m beginning to believe I have hallucinated you entirely.”

			Marguerite steered them down a hallway. “Humor me with a tour, and you can see it with your own eyes.”

			A porter arranged the transportation of Lina’s and Anne’s luggage, and Marguerite took them first to the hospital, from the surgery to the apothecary to a wing where two midwives were delivering a baby. A few of the physicians were men, yes, but Lina saw mostly women among them, standing together at patients’ bedsides and conferring over medicines. The university was much the same, with women leading classes on everything from language to literature to philosophy. Lina had watched as Anne paused outside one of the classrooms, a hunger in the witch’s eyes that Lina hadn’t seen since retrieving her from the Tower of London.

			When Marguerite’s letter had arrived, Lina’s first emotion was relief. Not necessarily at the prospect of going abroad, but to have a task to appease Anne Boleyn. Yes, she had been the one who wanted to save the woman in the first place, but all summer she felt like she’d been living with a caged lioness, one that would pounce on the first person she saw the moment the bars were opened. She had feared the lioness would find the keys and free herself, vanishing into the night to God only knew where.

			Well, God and Lina, for if Anne really had run off, it would most certainly have been to kill the king of England.

			Lina’s second emotion about going to Spain was…discomfort. It had been decades since she had returned home, and after the crossing, she soon realized Castile was not as she remembered it. The cities of her mother’s homeland felt as densely populated as London, though England’s ever-present fog didn’t linger here. She and Anne had traveled by sea along the coast of France, disembarking in Bilbao before journeying to Madrid. All the while, Lina was struck by how much Spain had changed in her absence. The country was growing rich off the purloined gold of the Americas, and everywhere she looked, there were signs of new wealth: treasure-laden ships in the harbors, freshly painted houses, new businesses, and residents dressed in fine clothing.

			And even if Spain hadn’t looked different, it felt different. Everyone here she’d ever known or loved was dead: Maestra Galindo, her parents, all of her siblings save her sister Juana, mother of the emperor and queen of Spain in name only—she’d long since been confined for so-called madness (Lina had her doubts) while her son ruled in her stead.

			In short, Spain was no longer home.

			But here at Santa Cruz…Lina was stunned that Marguerite had been able to create something so singular, so valuable to the goals of the Sisterhood.[*2] Something inside her felt like it was waking up, the part of her that had once leaped at the chance to act as queen regent while Henry was away, the part of her that had organized and argued and created change in the confines of the English court. Her ambitions had long been dormant, her talents stuffed down to make room for survival. Maybe here she could be herself again.

			At last, Marguerite took them to their quarters, two rooms within the old convent that were next door to each other. “Now, I’ve arranged for one of our finest physicians to look at this finger of yours,” Marguerite told Anne, squeezing her good hand gently. “I have every faith she’ll declare you to be in perfect health.”

			Anne gave a faint chuckle. “A female physician. I never thought I’d see the day.”

			While Marguerite summoned the doctor, Lina took advantage of a few moments of peace and quiet to get settled. Her room boasted a high window to let in the afternoon light, a freshly made bed, and a few other necessities. The air smelled faintly of rosemary, a scent that reminded her of her mother. She could already tell that Santa Cruz was a place she could do good, a place she could make a life of her own, even if it all still seemed like a dream.

			A knock came at the door, and Marguerite stepped inside.

			“I hope everything is to your liking. I know it isn’t a palace—”

			Lina waved a hand. “It has been a long time since I’ve lived in a palace.”

			“Perhaps one day we will fix that,” Marguerite replied. She leaned against the doorframe. “Tell me truly—are you both well? I have asked much of you, and not just in coming here.”

			Lina found she wasn’t quite sure how to answer that. “I am well enough. But Anne…Anne has been through a great deal in the past few years, let alone the last few months. She hasn’t said as much, but I can tell she’s afraid she’s failed the Sisterhood.”

			The Frenchwoman said nothing for a moment, her eyes slipping away from Lina’s. For all that Anne and Marguerite seemed to be the best of friends, Marguerite ran her society with intensity and determination. A failure like Anne’s was certainly a blow to the mission.

			“We had high hopes for her,” Marguerite said at last. “But of course, we were sending her into the lion’s den. You know what Henry is like. When Mary Boleyn was cast out of favor, we thought it was over. At least Anne held on another few years and made progress where she could.”

			“And what now? What will we do about Henry?” Lina needed the Sisterhood to stay involved in England. Without their help, Mary would continue to grow up cast aside and denied her rightful inheritance.

			Marguerite closed the door, then pressed her fingertips to her temples. She suddenly looked older than her forty-four years.[*3] “It’s too early to say. We have to regroup, start planning again. Jane Seymour isn’t one of us, and I have too few women in the royal circles who carry influence in court. We have tried, but…”

			“It wasn’t enough,” Lina finished, finding a seat of her own. She played with a fraying thread on the arm of the chair, frustrated that she had come into the Sisterhood late, that she hadn’t done more when she was in power, that even now she couldn’t create change overnight.

			“We will have time together here to talk it all through,” Marguerite promised. “It will be weeks before my husband will notice my absence.”

			“But not the reason for it?” Lina asked. She couldn’t imagine orchestrating something as grand as the Sisterhood without Henry noticing. Perhaps that was too generous, for while Henry was convinced that he was some kind of genius, he couldn’t hold a candle to most of the women Lina knew.

			The younger woman scoffed. “Of course not. My first husband was much the same—totally unaware of any universe but his own.” She gave a sly smile. “That’s why I make sure to find the most excellent lovers.”

			Lina rolled her eyes. “You French. Not a scrap of morality among the lot of you.”

			“Better no morals than to embrace English frigidity.” Marguerite pretended to shudder. “I am ill-suited for the bitter chill of Mother Britain.”

			“You have a point there,” Lina allowed. The Spanish court, for all its own politics and schemes, had always felt bright. Vibrant. Moving to England had been like jumping in the Guadalquivir in January.

			But although Henry had had his fair share of mistresses, Lina had never dared take a lover. She knew that the rules for women weren’t the same. She had, however, sometimes wondered what life would have been like if Henry had never become king.

			He’d been second in line to his elder brother, Arthur, who had been Lina’s own first husband, if only for five short months before the sweating sickness took him. They had been so young—betrothed at eleven and married at fifteen—and their attempts at playing husband and wife were timid and fumbling, but sweet. She never knew him well enough to guess what sort of man he’d have grown up to be, but there had been a kinder light in him than any she’d ever seen in Henry.

			Perhaps her lifelong resentment for Henry had stemmed from those few months with his gentle older brother. Because after Arthur died, Lina was stranded in England, a country of harsh language, harsh winter, and harsh people.

			Lina hated thinking of those days. King Henry VII, Arthur’s father, refused to pay back the first half of her dowry, and King Ferdinand refused to pay the second half when he had no guarantee his daughter would have a title to accompany the queen’s sum he had offered. For seven torturous years, Lina was a veritable prisoner in London, waiting for Henry to come of age so she could marry the younger, lesser Tudor.

			How she wished Henry had never been anything more than a brother-in-law, the spare of the royal family instead of the king. He had taken full advantage of her influence and wealth in their marriage, made her suffer alone through the loss of all six of their children save Mary, and then he turned around and discarded her so he could wed someone else.

			“I have some ideas for both you and Anne,” Marguerite was saying, “if you’re willing to get to work. You don’t have to start today, but perhaps we could speak over supper.”

			With effort, Lina refocused her attention. “I would like that.”

			Marguerite smiled, and this time there was nothing foxlike about it. In fact, Lina caught a glimmer of brightness in her eyes. “And I haven’t said it yet, so thank you for bringing her home.”

			When Lina had hatched the plan to save Anne’s life, only Marguerite believed she could do it. The Frenchwoman procured the book of curses and the bloodletting knife, helped arrange passage to and from London, and made sure the Winter Rose would be a safe landing place. Marguerite never hesitated to sacrifice a pawn to get a king, but she had moved mountains to save her friend.

			After planning to meet later in the day, Marguerite left and Lina went next door to see how Anne was faring. The physician was leaving Anne’s room as Lina stepped out, and Lina blinked in surprise. The woman was young—thirty, at most—with dark brown skin and a pale blue scarf wrapped over ebony hair. With inquisitions raging across the Continent, it was a harsh time for Muslims in Europe; their loyalty was doubted if they converted to Catholicism, but they faced expulsion for following their own faith. This university was progressive indeed.

			The physician greeted her in Spanish. “I am Akihla al-Bashar, a doctor here at Santa Cruz. You are the companion of Señora Anne?”

			Lina found that her Spanish was harder to recall, English words jumping to her brain first. It made her feel like a traitor—or worse, an outsider—in her own land. Lina wondered what the physician would say if she admitted to being Catalina de Aragón, daughter of Queen Isabel and King Ferdinand, former Princess of Wales, and the presumed-dead queen of England. All of those titles and crowns seemed so far away. And anyway, she wouldn’t think this woman would be impressed, not when it was Lina’s own parents who had made it a crime to be anything but Catholic in Spain.

			“I am,” Lina replied. “My name is Lina. Thank you for seeing my”—competitor? co-conspirator?—“companion.”

			The doctor nodded. “It is my pleasure. I hope our paths cross again.”

			As she headed in the direction of the hospital, Lina stepped into Anne’s room.

			“I’ll have to tell Marguerite that female physicians will soon be all the rage,” Anne said by way of greeting. “They have a far better bedside manner and don’t condescend to you the way their male counterparts do. And she didn’t even mention leeches.”

			Anne looked at Lina expectantly. “Now what have you and Marguerite been talking about while I’ve been poked and prodded?”

			“Lovers.”

			Anne coughed in surprise. “Excuse me?”

			It was an easier story to tell than to admit they’d been worrying about Anne and the fate of the Hellebore Sisterhood in England. “Don’t try to tell me you never had one. Seven years in the French court must have been good for something.” Lina meant for the words to be teasing, but she saw Anne’s face harden and close off.

			“I did,” Anne said at last, her eyes on the floor. “He and I—it was a long time ago.”

			That was an end to a conversation if Lina had ever heard one, so she pivoted. “Marguerite has invited us to dine with her tonight.”

			“Good. I’d like to hear more about what she plans for us to do.”

			Lina couldn’t help but smile. “She told me she has ideas.”

			“I am not at all surprised.” Anne gave a small smile in return. “I hope we find what we’re looking for here.”

			“Me too,” Lina said. “Me too.”

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  Charles, the Holy Roman emperor, is the son of Lina’s elder sister, Juana. Philip, Juana’s husband, was of the German Austrian royal Habsburgs, though he died decades ago. Suffice it to say that “Philip the Handsome” was far better looking than his son. In fact, Charles is a rather hideous young man, inside and out. While his protruding lower jaw is a Habsburg breeding defect, his temperament can only be blamed upon poor quality of character.

				

				
					*2  Well, of course I had. Lina never expects enough from me.

				

				
					*3  Cruel of myself to write, but likely true. I shall never lie to you, dear reader.
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			Anne

			They took their supper in Marguerite’s rooms, which were surprisingly plain, given the Frenchwoman’s penchant for finery.

			When Anne said so, Marguerite sighed. “I am not here as often as I would like, so there is little point in decorating.” She gestured to the nearly bare walls, which held only a few paintings of what Anne estimated to be Marguerite’s homeland of Navarre and the Pyrenees mountains that backed the lands so contested by the French and the Spanish.[*1] “Besides, staying in a convent ought to keep me humble.”

			Anne snorted into her wine. “If such a thing is possible.”

			“Witch,” Marguerite retorted, the word said with such fondness that Anne could only grin.

			Over a meal of spicy, garlicky soup and salty flatbread torta, Anne and Lina shared tales of their journey from England, while Marguerite answered their questions about the university, the hospital, and larger Hellebore Sisterhood workings.

			“Back in Paris, we just funded a reprinting of Christine de Pizan’s Le Livre de la Cité des Dames.”[*2] Marguerite glanced at Anne. “Oh, and Isabella d’Este wrote to express heartfelt condolences over your death,” she added.

			Marguerite collected interesting, influential friends like most royals collected art or antiquities, and some of them were welcomed into the Sisterhood’s circle. The sixty-two-year-old Marchioness of Mantua—a fashionable, forward-thinking woman—was one of the Sisterhood’s most active members in Italy and had met Anne on a long-ago visit to Paris. They had bonded instantly over their love of dance.

			God, Anne missed dancing. Henry had been an awkward, rhythmless partner, imbued with the false confidence of a king whose subjects praised him on the dance floor only so they could keep their heads. On any night, Anne would have much rather danced with the graceful Isabella d’Este.

			“Please thank her for me,” Anne said, raising her glass in acknowledgment.

			Marguerite laughed. “Believe me, I wish I could have told her you were alive and well.”

			Beyond that mention, they didn’t speak of Anne’s flight from the Tower of London, or of Jane Seymour, or of Mary and Elizabeth. Their moods were too high to be brought back down to the darkness of reality, and it was easier for Anne to let the conversation and the wine flow than to think of all she had left behind.

			Later, she told herself, she would bring up England. For even though she was countless miles away, a part of her remained tethered to the vow she’d made Lina that first night at St. Margaret’s. She had every intention of making good on it, even if it meant training as an assassin for the next year so that she could kill Henry without leaving a single shred of evidence in her wake. She knew the Sisterhood employed poisoners and other killers. Surely one of them would be willing to take Anne under their wing.

			“You will like it here,” Marguerite promised of Santa Cruz, oblivious to Anne’s plotting as she dipped her fork into a slice of almond cake. “It’s as safe a place as you could find with no shortage of interesting people. And, once you have your feet under you, we could use someone of your talents.”

			“And what talents might those be?” Lina asked. She sat back in her chair, shoulders squared, instantly shifting into the focused and direct queen Anne had known her to be. “We are no longer of use in the political arena, not with our identities so well known.”

			Marguerite conceded that with a nod. “Would that I could make you both queens once more. But short of that, I’d like you and Anne to help recruit witches for the university.”

			Anne nearly spit out her mouthful of wine. “Pardon?”

			“You two really ought to ask Dr. Al-Bashar to check your hearing,” Marguerite chided. “You know it’s a dangerous time to be a witch—to be a woman in Europe. Hundreds of women have been killed in these witch hunts, which only seem to be gaining popularity.”

			“Women are the sole carriers of magick,” Anne acknowledged. The gift was rare—it could even skip generations in a bloodline—which meant those witch hunts were undoubtedly killing as many nonmagickal women as they were actual witches. Or more.

			“Women are also the traditional knowledge-keepers of our health: menses, childbirth, aging, and death,” Marguerite pointed out. She rapped a knuckle on the table for each item on her list. “Villages are sending their herbalists and healers to the pyre, and we’re losing centuries of training each time one of them thinks magick or medicine is the devil. So I’d like to offer witches—real and accused—safe harbor and learn from their wisdom.”

			The table was silent for a few moments. It was a noble cause, Anne thought, but one that came with a thousand dangers. How would they find these women? If they’d been accused by their villages, it was likely too late to save them. And if someone—like the Holy Roman emperor—were to find out Marguerite not only had an illegal women’s college but one full of witches in his territory?

			Anne looked to Lina, who appeared just as dumbstruck.

			“I see you’re overthinking this,” Marguerite said before either of them could speak. “Stop thinking and start dreaming.”

			Lina sighed. “When you say things like that, it’s awfully hard to argue with you.”

			Anne realized that she was gripping her hands together tightly enough to hurt and forced herself to relax her grip. “I’ve grown rather fond of being alive, now that I’m dead,” she hedged. “This sounds like a mission that will more likely than not end up with me in a prison or on another executioner’s block.”

			“Everyone here is breaking the law in one way or another,” Marguerite replied archly. “Why should you be any different?”

			The Frenchwoman leaned forward. “My dears, here’s the truth of it all: I cannot do this without you. I could go to every court in the land and find clever, ambitious women to convert to our cause. But as it is now, the Sisterhood would only be made up of ladies and princesses and questionably deceased queens. The movement will never survive—never thrive—without women of every class involved.”

			Marguerite stood, sending her chair skidding backward, and began pacing the length of the room. “We need bakers in Scotland and seamstresses in Germany and fisherwomen in Norway. We need nuns and teachers, artists and authors, midwives and courtesans. And yes, we need witches. Only together can we change the world.”

			Anne couldn’t argue that point. She knew there were a handful of women outside the peerage active in England, but they were few and far between, often recruited directly by the noblewomen they worked for. It was a risk, of course, to spread the movement farther and increase their chances of discovery. Especially if they were bringing witches into the fold.

			And yet.

			Marguerite stopped for a moment and braced her hands on the back of her chair. “I should have gone looking for witches long ago, but I have no magick, as much as I think it would suit me. No witch would trust me if I came to them, nor should they.” She looked at Anne. “Finding you and Mary was sheer luck. It would take someone with that same power, that same understanding of danger and secrecy and sacrifice, to help more of your kind find their way to the Sisterhood.”

			“I’ll do it,” Anne blurted out.

			Wasn’t this what she had always wanted? To lift her gender up and out into the light? To offer some protection to those like her, who had magick running through their blood? She had worked so hard back in England to promote education and opportunity for women, fighting Henry every step of the way. And now here Marguerite was, handing her the chance to do just that, albeit with a rather high likelihood of danger.

			But that had never stopped her before.

			“I knew you would.” Marguerite sounded proud. “Lina?”

			Not for the first time, Anne wished she knew what happened inside Lina’s head. If she’d learned anything from her years with Lina in the English court and again these past few months, it was that she did not make decisions lightly. No wonder she had held her place as Henry’s wife for a quarter of a century, while Anne had only lasted three short years. Was she jealous of Lina’s rationality, her patience? Yes. Did she also sometimes want to shake an answer out of her? Also yes.

			“Why us?” Lina asked at last, folding her arms across her chest. “More specifically, why me? I can see why Anne would be a fit for this mission, but I am no witch.”

			Marguerite sat back down and began ticking reasons off on her fingers. “For one, you both have a clean slate, as it were. We can invent new identities and personas for you with no one being the wiser. You could walk among the commonfolk or in the highest courts of the land. Two, you’re some of the most intelligent women in all of England, which means you’ll puzzle your way out of trouble.” She gave a wry smile. “There is sure to be trouble. And three—and this might be your greatest asset—you have no husbands to tie you down.”[*3]

			At that, Anne chuckled. “That does make life a bit easier.”

			“And as for you, Lina, I need someone to keep my darling Anne in check.”

			“In check!” Anne repeated, stung. That hardly seemed fair.

			Marguerite held up a hand. “Are you telling me you wouldn’t burn down every village that tried to send a woman to the pyre?”

			“Not every village,” Anne grumbled.

			She knew better than that; she didn’t need someone to mind her. She was not the teenager Marguerite had first met in France, nor was she the hopeful young woman who had sailed home to England a decade ago. In that time, she had survived the controversy of Henry’s courtship, been a queen, become a mother, and lived through her own execution, all in the name of the Sisterhood.

			That Marguerite thought so little of her, after everything…Tears burned the backs of her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. She hadn’t cried since her imprisonment, and she certainly wouldn’t now.

			“She does not need me,” Lina cut in, her voice firm.

			Stunned, Anne looked up.

			Lina had leveled her gaze at Marguerite. “You ought to have more faith in her.”

			Anne was speechless. When was the last time someone had stood up for her? She couldn’t remember. Certainly not at her trial. Maybe not since she had been parted from her sister Mary when Henry sent her from court. It was a strange feeling, this solidarity, especially coming from a woman she still expected to dislike her.

			“Nevertheless,” Lina continued, “I will go. It would be unsafe for anyone to try this alone, and I didn’t save her life just to put it in jeopardy. But, Marguerite, I caution you not to underestimate this woman. You owe her more than you realize.”

			Anne had never seen Marguerite d’Angoulême cowed before, but the princess appeared unable to find a witty retort. While a few unkind words couldn’t undo decades of friendship, Anne couldn’t help but feel grateful to Lina for taking her side. The moment felt pivotal, a shifting of power between the three of them that could result in an explosion and collapse or, perhaps, an even stronger bond.

			Marguerite took a sharp breath through her nose, and Anne braced for the worst.

			But then the Frenchwoman reached across the table and placed a hand on Anne’s arm, her expression going serious and sincere.

			“I apologize. I should not have said that, and I do not mean it. You have given more than I ever asked, and I asked a great deal. I love your courage and your fire, and we need both. We also need Lina’s caution and steadiness. I am asking you both to go looking for witches at a time when little could be more dangerous. You two have just proved you’re stronger together than apart.” A hint of a smile returned to her face. “Which means I was right, even if I was wrong.”

			“My God, she’s incorrigible,” Lina muttered, but there was warmth returning to her tone.

			“Impossible,” Anne echoed. She lifted her eyes to meet Marguerite’s and inclined her head just enough to let her old friend know she was forgiven.

			“Utterly hopeless,” Marguerite agreed, nodding back. “Now, let’s get to work.”

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Lina’s own father once invaded Navarre—before I had married my second husband and taken on the title of queen. I never liked Ferdinand, and I am one to hold a grudge. Though I would never apply the sins of the father to the daughter.

				

				
					*2 The Book of the City of Ladies is a century-old French text that advocates for women inhabiting every layer of society. Of course we should—what a dull, pointless world (full of poor decision-making) it would be without us.

				

				
					*3  I do actually quite like my husband—and my lovers—but he is something of an impediment to my gallivanting across Europe in the name of the Sisterhood.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 12 ◆

			Lina

			The candles were guttering by the time Marguerite had finished laying out her proposal, and Lina’s head ached from the long hours of conversation. (And from the wine. She’d forgotten how much better Spanish wine was than what she’d suffered drinking in England.)

			In theory, Marguerite’s goal to offer safe harbor to Europe’s witches was a lovely one, but in practice, Lina couldn’t see how they could accomplish saving more than just one or two women they happened to stumble upon. Yes, they could follow rumors from village to village across the Continent, but that was hardly a strategy for success. Marguerite did have a plan, but it was one of her most unconventional yet.

			“You’re familiar with Jeanne d’Arc?” Marguerite asked. They had moved from the dining table to a set of chairs in her quarters, and it took rather a lot of Lina’s energy to remain sitting upright when all she wanted to do was curl up and fall asleep after this longest of days.

			Lina and Anne nodded. Everyone knew of the peasant girl who had led the French armies against the English a hundred years ago. She was one of the last great female warriors of the age, and her haunting end at the hands of the English Church had made her into a martyr of sorts for the French. Whether or not her visions or holy guidance had been real, she had by all accounts known battle strategy better than most generals Lina had met.

			“Well, Jeanne had a sister, and her line has continued unbroken. The family has lived quietly in Orléans all this time, and I would never have heard of their existence until the youngest daughter began styling herself as Gisa d’Arc and working as a mystic[*1] in Orléans.”

			“You’re certain she’s not a charlatan borrowing the name?” Anne asked.

			“As certain as I can be without meeting her myself. Jeanne’s blood flows in her veins, and so Gisa is where we begin. From what I have read—and it took some laborious and dusty research in the archives of the royal library at Château de Blois—a powerful seer could help us find witches and even communicate with other mystics. I’ve long been thinking that the greatest impediment to the Sisterhood’s growth was the exchange of ideas. Salons only worked for those in close proximity, and letters could too easily fall into the wrong hands—never mind that it could take months for notes to pass between cities and countries. A network of women able to speak mind to mind…now that would change the tide.”

			“Is that how their power works?” Lina wondered, turning to Anne.

			She hadn’t forgotten the blithe disregard Marguerite had shown Anne earlier that night. She hadn’t expected to come to Anne’s defense, but she couldn’t let the slight go by. Lina knew that the leader of the Sisterhood was herself brilliant and well-informed by her network of ladies and spies, but she was occasionally prone to thinking herself omniscient, the mother who knew all and knew best. If Lina had learned anything as a queen, it was that there was always someone cleverer than she was in the room, and the best thing to do was to engage their expertise. And when it came to magick, Anne was the expert.

			The witch made a face, tipping her head back and forth. “After a fashion. Mysticism is a type of magick, though rather than blood, mystics sacrifice their minds, their sanity. Similar power, different application, and steeper cost. I don’t know how many visions or prophecies it takes to reach the tipping point, but Jeanne d’Arc is told among my people as a cautionary tale, someone who stretched her power too far and drove herself mad.”

			“And now mysticism has been twisted by the church,” Marguerite cut in. “They encourage women to starve themselves into a hallucinatory state to be closer to God, which more often than not leads to their deaths.”

			Anne nodded. “Real prophecy does not require such efforts—this Gisa should be able to foretell future events through dreams alone. Some seers have waking dreams as well, where they can disappear inside their minds even while otherwise conscious. As far as I understand it, you’re correct that mystics are also able to visit one another in their dreams. But again, all of it comes with a price.”

			Lina’s next question was for Marguerite. “Why have you not recruited Gisa or others sooner?”

			Marguerite sighed, pushing a lock of hair back behind her ear. “I have tried. But many mystics are commonfolk—or if they are among the nobility, they keep it quiet—leaving me little opportunity to contact them directly. It’s not as though the princess of France can go knocking on doors in Orléans without inviting attention. The few mystics in the clutches of the church I have spoken to suspect the Hellebore Sisterhood to be some kind of trap, a way to test the veracity of their faith or loyalty to whichever crown they live under. Between the Inquisition, the witch hunts, and the regular torture of suspected heretics, there is little reason for them to trust someone in my position, no matter what safety I promise them.”

			“So you are asking us to lead the charge in a battle you’ve already lost,” Lina concluded.

			Marguerite winked. “Just like Jeanne d’Arc.”
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			Marguerite granted them a few weeks in Spain to rest, plan, and enjoy the Christmas holidays. The Sisterhood leader returned to Paris in December, and while she was gone, Lina demanded Anne teach her everything she could about magick.

			“If I am going to be a witch finder, I have to understand how your power works,” Lina told Anne one morning. They were walking back from breakfast, one of the meals all the inhabitants of Santa Cruz, some two hundred of them, shared. Lina’s belly was filled with warm bread and honey-soaked figs, and she was ready to put that fuel to use.

			Anne paused in the hallway, her expression conflicted. “We don’t normally share our secrets with outsiders.”

			Lina was surprised to find that the word outsiders smarted. “You don’t trust me?”

			The other woman seemed to think about it for a moment, and every second that ticked by did something strange to Lina’s heart. Why did she care if Anne Boleyn of all people trusted her? When had the witch stopped feeling like an adversary and started to feel like a friend?

			At last, Anne flashed a grin. “I trust you,” she said, and Lina bit back a sigh of relief. “Come with me.”

			Anne’s room was the mirror of Lina’s with the exception of the two dozen or so spell books Marguerite had provided ahead of their arrival. A “clandestine” purchase, the Sisterhood leader had said of those books, noting they’d cost her quite the sum. Anne went to one of the shelves, traced her fingers along the spines, and selected a small, paperbound book.

			“Little girls—those who have learned their letters, that is—are given books like these,” she said, leafing through the pages before handing it to Lina. “Easy to throw in the fire and burn to ash if you’re caught.”

			There were no words on the cover—Lina was starting to recognize this as one of the cautious, protective hallmarks of witchcraft—but inside were fifty or so pages written for young readers with inked drawings of hands and knives.

			“These aren’t spells,” Lina observed. Everything was written in Spanish, not the unfamiliar language she’d heard Anne use from time to time.

			Anne shook her head. “We start by learning about the blood. How to cut, how to heal. How to avoid the dangers of deep wounds in the wrong places. How to pace yourself so you don’t use up too much blood or magick too quickly. You have to understand the cost of the sacrifice before you can agree to make it.”

			“Why blood?” Lina mused as she scanned the text. “Who would want to exchange pain for power?” She thought about the words for a second, then shook her head. “That’s a ridiculous question. Everyone in the world wants power, and I am sure many of them would do more than prick their fingers to get it.”

			At that, Anne gave a faint smile. “I think my sister asked our grandmother the same thing. I’ll give you the answer Grandmam had: ‘Because blood is the most precious thing you own.’ That coming from a woman with nearly as many jewels as a queen.”

			She looked down at her hands, and Lina caught sight of the ridged scar that ran across her palm from last May. “I won’t lie to you and say it doesn’t hurt, because it does.”

			“And yet you do it anyway.”

			Anne shrugged. “A witch doesn’t have to use her power. It can be dormant; it can be ignored. Some women never know they have it or are never taught to use it at all. Though once you know it’s there and you don’t use it, it gets…tickly. Like a feather against your skin.”

			“So that’s how you’ve felt since the Tower?” Lina didn’t mean to ask the question so bluntly, but she’d noticed that Anne had hardly touched her bloodletting knife in the last six months. “I know you went through quite the ordeal. I understand why you would be hesitant.”

			“I—” Anne’s voice was suddenly thick, and she seemed to be hunting for the right words. “I have never used curses like that before. It took more from me than I expected and now…now I am not sure how much more I want to give.”

			Politely, to give the witch a moment to collect herself, Lina turned her attention back to the primer she held. “Well, then perhaps we can both start from the beginning.”

			Post-breakfast studies became part of their routine during those winter weeks at Santa Cruz. Though spell books existed, most of the art and history of witchcraft was passed down in the oral tradition, for it was too dangerous to write down their ways, so much of Lina’s education came through stories. The origin of magick itself was murky, going back so many thousands of years that no one knew where it had first cropped up. But from the beginning, magick wielders had stood out, whether they were revered or reviled. Thus, secrecy was paramount.

			“We’re used to hiding in plain sight,” Anne told Lina, her lip curled in distaste. “Otherwise, men have a habit of killing us.”

			Lina learned about bloodletting knives, how a witch could not make one herself but required the consent and magick of another to do so. (“That reliance helps us work together, to trust one another,” Anne explained.) She learned about the hereditary nature of magick, how witches sacrificed blood and mystics risked their minds to channel power into their curses and prophecies, and how magick demanded a payment equivalent to the magnitude of its use. She learned that curses could cover all manner of subjects, from illusions to healing to warfare.

			And she learned that Anne Boleyn, however detached from her own power she might feel, was an extremely competent witch. Lina had not known it when she’d made her rescue plans, but the curses Anne had cast that fateful day had been of great complexity and risk. Lina felt unexpectedly honored to be tutored by her.

			Though she had no magick in her own veins, Lina could have happily spent a whole year diving into the intricacies of witchcraft. But with every day that passed, Lina knew that another woman’s life hung in the balance as witch hunts became an increasingly common way to demonstrate faith to the Holy Roman Empire. By the middle of January, even though the wintery conditions were far from ideal, Lina and Anne set out on the three-week journey to Orléans.
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			The plan they concocted was simple enough. Ever since Lina had lost her status as a queen, she had realized how easily society overlooked common women, especially those past a certain age. No one would look twice at a pair of middle-aged women traveling from Spain to France…especially if they were dressed as nuns. In Europe, piety was the perfect disguise. Lina had not worn a habit since she impersonated Sister Agnes, and from the moment she put it on, the gray wool scratched constantly at her skin, a reminder of the life she had assumed—taken?—in her bid for freedom. The wimple and veil felt as though they were trying to choke her, and it took most of Lina’s self-possession to keep from ripping the entire headpiece off.

			Marguerite sent them with a young carriage driver named Guillen, a set of fine horses, and enough coin to secure them comfortable food and lodging along the way. If anyone were to ask, they were two nuns on a pilgrimage between Santa Cruz de Madrid and the Saint-Mesmin de Micy Abbey in Orléans. There were guest quarters near the abbey where they would stay while attempting to make contact with Gisa d’Arc. Lina found their lodgings humble but pleasant, and wondered anew at how accustomed she had become to simple living.

			Nearly a month to the day from when they’d left Madrid, Guillen deposited his passengers in the heart of the city on a brisk February morning, close enough to the northern bank of the Loire River that Lina could see glimpses of the flat blue water between the buildings. Marguerite’s information had sent them to Rue de Bourgogne, where Gisa d’Arc was purported to live and work. The old Roman road was paved with cobblestones, bracketed by timber-frame houses and sturdier limestone buildings.

			“Well, here we are,” Lina said, looking down the road, not at all sure what would await them if they indeed found Gisa’s abode. She had never met a mystic before.

			“Marguerite does find the strangest things for us to do,” Anne mused, adjusting her own holy robes. She seemed about as comfortable in them as Lina was.

			Lina had a suspicion that Marguerite had offered up this mission to Anne as a reward…or perhaps as a distraction. Getting the grieving, furious witch out of the country had been a clever move, but it wouldn’t be long before Anne decided it was time to get her revenge on Henry. Seeking out mystics and saving witches were sure to keep her attention diverted from England, at least for the time being.[*2]

			They walked down the street together, peering at every door for a sign of the d’Arc mystic. Lina knew they must have appeared suspicious—why would two nuns be looking so curiously into people’s windows?—but the disguises must have been good enough, for no citizens of Orléans spared them a second glance, or often even a first one.

			Abruptly, Anne stopped. “This is it,” she said, pointing at a wooden house on their left.

			“How do you…” The question died on Lina’s tongue.

			A beech tree was carved into the door, many-limbed with branches reaching up toward the casing. Tiny, intricate leaves dotted its branches, interspersed with flowers, whose petals drifted down to encircle the tree’s roots. A fairy tree, just like the one from Jeanne d’Arc’s visions in Domrémy that supposedly cured all ills.

			If nothing else, Lina was certain they were in the right place as she knocked.

			The door swung open a moment later, revealing a tall, striking young woman in her twenties. Her chestnut ringlets were piled atop her head, a few errant curls falling into her face as she narrowed her eyes at the visitors on her doorstep.

			“You are late,” Gisa d’Arc informed them in French, turning with a swish of her skirts and retreating into the gloom of the house. And—was that a sword hanging from her waist?

			Lina and Anne exchanged an uneasy look before stepping inside.

			She wasn’t sure what she had expected to find in the den of a mystic, but it was not…this. The home of Gisa d’Arc looked more like a university than anything else, with shelves lining every wall and tables filled with arcane and modern instruments. An astrolabe sat next to a tiny clock on a chain, the newly invented pocket watch. A pair of bronze celestial globes whirred and turned of their own accord, while a series of interconnected vials and tubes dripped unidentifiable amber liquid into a clear glass bottle in time with the globes’ turns. Birds sang to one another from fine-wrought cages dangling from ceiling beams, and potted plants—many of which Lina could not have identified—took up residence in every sunny windowsill and corner of the house.

			The space should have felt cluttered, but Gisa had kept her home neater than any palace (or convent) Lina had ever seen. Which made it all the more of a surprise to see the mystic frantically stuffing scrolls and tools into three large leather bags.

			“Neither of you has a bad back, do you?” Gisa asked. She looked up at Lina and swept her gaze from head to toe. “Hmm. I’ll give you the lightest one.”

			This was…not the greeting Lina had been expecting. Had this mystic already delved too deep into her power? Was she already mad? Lina gave her head a little shake and cleared her throat.

			“You are Gisa d’Arc? We’ve come—”

			“Yes, yes, I know why you have come,” the mystic snapped impatiently. “I don’t know why you are so late, but we shall make do with the time we have.”

			She stopped her packing and froze in place for a moment, her expression going distant and blank. Lina counted several heartbeats before Gisa seemed to return to herself with a jolt. “Only a few more minutes.”

			“A few more minutes until what?” Anne asked. The witch looked a bit starry-eyed, her voice filled with delighted curiosity. Of course this kind of enigmatic behavior would have her hooked; meanwhile, Lina’s patience was wearing thin.

			Gisa didn’t answer, instead handing a brimming bag first to Anne, then to Lina. Lina sagged under its weight for a moment, adjusting the strap to fit more securely on her shoulder. What in the world had the mystic shoved inside?

			“There is a back door through there,” Gisa said, pointing down the hallway that led away from the main room and shooing Lina and Anne around a table laden with maps in that direction. “Take a left when you exit, and your carriage driver should be on the corner where you left him. Please do not leave without me—it is a long walk to Saint-Mesmin de Micy.”

			“How do you know where we are staying?” Lina demanded, already only half expecting an intelligible response.

			Gisa slung her own bag across her chest, then drew her sword.

			Lina and Anne staggered back—was this woman about to kill them in cold blood? Long-forgotten words and symbols were etched along the blade, which looked ancient but sharp enough to slice the wings off a fly.

			“This was hers, you know. My great-great-aunt’s,” Gisa said. She didn’t seem to notice the terror that had overtaken her guests.

			Without meaning to, Lina took a protective step in front of Anne, who shoved her out of the way with her bloodletting knife drawn. If the circumstances hadn’t been so dire, Lina might have laughed. Strange that they would share this moment of kinship just before their deaths.

			She took Anne by the arm and pulled her backward toward the hallway, stumbling over an errant stack of books and making her ankle bark with pain. Maybe there really was an exit at the end of it, but either way, it was a safer bet than trying to go through Gisa’s sword.

			The mystic stiffened once more, that same blankness sweeping through her body. “They’re here,” she murmured.

			But there was no time to parse the meaning of her warning. The front door crashed open, and half a dozen French soldiers burst inside, weapons drawn. Their eyes landed on Lina, then Anne, but it was Gisa they were after, and it was Gisa they formed a half circle around. No doubt the men expected little trouble from the mystic’s two older companions.

			“Gisa d’Arc, you are under arrest for heresy, sorcery, and murder, on the order of the bishop of Orléans and His Serene Highness the Duke of Orléans,” one of the men announced.[*3] He noted Gisa’s raised sword and gave a dismissive snort, as though a woman could have no chance of wielding a weapon such as that. “If you do not come willingly, we shall add treason against agents of the duke to your crimes.”

			Gisa glided forward, seeming weightless despite the heavy bag at her side and the sword in her hands. The nearest soldier rushed at her, and before Lina could blink, Gisa had batted his blade aside and run hers straight through his chest.

			“Oh my,” Anne breathed beside her.

			A second man shouted, enraged by the death of his comrade, and soon the remaining men had swarmed the mystic, who dipped and spun beneath their attacks, weaving arcs of blood through the air as she cut through soldier after soldier. It was as if she could anticipate their every move, dodging and parrying with impossible precision.

			Through the haze of the fight, the thought occurred to Lina that the mystic could indeed predict the future. The scent of iron filled the air, and Lina’s stomach threatened to revolt. She’d been to battlefields before, and she wanted none of this bloody business.

			After dispatching the fourth man, Gisa paused for just long enough to glare at Lina and Anne. “Go,” she insisted, waving her sword toward the hall.

			And so they did.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 My country has always had an inconsistent approach to mystics. If someone has visions of the divine, they are praised as a conduit to God. But if your visions don’t align with those in power—and worse, you’re a woman—the gift of foresight is liable to get you killed.

				

				
					*2  As usual, Lina had seen right through me. I was concerned about Anne’s desire for retribution, and keeping her otherwise occupied in the name of the Sisterhood seemed like the wisest move. I did not invent their mission purely for this purpose, but I did choose one for them that would have certain…enticements.

				

				
					*3  The Duke of Orléans is my nephew, the third son of François. I doubt he actually knew of Gisa’s existence, but his soldiers certainly made themselves an inconvenience.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 13 ◆

			Anne

			February 23, 1537

			Gisa had told them the truth—there was a door at the end of the hallway, and Anne crashed into it, fumbling for the latch. With a heave, she and Lina tumbled out into an alleyway, lucky that the road was so narrow that the stone wall across the way kept them from falling face-first onto the ground. Gisa’s bag slammed first into Anne’s hip, then into the stone with a crunch. Anne hoped whatever was inside wasn’t too valuable.

			“Left, left,” Lina urged, shoving Anne along. She was limping, but it hardly slowed her.

			There—there was Guillen and the carriage, just as Gisa had said. The Spaniard looked up from the book he had balanced on his lap, his jaw dropping in surprise at their frenzied arrival.

			“My ladies, you’re back so soon—”

			“Drive!” Lina ordered, wrenching open the door and throwing her bag onto the floor before all but diving in herself. “Now!”

			“No!” Anne held up a staying hand to Guillen, who looked more confused than before. “She said to wait for her.”

			Lina motioned for Anne to get inside. “She’ll be lucky to make it out of her house alive, and we’re no good to her or anyone if we get ourselves killed too.”

			“This is our mission,” Anne argued, crossing her arms. “I won’t give up now when we’ve only just begun.”

			“My ladies…” Guillen began. Anne turned toward him in time to see the young man point a trembling finger in the direction they had come. “Is that who we are waiting for?”[*1]

			Gisa d’Arc strode down the alley like a warrior goddess of old. Blood streaked her dress and coated her sword hand, a crimson glove from fingertips to elbow. The blade itself shone in the winter sunlight, reflecting an eerie, luminous glow onto the planes of Gisa’s face. If Anne had harbored any remaining doubts that this woman was of Jeanne d’Arc’s blood, those doubts vanished completely.

			Anne had sat in the audience at the Tower gallows on more than one occasion. She’d even watched her own body double die. But she had never seen someone fight—and kill—the way Gisa d’Arc just had. And the prescient state she had seen Gisa slip into not once but twice…Anne didn’t fully understand mysticism, but she could feel magick when it moved, and this woman made the very air tremble.

			She wanted that power. She wanted that sword. The block that had existed in her mind, the one that had kept her cautious about using her own magick these last few months, was ripped away like a blindfold, and brilliant light filled her eyes. How could Anne have ever feared her gift when it made everything about her sharper, lighter, brighter? She wanted to go back into Gisa’s house, take her bloodletting knife, and fight a battle of her own.

			“Thank you for waiting,” Gisa said when she reached them. She hefted her own bag into the carriage and stepped in to sit beside Lina, who regarded the girl with barely concealed alarm. “But we should go now, before the captain of the Orléans guard realizes six of his soldiers are dead.”
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			Gisa refused to say more until they returned to the abbey. Guillen wrapped the mystic in a horse blanket to cover up her bloody clothes, and Anne and Lina smuggled her—and her three bags—into their room. Anne used a diversion spell to keep the abbey’s inhabitants from looking too closely and noticing the red splatters on Gisa’s face. She was pleased when her curse worked perfectly, despite the new cut along the back of her hand.

			“What is in here?” Anne asked Gisa, finally setting her bag on the ground as Lina closed the door behind them.

			“My most important items. My brothers know to gather the rest from my home and keep it safe until I send for them.”

			The small, square room felt overcrowded with three people, and the reek of drying blood began to overwhelm the space. Anne and Lina retreated to the farthest edge of the room, sitting side by side on Anne’s bed. Meanwhile, Gisa had shed the blanket and was peeling off her ruined clothes, feeding them to the embers of the fire that burned in the hearth. Soon she was down to only her chemise, and beneath the worn-to-sheerness fabric, Anne could see the swirls of blue markings tattooed across the woman’s shoulders, back, chest, belly, and thighs.

			Gisa caught her stare. “I bear the prophecies of my foremothers, lest they be forgotten. Now, can you bespell this room so no one hears?”

			Anne froze. She hadn’t told Gisa she was a witch, and she also hadn’t thought the mystic had seen her use her bloodletting knife when they entered the abbey.

			“I sense your power, just as you do mine,” Gisa said. To prove her point, she added, “Anne Boleyn.”

			Lina gripped Anne’s arm in surprise, or perhaps in warning. Anne’s own heartbeat tripled its efforts, the thrum of blood in her ears almost making it too loud to hear. With as much composure as she could manage, she cast the curse that would ward their quarters against any eavesdroppers.

			“How do you know that name?” Lina demanded.

			“I have been dreaming for some weeks now that you two were coming to find me, and I sensed you harbored a secret. After seeing the visions, I realized I recognized your face.” She looked from Anne to Lina. “Both of your faces. I presume there is something very interesting afoot if two dead English queens have come all this way for me.”

			Anne couldn’t muster a response to that, but it mattered not, for Gisa kept talking.

			“I do not know everything.” The mystic moved to the washbasin, attacking her bloody hands and face with the bar of fine Castile soap they had brought from Santa Cruz. Anne watched with no small amount of dismay as the olive-oil bar turned from off-white to pink. “That is a common misconception about mystics, but each gift is different. My ancestor, Jeanne d’Arc, could dream the potential future for all of France. The weight of that power was her undoing, but it was glorious.”

			The young woman sounded wistful, at least until she began scrubbing anew at her nails and her tone shifted back to pragmatic. “My sight is nearly perfectly precise about my own future—down to waking dreams, which is how I knew the duke’s soldiers would arrive when they did. The farther I get from myself, the murkier my visions become and the more it costs me to see them clearly. I can divine truths for my friends and family, but less for strangers.”

			She placed a soapy hand over her left shoulder, leaving a damp handprint over one of her larger tattoos. “This is what Jeanne saw, from the fairy tree to crowning Charles VII to raising the siege of Orléans to her own death. My other foremothers have named kings and queens long before their births, predicted wars and plagues, and even seen the newest stars before they joined the sky. I do not yet know what my great prophecies will be, but I have a feeling they are tied up with the two of you.”

			There it was again, that feeling of magick shifting in the air. The hairs on the back of Anne’s neck rose in response.

			Gisa gave up on her washing efforts and set the soap aside, drying her hands on the hem of her chemise. She perched herself on the end of the other bed, looking at Anne and Lina expectantly. “I assume that is everything you wish to know. Now, why is it you have come for me?”

			Lina didn’t bite. “First, you must tell us what happened back there with the soldiers.”

			“Oh, that.” Gisa shrugged. “The bishop of Orléans has been looking for an excuse to be rid of me for some time now. He prefers his mystics to be the God-fearing types, and I am…well, not that. I was given the benefit of the doubt on account of my heritage, but once it became clear I was not the second coming of Jeanne d’Arc, holy maiden liberator of Orléans, he grew impatient. He sent an assassin to kill me last week, I assume because a mystic who offers no visions of saints or angels is little better than a witch.”

			“Why an assassin? Why not arrest or exile you?” Anne asked. She didn’t bother to conceal her curiosity, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees.

			Gisa smirked. “You underestimate how popular the d’Arc legacy is in Orléans. To come out against one of us without irrefutable proof would incite a riot.[*2] So the bishop sent his man instead, hoping to do the job quietly. The soldiers today were following up on the death of that assassin, thinking a murder charge would be enough to put me behind bars.”

			“But now you’ve killed six more people,” Lina pointed out. She didn’t sound nearly as impressed as Anne felt. “And had to flee your home.”

			Gisa nodded. “I know. I saw such a future. I am curious where it leads me.”

			Anne didn’t know what to make of the woman. The mystic was young, brimming with untapped power, and even more irreverent than Anne herself. What kind of upbringing had Gisa had? Who had inked those prophecies into her skin? How did she wield a hundred-year-old sword with such ease? What would her prophecies hold? How long before she began to lose her mind to her magick?

			Most importantly: Could she be trusted?

			“We’re here on behalf of the Hellebore Sisterhood,” Anne began.

			She and Lina explained their mission, leaving out details like the name of Marguerite’s university and who exactly was in charge of the Sisterhood. Given that Gisa had slain six soldiers earlier that morning, Anne doubted the mystic would go running to the authorities, but it was best to err on the side of caution until they had the full measure of the d’Arc heir.

			“You are hoping I can act as a sort of connector between mystics in Europe?” Gisa asked when they finished. “To help you find witches in danger?”

			Lina nodded. “That is correct.”

			Gisa considered this for a moment. “I am not certain if my powers extend that far. I have dream walked, but only with my great-grandmother before she died. It would take time, and study, to be able to enter the dreams of a mystic who did not invite me there.”

			Anne couldn’t stop her shoulders from slumping at that revelation. Without Gisa and her ability to communicate with other mystics, their mission would be a thousandfold more difficult.

			“But, if it is any help,” Gisa added, “I do know where you could find two witches right now.”

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 This reminds me, I ought to increase Guillen’s pay. The boy had come to Santa Cruz with his mother, who was one of our earliest recruits for the hospital. To this day, he is one of my most trusted staff.

				

				
					*2 She is not wrong. Jeanne d’Arc is one of my country’s most beloved figures, and the bishop could have easily lost his seat for taking a stand against the d’Arc family, even if one of their number had cursed the entire city.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 14 ◆

			Lina

			“Joie and her granddaughter Bela have claimed sanctuary,” Gisa explained as Guillen drove them to the Basilique Cathédrale Sainte-Croix d’Orléans. The nine o’clock bells had already rung, and the darkened streets were quieter than when Anne and Lina had traversed them earlier that day. “They have been there for eighteen days.”

			According to Gisa, there was a web among a trusted handful of magick wielders in Orléans, connecting enough of the gifted commonfolk so that they could communicate warnings to one another should an arrest or raid be planned for one of their own. [*1] Joie, one of the witch elders, had gotten wind of one such arrest and secreted herself and her twelve-year-old granddaughter to the cathedral almost three weeks ago.

			“The bishop’s hands are tied—he cannot break the sanctity of sanctuary, nor can he abide having two suspected witches under his roof. Any day now he could oust them and exile them—which means almost certain death—or find a way to claim they have committed witchcraft within the church, at which point the law has the authority to arrest them.”

			Lina’s mind had been racing ever since Gisa had revealed that there were witches here in Orléans in need of aid. She wanted more time to think, more time to plan, but she was cobbling together a strategy that just might work.

			“Will your sight be able to assist us?” Lina asked.

			The cathedral was only a few streets away from Gisa’s home on Rue de Bourgogne, and though it had seemed unwise to return to the site of the mystic’s earlier slaughter—let alone the seat of the bishop who had called for her arrest—Lina felt better having Gisa at their backs.

			Gisa shook her head. “Not unless someone intends to do me harm. If it helps, I have no reason to believe I will die this day.”

			“And what about the rest of us?” Anne muttered, to which she received no response.

			Guillen stopped the carriage half a block from the cathedral, as instructed, and Lina turned to face the other two women.

			“I would like to go in alone.”

			She held up a hand when both Anne and Gisa squawked their protests. “Gisa, you are too recognizable, even in a disguise.” The mystic hadn’t thought to pack any clothes in her getaway bags, so she was dressed in Lina’s spare habit, her sword hidden by the robes but her ankles bare, as she stood at least six inches taller than Lina. “You should not enter that church and draw attention to yourself unless there is no alternative.”

			“No one here knows my face,” Anne argued. “And your French isn’t nearly as good as mine.”

			“Be that as it may, I am the only Catholic among us.” At least, she once had been. Lina found her relationship with religion harder to navigate with every passing year as men around the world insisted on perverting the teachings of Christ for their own gain. “There is a chance I can reason with the cathedral’s sexton or caretaker and resolve this without further bloodshed.”

			She gestured to Anne. “Besides, I believe you have the ability to listen to me from afar, should I need help.”

			After a beat, the witch gave a begrudging smile. “You have been looking through my spell books.”

			It was true. During their magick lessons, Lina had leafed through a number of the tomes in Anne’s room. Much of it she still didn’t understand, but she had seen a few spells she thought might be useful. “A listening curse should be simple enough. I will call for aid if I need it, and you and Gisa can use your considerable…abilities. But as you’ll recall, I have rescued someone from one of the most well-guarded prisons in England. Safely removing two people from a church should be no challenge.”

			Anne sighed, and Lina knew she had won. “I was responsible for some of the rescuing,” Anne countered. Still, the witch pricked her finger and murmured a few of those strange, grating words. She pinched Lina’s earlobe and then her own.

			“You can hear me?”

			Anne nodded. “Twice over.”

			“You’re certain you do not want my help?” Gisa asked. “Lady Anne is right about your French.”

			Lina chose to ignore that and opened the carriage door. “Give me one hour. I will return with your friends.”

			She stepped outside and took a deep breath, steeling herself. She walked in the shadows, shivering in the February wind, until she stood outside the doors of the cathedral.

			The cathedral dominated the square, a blend of Roman and Gothic architecture that left Lina feeling minuscule beside its imposing height. Flying buttresses arced high above, and the stone walls near the entrance were worn from years of weather and hands pressed against them. She couldn’t see which scenes were depicted in the stained-glass windows nor which martyrs were carved along the archway as she walked inside, but she hoped this church housed some saint of hope. She could use all the luck she could find.

			“I am in the cathedral,” she whispered for Anne’s benefit.

			The interior was cavernous, the stone-paved floor stretching the length of more than a hundred men from the doors to the apse. Tall columns and wooden ribbing supported the vaulted ceiling, the light of the candles placed along the aisles too dim to lighten the darkest reaches of the building. Lina thought she heard something rustling overhead—a bird nesting in one of the windows?—but saw no one else in the nave or sanctuary.

			Lina had been to many a cathedral in Spain and in England, and she had a good idea of where she could find whichever member of the clergy was tending the cathedral that evening. With a silent apology to her ankle, she marched down the long aisle, looking for a door to a smaller chapel. There—on the right near the choir was a set of doors. Lina knocked, just in case.

			“Come in,” said a voice on the other side.

			She did, and came face-to-face with the bishop of Orléans.

			She knew him by his vestments: the white, tunic-like alb, the red stole draped over his shoulder, the golden cincture at his waist. No common priest would be dressed so finely. He was an old man, with gray wisps of hair and a paunchy face with heavy jowls and deeper wrinkles. Lina had not bargained on the bishop himself being present, though now she was exceedingly glad Gisa was not at her side.

			“Good evening, Your Excellency,” Lina said, dropping into a curtsy. As quickly as she could, she took stock of the space: It was a Lady Chapel, dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary, with a statue of her perched on a dais overlooking three sets of shining wooden pews. She must have interrupted the bishop at prayer, for no one else was in the room.

			The bishop nodded back, a polite enough gesture, though there was an air of impatience to it. “Sister. How may I be of service?”

			“Your Excellency, it is I who hopes to be of service to you.” Lina focused on each word, imitating the Parisian accent both Anne and Marguerite favored. “I have come from Paris after hearing you have…unwanted guests inside the cathedral. Two women: a grandmother and a girl.”

			The bishop frowned but gestured for Lina to sit in the pew across from him. “And how do you come to know of this, Sister?”

			Here was the lie. “My convent in Paris aims to rehabilitate such women, to help them find God. One of our number had traveled to Orléans recently and brought the news back. I have come to offer to take them off your hands.”

			Lina had made a few deductions about the bishop of Orléans, even before she had met him. He was a powerful figure, but not powerful enough to openly contest Gisa d’Arc in a town where her family legacy was stronger than the church itself. He was duty-bound to offer sanctuary but had already proved with the assassin sent to Gisa that he was willing to work around the system to get what he wanted. And what he wanted was a town free from witches and prophets and women who gave him trouble.

			“They are witches,” the bishop snapped, his tone far from Christlike. “Burning at the stake would be more appropriate than rehabilitation. And anyway, they have desecrated the church. Their sanctuary is at an end.”

			The only way to revoke the church’s promise of safety was if the person seeking asylum committed some heinous act: murder, heresy, witchcraft, or other punishable sins. Lina doubted Joie and Bela had been so foolish as to endanger themselves, which meant the bishop was willing to fabricate charges of his own.

			Her stomach dropped, but she pressed forth. “Desecrated?”

			The bishop nodded. “The first night they were here, one of the crosses in the cathedral, located just below the north window, fell from the wall, rusted through.”

			The fault of a leaky window and winter rain, Lina thought.

			“Three days later, one of the sacrament wines was found half drunk.”

			The fault of a thirsty deacon.

			“Last week, one of my clergy came to me in need of medicine for an ailment of”—the bishop paused, seeming to realize the delicate nature of his audience—“of an area no priest would find ailing. He is certain he was cursed.”

			Or your priest doesn’t keep his vows of chastity.

			“And just yesterday, I myself saw a black cat walk down the aisle of the church.” The bishop shook his head in disbelief. “I could tolerate it no longer.”

			Lina bit her tongue and waited a moment to gather herself. “Where are they now, Your Excellency?”

			“We’ve locked them in the crypt overnight. They will be taken before the duke’s provost in the morning.”

			Then there was no time to waste. Lina rose. “Thank you, Your Excellency. It seems you are right—these women are beyond rehabilitation. God be with you.”

			She moved as quickly as she could, barely catching the bishop’s baffled “And also with you, Sister” as she slipped out the door. After a moment of thought, she took off one of her stockings and tied the double door handles together, doing her best to lock the bishop inside. It wouldn’t hold long, but she might need to buy them more time for their rescue.

			“I presume you heard all of that,” she whispered to Anne as she made her way to the crypt. “I will need assistance if there are guards.”

			Lina had no sooner finished saying the words than she saw two gray-robed shadows slip inside the cathedral. Gisa caught her eye and motioned her over.

			“You two were supposed to wait for me,” Lina chided, keeping her voice low. “Your impatience could have gotten us killed.”

			“We did wait,” Gisa replied. “Until we didn’t.”

			“Well done with the bishop, by the way,” Anne added, looking impressed. “And your French really is becoming more passable.”

			Lina wasn’t sure whether to accept the praise or roll her eyes at the insult. That seemed to be the way with Anne Boleyn; teasing barbs were just as much a part of how she expressed affection as were genuine compliments.

			Gisa set off down the aisle. “Follow me, I know the way to the crypt.”

			Luckily, she led them away from the Lady Chapel to the platform where the clergy performed Mass. The mystic knelt behind the altar, stuck her fingers between two engraved panels of stone, and tugged.

			Help, she mouthed.

			Anne and Lina stooped beside her and pulled until the stone began to shift, the sound echoing off the walls. Someone was bound to hear it and come looking. They pulled harder until there was an opening wide enough for a person to pass through. A staircase descended into pure darkness below.

			Gisa didn’t hesitate, plunging into the gloom. Anne followed, muttering a curse that lit a small flame in her hand to light the way. Lina was next, the reek of dust and decay hitting her nose two steps down. When she reached the bottom, all she could see were the shapeless tombs of the dead reaching in every direction until they bled into the dark.

			“Joie! Bela!” Gisa’s whisper sounded like a shout in the eerie quiet of the crypt. “Are you down here?”

			Somewhere nearby, footsteps shuffled, causing Lina to start. “Gisa?” a girl’s voice called.

			“To me! Hurry!” Gisa moved toward the voice, Anne following with her meager light. Lina wondered how it didn’t manage to burn her hand.

			She could make out two more figures now—a short, older woman and a willowy girl who held something in her arms. Lina peered closer and nearly laughed aloud when the cat’s eyes caught the reflection from Anne’s fire. Lina had always been fond of cats, while Henry had detested them. Her husband had no time for creatures who valued independence or consent.[*2]

			“This way.” Gisa herded Joie and Bela toward the crypt’s entrance. They retraced their path, this time with Lina ascending first.

			“What in God’s name is happening here?”

			Lina was halfway up the stairs when she heard the bishop’s voice ring out. She should have known her stockings wouldn’t hold him. When she surfaced, he gave her a bewildered look.

			“Sister? What is the meaning of this?”

			Anne emerged next, and Lina saw the bishop’s eyes go wide at the sight of her magick. Then came Gisa, and Lina thought his jaw might smack the stones below.

			“You—you—women! Witches!” He didn’t seem to know which accusation carried more weight. He bore no weapon but reached for Bela when he saw her, singling out the most vulnerable of their group. His hand clamped onto the girl’s shoulder as he wrenched her away from the others.

			The cat did not like that. With a yowl, she leaped from Bela’s arms and attached herself to the bishop’s face, tail puffed to thrice its size and claws finding purchase in his sagging flesh.

			The bishop’s scream was muffled by the cat’s fur, but loud enough that Lina knew it would bring guards running. Gisa was one step ahead, her sword out. The cat, sensing her work was done, detached herself, leaving the bishop’s face in bloody ruins, just in time for Gisa to ram the hilt of her sword into his temple. He dropped, unconscious, nearly falling into the crypt. Briefly, Lina considered giving him an extra nudge.

			“Joie, Bela, meet my friends Anne and Lina,” Gisa said, her chest heaving. She grinned. “Now let’s get you somewhere truly safe.”

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  This is what I long to create with the Sisterhood. A way for women and other vulnerable people to stay safe when the wolves are at their doors, to help one another and grow stronger together. Think of what could be done if we were united and supported instead of siloed and divided.

				

				
					*2  Little wonder witches tend to have cats as their familiars.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 15 ◆

			Anne

			February 27, 1537

			“As requested, one mystic and two witches,” Anne announced to Marguerite when they stumbled out of the carriage in Paris. “And a rather spectacular cat.”

			They’d sent a messenger ahead to prepare Marguerite, arriving at her residence near Château d’Amboise in the darkest hour of the night to avoid prying eyes. Paris was only a four-day ride from Orléans, and both Joie and Bela needed care and rest from their ordeal before they could make the long journey to their new home at Santa Cruz de Madrid.

			Anne had grown fond of their new charges in their short time together. Joie was in her sixties, a woman of wisdom despite the fact she had no formal education and hardly knew her letters. She was quick to laugh and slow to anger, ever patient with her young charge. Bela had been shy, preferring the company of her cat—who was named Coco, Anne learned—at first. But slowly, the young girl opened up, revealing a soul as delicate and resilient as a fern. Fittingly, Joie’s magick, which she was teaching to her granddaughter, was based in herbalism.

			“I learned from my grandmother too,” Anne had told Bela following their mad dash out of Orléans. The poor child had looked positively seasick, and Anne was determined to take her mind off the jolting carriage ride.

			“Well, technically she was my stepgrandmother,” Anne amended, prattling on even as Bela kept her face buried in Coco’s fur. “My maternal grandmother died before I was born, but my Grandmam was her cousin.”

			She didn’t mention how strange it was that her grandfather, Thomas Howard, had chosen his cousin-in-law for his second wife. Bela didn’t need to know the peculiarity of English nobility and their bloodlines. And anyway, the marriage had worked out for the best, because Grandmam had been a learned witch in courtly magick—distraction, diversion, deception—if a bit unorthodox in her teachings.

			“She made my sister and me practice truth curses on each other, until we lost track of what was real and what was lies. And I can recall one occasion when she demanded we use a spell for beauty to transfer some of our own youth to her.” That had not gone well—both Anne and Mary had suffered from tired, aching joints for weeks, while Grandmam had broken out with a severe, if temporary, case of acne.

			Bela had finally laughed when Anne described Grandmam trying to reverse the curse by willing herself to be old again, only to wind up turning her eyebrows pure white. When Bela eased her grip on Coco, Joie had given Anne a small smile of thanks. The cat began to purr too, grateful to no longer be trapped in the anxious, viselike grip of her owner.

			“Grandmam’s eyebrows are now well and truly white,” Anne went on, “but at the time, it was quite a shock. She was only, well, about my age at the time.” Could that be? Had so much time passed? “And I would be rather upset if my eyebrows betrayed me in that manner.”

			Grandmam, now the Dowager Duchess of Norfolk (and stepmother of Anne’s loathsome uncle), was still alive and well. She had even carried Anne’s train on her wedding day, which felt like a lifetime ago. These days, the duchess spent most of her time at her estates at Horsham and Lambeth, acting as guardian to several other Howard grandchildren whose parents had died or misspent their fortunes, an unfortunate family trait. Among her charges was Anne’s cousin Katherine. Kat was only a few years older than Bela, though the opposite in temperament from the quiet, shy French girl. She was the type to make friends wherever she went and would have pulled Bela out of her shell in a heartbeat. Or she would have terrified Bela with her unflagging, impulsive gaiety. Either way, the thought made Anne smile.

			After those tense initial hours, Joie and Bela grew more comfortable, helped by Gisa’s calming presence. (Anne didn’t consider the mystic calming—more like wonderfully terrifying, but she was well-trusted by the witches.) They had escaped Orléans without pursuit, and when grandmother and granddaughter stepped out of the carriage in Paris four days later, Marguerite brought them inside, where a warm hearth and a hearty meal awaited the weary travelers.

			“Well done,” she said to Anne and Lina, her eyes aglow as she watched the newest members of the Sisterhood tuck into their meals. “Well done indeed.”
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			Joie and Bela were just the beginning.

			It was like tracking an ermine in winter, Anne thought, following this whisper network of magick. Only if you looked just right could you see a flash of movement, a pair of eyes or whiskers against the snow.

			Gisa had been the first piece to fall into place. She’d written to those she trusted back in Orléans, encouraging them to come to Spain for safe haven. Few had the resources to do so, but it was a start, as they promised to spread the word to magickal friends and relations. Gisa also plied her family connections, trying to contact any other mystics who would trust the d’Arc name. Twice now, she had managed a dream walk, which led to the three of them setting off to a remote corner of Europe to find a witch.

			For all that the d’Arc heir could be scattered and inscrutable, she never let her focus slip from their goal. She also never passed up a chance to wield her sword instead of her gift, and Anne was beginning to think she should get a weapon of her own.

			“Whenever you decide to ask, I’ll teach you,” Gisa promised. “Though I fear you won’t be very good at it.”

			Anne had offered a withering look in response. “And why is that?”

			“You have magick. Why would you take the time—and believe me, it takes a great deal of time and sweat and discipline, all things I know you to dislike—to master the sword?”

			“You have magick too,” Anne pointed out.

			At that, Gisa had flashed a fanged grin. “But my magick can’t kill anyone. Great-Aunt Jeanne’s blade can.”

			Despite Gisa’s slightly murderous streak, much of the time their work felt more like espionage than battle, and Anne realized Lina would have made a superb spymaster. Anne and Gisa funneled information, sometimes mere rumors, to her, and Lina parsed what seemed true and what seemed like a false or doomed lead. How that woman’s mind worked, Anne would never understand. Henry had been a fool to divorce her, a fool not to just hand over the crown and let his wife—his breathtakingly intelligent wife—lead. Lina thought like a scholar and a general all at once, concocting disguises, methods of travel, and excuses for their presence everywhere from the Netherlands to Portugal.

			“I wish I were more like you,” Anne told her once. “I have a habit of not thinking things through before I leap into them.” She declined to give examples, though she figured Lina could furnish a few.

			Lina had flushed at the compliment, and her dry “You don’t say” sounded more like thank you than anything else. Who would have guessed that after just a few short months, Catalina de Aragón could get all mushy over something the impetuous Anne Boleyn said?

			Once they tracked down the witch or woman they were searching for, Anne and Gisa did what they did best: magick. Sight and spells came together to pull off improbable rescues and convince frightened women they were in safe hands. Marguerite funded it all, handing over every coin they requested. And slowly, their efforts began to show.

			They found a woman awaiting trial in a dungeon in Paris, accused of turning her husband’s manhood into a leafy twig. (She had indeed done so, but he had deserved it.) Anne bespelled the locks on their way in and out of the dungeon, and once given a bloodletting knife, the other witch cursed her jailer with the same arboreal affliction she’d given her husband.

			There were three healers in Bilbao whose skill threatened the livelihoods of the physicians in their neighborhood enough that the men had reported them for witchcraft just to drum up better business among the sick. Lina masqueraded as a Spanish noblewoman to pay off the physicians’ witnesses and the inquisitor himself. She made sure to report the men behind the false claim for tax evasion—a rather serious crime against the empire—before they left town.

			A teenage witch in Porto was headed for the gallows until Gisa stepped in and disposed of the four soldiers escorting her to her execution. The two of them escaped via a boat on the Douro that Lina had chartered, blood-soaked and triumphant, and to the best of Anne’s knowledge, King João[*] still had a bounty out on their heads.

			And they smuggled a whole coven—two sisters and their three daughters—out of The Hague just before the autumnal equinox. The littlest girl had red hair, just like Elizabeth, the resemblance strong enough that Anne knew, illogical and misplaced though the instinct was, that she would have used every scrap of power and drop of blood at her disposal to save her.

			Stars above, she missed her daughter.

			By the end of November, Santa Cruz had taken in more than a dozen witches and another twenty or so women falsely accused of magick. While the latter lacked the gift, they made up for its absence with decades of medicinal training, and Marguerite was happy to put them to work in the hospital. All told, Anne, Lina, and Gisa had completed seven trips crisscrossing Europe when Marguerite called them home.

			“You’ve already done more than I could have hoped,” she told them when they overlapped at Santa Cruz that autumn. “You need to rest, and I don’t want to tempt fate by drawing attention to our activities. We’ll resume in the spring.”

			Anne realized, even as she welcomed a temporary reprieve from life on the road, that for the first time that she could remember in a long, long time, she was truly happy.

			She had always been a woman of two worlds. One foot on the throne, the other in the Sisterhood. One hand pretending to hold the cross around her neck in God-fearing England, one (bloodier) hand grasping the magick of her foremothers. Spain felt like a place where she could be just one Anne, a place where she could be queen and rebel, woman and witch, destroyer and healer all at once. The only thing she was not here was mother, and the thought of returning to Elizabeth was the only temptation that remained across the sea.

			That, and the never-fading desire to see Henry Tudor dead in the ground.

			Her old grudges still kept her awake at night, wondering if she could curse Henry from across an ocean or if the magick would lose its potency from such a great distance. More often, she thought of Elizabeth, especially in September, when her birthday came and went. Her baby was another year older, and she probably lost what few memories she had of Anne with every passing minute. But Anne did not yet have a plan to fix all that had gone wrong in England, at least not one that Lina or Marguerite would ever agree to. (In hindsight, she could admit that her instinct to simply murder Henry without considering the consequences was not particularly well thought out.)

			So as winter came to Madrid, she buried the vengeance and the longing deeper in her heart…but always within reach.
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					*  For those keeping track, this is another of Lina’s nephews. João III is the son of Lina’s sister Maria de Aragón and Portugal’s King Manuel, who had first married Lina’s eldest sister, Isabella. (If you ask me, the Spanish and Portuguese are certainly a tight-knit group of monarchs.)

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 16 ◆

			Lina

			December 14, 1537

			When word came from England that the country was in mourning, it was not Henry, but Jane Seymour who was dead.

			In fact, Henry’s third wife had been gone nearly two months, but colder weather meant news traveled slowly. She had given birth to a son—a son—in October, but never recovered from the labor and died just two weeks later.[*1] Based on the pomp and circumstance of Jane’s funeral, Henry had truly loved her, or at least more than he had his previous two wives.

			Santa Cruz was aflutter with the gossip at supper, and Lina and Anne had exchanged a single look and hurried to their rooms before anyone could ask them questions. Anne had gone straight to the cupboard in her room and opened a bottle of decadent French wine, a gift from Marguerite for her birthday, and poured generously.

			“Gisa couldn’t have seen this?” Anne stared at the bottom of her goblet, which she had emptied in record time.

			Lina was sipping hers more slowly. “That a woman she’s never met half a world away would die in childbirth?”

			“That the queen of England would die and leave behind a blasted heir.”

			“You know that’s not how her gift works,” Lina pointed out. “And she is busy enough with all Marguerite has her doing.” Still, she agreed with Anne. It would have been nice if the news hadn’t come as such a surprise. Or if the news had been different. Why was it that Henry, with all his ailments and maladies, clung to life while his wives dropped dead around him?

			Anne reached for the bottle of wine on the table between them and refilled her glass. “Is it petty of me to admit I’m jealous she got a queen’s funeral? She gets laid to rest at Windsor Castle, while I was ingloriously beheaded at the Tower of London.”

			It was a bit unfair, wasn’t it? Though if anyone deserved the highest honor of a burial spot, it would have been Lina. Or rather, Sister Agnes. “It helped that Jane wasn’t a witch,” she said instead. “Regular women are beheaded less frequently.”

			“True,” Anne acknowledged. “But at least that would have made her more interesting. In fact, then I might have actually liked her.”

			“Well, she’s as dead as we are now, except I doubt she’s coming back.”

			Lina found she could pity Jane and hate this new claimant to the throne in equal measure. Edward the Usurper, she and Anne decided to call him. So like a man—even an infant one—to take the rightful place of women.

			“Jane may not have been one of us, but she was kind to Mary,” Lina added, feeling as though she shouldn’t speak too ill of the dead. “Without her efforts, reconciliation would never have been possible. Mary would still be languishing in her own banishment, and she would have wasted away out of sight and out of mind.”

			That much they had known from reports from Marguerite over the last year, that Jane had taken Mary under her wing and restored her to the royal household after Anne’s…departure, albeit without a place in Henry’s line of succession. A bastard Mary would remain, it seemed, now that there was a prince. Still, Jane had made peace between Mary and Henry, something that had been far from possible during Anne’s reign, given that Mary hated her with every fiber of her being. Lina’s daughter had refused to even speak to Henry for most of the three years Anne was on the throne, and Lina had had to admit that Jane had been a force for good between father and daughter.

			“Kind might be a strong word,” Anne hedged. “Yes, Mary is back in royal favor, but now she has to live in the viper’s nest of court.”

			“Mary can take care of herself,” Lina said, her voice full of a mother’s pride. “It’s high time she rejoined society.”

			With Mary in her twenties, potential suitors would be lining up now that she was back in the crown’s good graces. In all likelihood, Henry would marry his daughter off to an unknown foreigner for an alliance in Europe and never think about her again, which Lina knew could be a blessing or a curse. Mary deserved a life far away from her toxic, cruel father, but she also deserved England. How Lina wished she could have both.

			But Anne’s concern for Mary wasn’t unfounded, and Lina feared how far Mary could fall now if she lost the king’s favor. She knew just how quickly the tides of Henry’s esteem could turn, and she hated the thought of her daughter’s heart being broken again.

			“Mary will be fine,” Lina said, feeling a bit like she was convincing herself rather than Anne. “You and I survived court, didn’t we?”

			Anne gestured to her plain, distinctly unqueenly dress, finishing with a flourish near her crownless head. “Not exactly. But I am glad Mary isn’t so isolated any longer,” she clarified. “And I know it’s partly my fault she was removed from the line of succession in the first place.”

			“Some might argue it’s entirely your fault,” Lina retorted with a sharp look in Anne’s direction.

			“Fair,” Anne conceded. “Though I think it would be sporting to lay the lion’s share of the blame upon our husband. May his reign be short and filled with diseases of the nether regions.”

			Lina gave a snort of laughter and raised her wine. They clinked their glasses together, then fell back into silence.

			“What now?” Anne asked after a few minutes. Her words were ever so slightly slurred from the drink. “What do we do about Henry?”

			It had been a while since they had last spoken of him, of the promises Anne had made back in England and the revenge they both wanted.

			“Could this be our chance?” Anne barreled on when Lina didn’t immediately reply. “We could ask Marguerite to let us return to England.”

			“To do what? Kill the king?”

			Anne shrugged. “I don’t see why not. He has his precious heir now. All there is left for Henry to do is more damage.”

			Lina took a slow breath, her mind looking for an answer that would appease the witch. Anne wasn’t wrong that Henry was a terrible king from every angle: treasury, foreign policy, diplomacy, even relationships with his own advisers, courtiers, and family.[*2] Removing him from power would benefit England in the long term.

			But in the short term? Chaos.

			“My first son lived for almost two months,” Lina said quietly. “And then he died. There is no guarantee that Edward will be any different. You and I both know that there is something wrong with Henry’s bloodline, that we’re lucky Mary and Elizabeth survived their infancies when so many of their would-be siblings did not.”

			Anne looked away, conceding that point, at least.

			“If we move against Henry now, when his heir is vulnerable, we could be setting up England, setting up our daughters, for disaster. We’re only two generations out from the Civil Wars, when the Yorks and Lancasters slaughtered each other for the crown. With Henry out of the way and only a baby and two bastard daughters to his name, every claimant from Cornwall to Cumberland would come out of the woodwork. Mary and Elizabeth would become instant targets for assassination to clear a path.”

			Lina shuddered at the thought. The girls would be so vulnerable, with no birthright and no parents to protect them.

			But Anne wasn’t ready to give up. “So do you propose we just wait? Wait for Edward to grow up, for Henry to grow old?”

			Yes, Lina almost said. Would that be so bad? She hated Henry still, she always would. But after a year away, the need to hurt him like he had hurt her was fading. There were, perhaps, more important things than revenge, and Lina might just have found those very things with the Sisterhood.

			“I propose we watch him,” Lina said aloud. “We watch how he treats our daughters, who he marries next, what kind of father he is to Edward. Marguerite will keep us informed—”

			Anne threw her head back in frustration, then shoved out of her chair. “More waiting! I’m sorry, Lina, I know everything you are saying makes sense, that it’s the right thing to do. But don’t you miss Mary? Don’t you want to go home to our daughters?”

			“Of course I do!” Lina exploded, emotion finally getting the best of her. She set her wineglass down lest she shatter it in her grip. “I miss her so much that I don’t think I’ve taken a full breath in the last six years. There is something lodged here”—she struck the spot just below her ribs—“that aches whenever I think about her a thousand times a day. But right now, her world is better without me in it. She’s back at court. Henry has forgiven her. And she doesn’t have to bear the secret of knowing her mother is alive.”

			“Better to bear the grief of believing you dead?” Anne snapped.

			“Yes.” Lina sighed, then took a long pull of her wine, letting the alcohol blunt the sharp edges of this fight. “Yes. My desire to get even with her father will never outweigh my desire to see her safe and happy.”

			Anne’s expression flickered from anger to frustration to understanding. At last, the fight went out of her, and she held up her hands in defeat. “You’re right. I know you are. And I’m sorry for what I said. I just…I just hate that he got away with it. That he destroyed us, and he’ll never have to face the consequences.”

			There must have been something broken in the woman’s voice, because Lina did something she had never done before. She stood up and wrapped Anne Boleyn in a hug. It was clumsy and strange, and after about three seconds, she let go and backed away.

			“He did not destroy us,” Lina told Anne, who was staring at her with a mix of astonishment and confusion, or perhaps like she had grown a second head. “And he never will. I promise you: We won’t let him destroy anyone else, not our daughters, not any future queen. If it comes to that, I’ll throw all my reasons out the window and follow you straight into battle.”

			“Even if the Sisterhood says no?”

			“Even then. But until that point, I want to ask you something in return.”

			Anne still looked a little wonderstruck, though Lina had to wonder how much of that was the hug and how much was the wine. “Anything.”

			“I want you to let the pain go, just a little bit. We have a life here. A good one filled with good work. And I’ve seen you in the moments when you forget about Henry, when you aren’t holding on to all that anger, when you give yourself over to the present instead of the past. I would never ask you to forget—especially not Elizabeth—but you can’t let your hatred poison you. If you do, then Henry truly does win.”

			Lina should have been expecting what happened next, given she had been the one to open the floodgates, but she was still startled when Anne rushed over and hugged her with a bone-crushing ferocity.

			“I haven’t told you often enough, but thank you. For rescuing me, for everything,” the witch said. “And if there’s anyone I hope to do right by in this second chance at life, it is you.”

			Lina patted her back. Maybe this hugging thing wasn’t so bad. It reminded her, strangely, of her youth and her own sisters, with whom she’d once been so close. “Just be happy, when you can. And when you can’t, make your anger count.”

			When Anne finally let go, Lina reached for her wineglass. “To a new beginning.”

			Anne’s smile was watery, her eyes suspiciously bright. “And to Jane, thorn though she may have been. Let us hope she made Henry at least the tiniest bit miserable.”

			Lina couldn’t help but laugh. “To Jane.”

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 I felt sorry for Jane, a queen for only a year and a half before her body broke bearing Henry the son he’d always wanted. I wonder sometimes if there was anything we could have done to help her, to convert her, and, in the end, to save her. But I suppose I’ll never know.

				

				
					*2  As it turns out, no one likes a bully.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 17 ◆

			Anne

			December 15, 1537

			The next morning, a hangover loomed the moment Anne woke. With a groan, she rolled over, intent on sleeping long and deep, making up for all the hours she had missed during their months of travel, and hopefully keeping her pounding headache at bay.

			But her conversation with Lina nagged at her. And Anne knew she had a new promise to keep, one that was just as important as getting her revenge on Henry.

			She had to make Lina proud. She had to make herself whole.

			Already, ideas were forming. She would finally ask Gisa to teach her how to use a sword. She would see if she could be of use at the hospital, perhaps advising on the herbs she knew to be most useful in spells and tonics. And when their rest period was up, she would save a hundred more witches from the stake.

			Still, a little bit of extra sleep wouldn’t be amiss. Certainly no person could be whole after so much wine. So when her door opened just after dawn and someone shook her shoulder, she very nearly cursed Gisa into the next life.

			“Go away,” Anne said after opening her eyes a sliver and determining she did not need to use her bloodletting knife or speak the curse that would have laid Gisa out flat.

			Gisa, the beast, pulled Anne’s covers back. “I woke up with a tingling feeling in my head. You want to ask a favor of me.”

			Mystics could be so troublesome with their all-knowing ways. “Not right now,” Anne gasped, cold air washing over her.

			“What is it?”

			Anne scrabbled for her blankets, but Gisa held them out of reach. “I was considering asking you to teach me how to wield a sword—”

			The younger woman’s eyes lit up. “Finally! Let’s get started.”

			“Not. Right. Now,” Anne repeated, wondering if she would be able to curse Gisa into silence or if she would see it coming.

			“I’m already awake. I teach you now, or I don’t teach you at all.”

			Anne finally wrenched her covers back over her body, burrowing into their warmth. “Not at all is fine with me.”

			Gisa snorted. “I’ll see you in the courtyard in twenty minutes.”

			Anne wanted to prove the mystic wrong, make her doubt her own sight, but she wanted to try Jeanne d’Arc’s sword more. Still, she took her time getting out of bed and getting dressed, arriving a full half hour after Gisa’s rude awakening.

			She should have had breakfast too, weak though her stomach felt, for it wasn’t long before her insides were growling for food and her arms were trembling with the weight of the sword that Gisa handled with such ease.

			“Have you no muscles?” Gisa asked, peering at Anne’s arms after instructing her through a slow series of blocks and parries that made Anne’s head pulse in time with the movements. “The sword is not that heavy.”

			“I’m sure I am strong enough to run you through,” Anne ground out.

			Gisa laughed. “Oh, I do not die today.”

			It had become something of a joke between them, a good luck charm before their missions. Anne let the tip of the blade fall back to the courtyard stones, and her body felt instant relief. “Do you know when you will?” What a horrible burden that would be to carry.

			“Not yet,” Gisa admitted. “But when it comes, I will sense it. Unless, of course, my mind has left me by then.”

			“It is certainly already on its way,” Anne snipped. “No sane woman would wake me at such an ungodly hour and expect to live.”

			Gisa ignored the barb. “Not all mystics go mad, you know, and I do not intend to lose myself in the pursuit of power. Not even for the Sisterhood.”

			Good, Anne thought. It was smart that the woman was drawing boundaries. For all the good it did, the Hellebore Sisterhood came with more than its share of danger and sacrifice, something Anne had learned the hard way.

			“Well, here’s a compelling scene.” Lina’s voice, filled with far too much amusement for the early hour, carried across the courtyard. “I can just see Titian before his easel now, painting his next masterpiece: The Tired Witch and the Gloating Mystic.”

			She came to stand by Anne’s side, peering down at the ancient blade Anne was now using more like a crutch than a weapon, then back at Anne with a slightly gloating look of her own. “It appears we have found the one thing Anne Boleyn cannot do.”

			Anne lifted her chin high. “I’d like to see you try it.”

			The other woman reached for the sword, which Anne happily handed over. “I’m sure it’s not that difficult.”

			Despite her smaller stature, Lina hefted the blade with ease and spun it twice in her grip. “It’s a beautiful weapon, Gisa,” she said, before handing it back to Anne.

			Anne gaped at her. “How did you do that?”

			Lina gave one of her small, secret smiles and whispered, “You’re not the only one who has considered killing Henry Tudor.”
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			Exercises with Gisa became a part of Anne’s daily routine that winter, though her progress was both slow and painful. (It appeared she did in fact lack muscles in her arms, but if Lina could use a sword, then Anne certainly would not be left behind.) Lina began teaching at the university during their break from travel, offering lessons in history and politics to the eager, curious students, and Gisa was instructed to redouble her studies to learn more about dream walking.

			Meanwhile, Anne had been placed—or rather, thrust, with no shortage of misgivings—into her own new task. She’d made the mistake of mentioning her desire to help at the hospital to Marguerite, and the Sisterhood leader had taken the idea and run with it.

			“Focus, Anne,” Dr. Al-Bashar coached. “Let the spell take hold.”

			Anne held her pose a moment longer, fingertips pressed against the temples of the seizing child on the hospital cot, willing her magick to work. Finally, only after sweat had started beading on her neck, did Anne feel her power flow into the little girl, whose entire body seemed to sigh and then relax.

			When Anne looked up, Dr. Al-Bashar was smiling. “You’re getting better at this.”

			Anne had—under strict supervision of the university’s head physician—begun testing her powers to help patients suffering from ailments of the mind. At first, Anne had balked at Marguerite’s suggestion. “My magick? In a hospital?” she’d asked, thinking her friend was making a joke. When she’d volunteered, Anne had expected to be stocking the apothecary or helping organize the wards.

			The thought of Anne doing anything more…medicinal was absurd. The women in her family had used magick to cure small ailments, tend to wounds, and that sort of thing. But the Boleyns bore little resemblance to hedge witches and village healers. Anne’s magick had been honed for a life at court, a life of intrigue, a life of manipulation and secrets and self-preservation. And though she was no warrior-witch, she certainly knew more ways to hurt than to heal.

			The healing arts were an entirely different realm, one that Anne thought required an entirely different sort of person. She was not nurturing or soothing. She had little warmth and even less patience. No one wanted her at their bedside.

			But Marguerite had been adamant. “You need this work as much as it needs you,” she’d replied.

			Her first day on the job had been a disaster; the moment the physician handed her a bloodletting knife, Anne’s hands had started trembling so badly she’d dropped the blade and nearly cut off her own toe. She had never used her magick like this, and she was afraid of making every patient she touched worse instead of better. But Dr. Al-Bashar was persistent, and she spent an hour each day helping Anne discover new ways to wield her gifts.

			It helped some that Gisa promised Anne wouldn’t kill anyone with her magick whenever Anne asked the mystic to divine her future. But then again, it was always hard to tell just how serious—or accurate—Gisa could be.

			More than once, after a particularly grueling session, Anne found herself jealous of Lina teaching at the university. Surely it would be easier for Anne to teach the young witches there, better for her to pass along useful knowledge than to court trouble by trying to train her magick to do something new. Marguerite was open to the suggestion, despite having a handful of seasoned witches already doing the same work, but Dr. Al-Bashar had always told Anne to wait one more day, to try one more time.

			One afternoon, Dr. Al-Bashar had brought her to see a woman who had just lost a child to a sweating sickness. The woman was so heartbroken that she wouldn’t eat or sleep or speak.

			“Luisa, this is my assistant, Señora Anne,” Dr. Al-Bashar said. She spoke in Spanish, the language Anne still struggled to translate. “She is going to try to make you feel better. Is that all right?”

			Luisa did not reply. She had just continued to stare blankly at the wall across from her cot. Luisa’s eyes were unfocused, her cheeks hollow, and her hair tangled and obscuring her face. Anne had felt a swell of empathy for the woman who carried a wound no one could see. Anne knew something of that, and she gently sat at Luisa’s side.

			“What can I do?” Anne asked.

			“She needs to rest,” Dr. Al-Bashar replied. “If she won’t sleep, her mind will shatter. Her body too. She still has a family, and I hope we can make her well enough to return to them.”

			A sleeping spell was easy enough. The woman didn’t even flinch when Anne brought out her knife, pricked the pad of her thumb, and placed her hand around Luisa’s wrist. Anne felt Luisa’s pulse under her hand, the beat blending with the throb of her bleeding finger. Anne whispered a spell for sleep, her voice shaking ever so slightly. Only then did Luisa seem to take notice of Anne, turning and looking her full in the face before her eyes began to drift closed.

			For the next few days, Anne helped Luisa rest, using some of the spells her sister Mary had favored to weave peaceful, happy dreams so Luisa could have a break from the pain she carried. On the third day after Anne began her ministrations, Luisa agreed to some bread and broth, and after a week, she began to speak. Her first word was to Anne: “Gracias.”

			That success had been wonderful and exhausting, and now, even months later, it kept Anne afloat. Blending magick and science was painstaking work, Dr. Al-Bashar and Anne reviewing spells a dozen times over before putting them to use. Sometimes the spells made no difference. But every now and again, Anne’s words could brighten a clouded mind or calm a troubled thought, and there was a singular type of joy found in healing that Anne had never known before, knitting together a part of her heart that had cracked when she left her former life behind.

			As the weeks went by, she and Dr. Al-Bashar had gotten into a rhythm of working together every morning, then sharing a mealtime. The early March weather was cool, bordering on cold, but Anne and the doctor found a sunny patch in the hospital courtyard tucked away from the wind, Anne thinking smugly of how England would be swamped by rain this time of year while Madrid enjoyed milder days. Students and teachers and witches called out greetings as they passed, and Anne smiled and waved around her meal of bread and cheese.

			She hadn’t been among so many people since she had lived in the palace, and sometimes it still felt strange to be treated like any other woman rather than a queen. Though Gisa knew the truth, Anne and Lina had been careful not to bring up their pasts around anyone else, not even Dr. Al-Bashar, but Anne often wondered just how much the woman knew. After all, neither Anne nor Lina hid their education, and there were precious few women who were afforded such opportunities in Europe, their number almost exclusively noble or royal born.

			“How did you come to be a physician?” Anne asked, curious what Dr. Al-Bashar’s own upbringing had been like.

			Dr. Al-Bashar was eating from a tin of almonds and dried dates, and she chewed thoughtfully for a moment before answering. “My father was a physician, and my mother his assistant. For centuries, my family lived in Granada, at least until the Inquisition began. We were once Muslim, but became Moriscos to avoid exile. For a while, it worked, and we were safe.”

			Anne’s jaw went tight. Why was it that the world insisted upon tearing itself to pieces over religion? She would never understand being so convinced your god was better than someone else’s that you’d fear or hate or kill those who didn’t believe.

			“When my cousins were suspected of having lapsed in their new Christian faith, they were expelled from Granada. Their reputation tainted ours. My father lost patients and income, my mother succumbed to fever, and my father died a broken man not long after.”

			Anne dropped her eyes, knowing that despite all she had been through, she could never understand that kind of persecution and trauma. “I am very sorry.”

			The physician paused to take a breath. “By then I had learned my father’s trade and was treating anyone who needed help, regardless of whether they could pay. One day, I helped a woman take care of a pregnancy she did not want. She was a noblewoman in the Spanish court, and her husband was abusive, prone to fits of violence even against his pregnant wife. She feared for her life and the child’s and decided not to bring a baby into such a dangerous world. The woman told me about the Sisterhood—or, at least, the rumors she had heard—and put me in touch with a contact in the north. Eventually I made my way to Madrid and the hospital, where I met Lady Marguerite. She was perhaps the first person, besides my parents, to truly see me for who I was and what I had to offer.”

			Anne knew that feeling. Her younger days in France had given Anne a similar sense of coming into her own, encouraged by Marguerite’s unwavering vision for the future of womankind. And now here she was, being reborn again. Just look at her: The sleeves of her dress, a simple linen thing she wouldn’t have imagined wearing two years ago, were rolled to her elbows, and her hands were dry, cracked, and scarred. (The doctor had her washing her hands constantly, explaining that every time Anne used her blood magick, she risked infection if the cuts weren’t properly cleaned. Anne had argued that bloodletting knives were always bespelled against disease, but Dr. Al-Bashar said science won out over magick every time.) Gone were the hands of a noblewoman, of a queen, and in their place were the hands of a—dare she say it—healer. Scars, calluses, and even her missing pinkie made Anne feel she had re-earned her place among the Sisterhood.

			Anne brought herself back to the present moment, realizing she’d been asked a question.

			“I’m sorry?”

			“I asked whether you are still feeling any pains from your wound,” Dr. Al-Bashar said, pointing to Anne’s hand. She must have noticed Anne looking. “Do you feel it has improved?”

			Anne’s attention went back to her missing finger, where she traced the mass of scars from a life that now seemed little more than a dream. “Yes and no,” she replied. “Some days, I don’t notice it at all. On others, it still burns like someone has put a smoldering ember underneath my skin. But even on the painful days, I am reminded that my freedom was well worth the price.”

			She had told Dr. Al-Bashar that she had cast the curse that cost her finger to escape her ex-husband, but she had not mentioned that husband happened to be the king of England, may he rot in the deepest, hottest depths of hell.

			They were quiet for a few moments, watching the last of the leaves on the courtyard trees flutter and cling to their branches in the early-spring breeze. Soon, those leaves would be growing again.

			“Do you think about it often? The life you left behind?” The physician seemed focused on her own meal, but Anne knew she was listening closely for an answer.

			So she answered honestly. “Every single day.”

			But ever since that conversation with Lina when they’d learned of Jane Seymour’s death, she hadn’t let the fury back in. And now, after long months of practice, Anne found she could think of Elizabeth without wanting to cry. And she could think of Henry without wanting to scream. Or, at least, not so loudly.

			“Don’t get stuck living in the past,” Dr. Al-Bashar advised, standing up and brushing off the apron she wore while working in the hospital. She extended a hand to Anne and helped her to her feet.

			Anne took a deep breath, pulling a last bit of fresh air and sunlight into her lungs before they returned to work. “I am doing my best,” she replied. And in her heart, the words rang true.

		

	
		
			◆ 18 ◆

			Lina

			March 23, 1540

			Two years slipped by in the space of a blink.

			There was no time to notice the months vanishing, not with the Sisterhood’s work consuming their days, not to mention Lina’s university lessons and Anne’s work beside Dr. Al-Bashar. Gisa’s network of mystics was growing slowly but steadily, and they had helped bring nearly one hundred women to Santa Cruz since that first trip to Orléans.

			As much as Lina relished the mental puzzle of finding and rescuing women and witches, she also felt a great deal of quiet pride in passing along her knowledge to another generation of women, many of whom would not have otherwise had a chance at an education. Lina never said as much to Marguerite, but she thought she could have been truly content for the rest of her days filling the shoes of Maestra Galindo for a new era.[*1]

			It was spring again in Spain, and Lina had come to love her new—or rather, old—home. The warm weather paired with blossoming trees made each day feel like a fresh start, and though seasonal rains swept through the city, they always left fresh breezes and blue skies in their wake. Lina enjoyed her walks to and from the university to their modest house in Madrid, furnished by the Sisterhood the year before when their rooms were needed for new arrivals. The stone and white plaster kept away the heat in the summer, and Lina was fond of the salmon-colored tiles on the roof, even if a few of them were missing. There was a garden for her, and Anne had stocked her room so full of books it resembled a library more than sleeping quarters. She hadn’t felt so at home since she was a girl.

			She returned to the house one golden morning, arms laden with flowers from the market, to find a letter in Marguerite’s distinctive looping handwriting. She placed the flowers on the kitchen table and opened the letter, a frown taking shape before she finished the last word.

			News came in batches across the sea, and then again in batches from Marguerite. She wrote that Henry had chosen a fourth wife and married Anna von Kleve, a twenty-four-year-old German noblewoman who hardly spoke English. The move was calculated but not unexpected for someone like Henry. Lina pitied her, recognizing another woman who was being used by men in their games of war and power.

			From what she could tell, it was a marriage of convenience to shore up power against the pope, as the Duke of Kleves was leaning away from Catholicism. Germany and England together could make for a strong pair, offering a foothold for Henry on the Continent.

			“This has Cromwell’s fingerprints all over it,” she murmured to herself. She hated that that miserable old bastard was still playing puppets with Henry’s wives. The king’s chief minister had been one of the key architects of Lina’s undoing as queen. Cromwell had supported Henry’s marriage to Anne at first, used the new queen for his own purposes, then propagated Henry’s rumors and lies about her when she had become too independent to manage.

			Lina returned her attention to the letter about Henry and Anna von Kleve to discover that not all was well for the newlyweds. Henry had been expecting a greater beauty and is seeking an annulment, Marguerite wrote. Lina’s frown deepened. Surely the king wouldn’t have given up yet another wife—four really was excessive, even for a king—for the mere value of appearance. Henry hadn’t kept his own looks, and he had the audacity to claim that a woman half his age wasn’t attractive enough? She was so shocked by the hypocrisy, she nearly missed the second-to-last line of the letter.

			The king is anticipated to marry Katherine Howard before the summer is up. This could be our chance to regain a foothold in the English court.

			From there, Marguerite concluded her letter simply. You are needed back in England. I’ll see to your travel arrangements.

			Lina was glad Anne was not home yet to see the tear that slipped down her cheek at those words. She did not want to return to miserable, godforsaken England. Yes, Mary was there, and yes, Lina’s heart clenched every time she thought of her daughter. She would give anything to bring Mary here, to immerse her in her motherland, to teach her Spanish, to show her the university and the hospital and all that they had built there. Lina missed her child with every fiber of her being, a dull ache that never faded, not even for a moment.

			But she didn’t miss England. She didn’t miss the damp and the cold. She didn’t miss the food, or the wine, or the fog that seemed to cling to everything in London. She didn’t miss the people who would rather watch a parade of queens be exiled and die than admit there was something wrong with their king. A part of her had known that Madrid wasn’t permanent, that she served at the mercy of the Sisterhood. But these last few years had been some of the happiest of her life, and Lina feared that nothing but pain awaited on the other side of the sea.

			She heard the door open, recognizing Anne’s tread as she stepped inside. For a moment, she considered crumpling the parchment in her hand and throwing it into the hearth to burn in the next fire. But she couldn’t make her fist close.

			“Marguerite has written,” she said, handing the letter to Anne when she walked into view. “We have a new mission.”

			Anne took the letter and began to read, her breath catching when she reached the end.

			“What’s the matter?” Lina was peering at her over the back of the letter. “You’ve gone stark white.”

			“Katherine Howard is my cousin,” Anne said slowly.

			Lina raised her brows. “Isn’t everyone in England someone’s cousin?”

			“Kat is my seventeen-year-old cousin. I’ve known her since she was a babe in arms.”

			“That can’t be right. She’s just a girl, and Henry is nearly fifty. He wouldn’t…” Lina trailed off, knowing full well Henry would. “It must be someone else.”

			Anne shook her head. “Marguerite wouldn’t send us back if she didn’t know of the connection. Kat is just a child. Henry must have first met her when she was, what, ten? Twelve? She was always a happy, carefree girl, and now…”[*2]

			Anne’s face twisted and she began pacing, unable to stand still. “How dare he go after another member of my family? Henry sent Mary away, murdered George, stole Elizabeth’s right to the throne, and, for all intents and purposes, had me killed. Now, having destroyed every Boleyn he could find, he has to go find one of the precious few people I still care about and destroy her too? Kat won’t survive a year in court, I guarantee it. She’s too young, too naïve, to hold up in that place.”

			Lina felt her own fury, long dormant, rising. Henry was a poison, tainting everything he touched. And now he’d reached across the ocean to end the one pure, peaceful place Anne and Lina had.

			A knock at the door startled both of them. Gisa didn’t bother with further propriety and stormed inside with her usual brash momentum.

			No, Lina realized. This was something else. The mystic’s eyes were wide and too bright, like she hadn’t slept a wink, her hair more tousled than usual. And her hands…her hands shook as she clasped a piece of rolled parchment between them.

			“I have dreamed my first great prophecy,” Gisa announced, her voice shaking nearly as much as her hands. Lina had never seen the girl anything less than composed, usually in that otherworldly way that seemed to suggest she could divine all the secrets of the universe.

			Lina sat down at the small dining table and offered Gisa the seat beside her, but Gisa shook her head. “No. I must read this first.”

			She unrolled the parchment, then looked between the two women. “These are the first words of my own I will have inked onto me, you understand. They are not binding, but they are true. They are a future, if not the future. And they are about you.”

			Gisa cleared her throat and read.

			Three queens shall save the one,

			And yet the work remains undone.

			The sixth has walked among the dead,

			And knows the ways to keep her head.

			So that when the king of England dies,

			Three more queens shall one day rise.

			Lina couldn’t name the feeling that shifted through her bones then. Fear? Foreboding? Fate? Whatever it was, it left her blood thrumming and her skin cold to the touch.

			Gisa set the paper down on the table, her words still lingering in the air. “I know what is in that letter,” the mystic said, pointing to the note from Marguerite that Anne still held. “Or, at least I know enough. You are to go back to England.”

			Lina managed to gather herself and nodded. “Marguerite believes Henry intends to wed Anne’s young cousin. Does this”—she pointed to the paper—“mean we will save Katherine?”

			“I can’t tell you,” Gisa whispered. The mystic suddenly looked drained, as though delivering her prophecy had sapped her of all energy. “I’m afraid anything more I say or do could sway you in the wrong direction.”

			Without warning, she launched herself at Anne, wrapping her in a tight embrace. “Here we must part. I did not see myself in this prophecy, which means I am not meant to go with you. But you will remember what I taught you of swordcraft.”

			Anne’s arms went around Gisa, and she gave a strangled laugh. “Yes, I’ll remember.”

			Gisa released her, then knelt, taking Lina’s hands with the same passion. “And you will remember that impatience can get you killed.”

			“I taught you that,” Lina reminded her.

			A smile flashed across Gisa’s face. “It was good advice.” She stood, backing away toward the door. “And it was good to be among you. I don’t know if our futures will align again, but I sincerely hope that they do.”

			She left as abruptly as she had arrived, leaving Lina and Anne staring at the scrap of paper that could—or could not—determine their destinies.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 I wish she had told me. As important as her other mission was, Lina made a superb teacher—fearsomely serious enough to keep every student in line and brilliant enough to gain their undying respect.

				

				
					*2 Unfortunately, Anne had the right of it. Katherine Howard was the teenaged daughter of Anne’s uncle Lord Edmund Howard. (And, in a coincidence that should surprise no one, Edmund Howard’s cousin, Margery Wentworth, was the mother of Jane Seymour. The English court truly is a tangled web.)

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 19 ◆

			Anne

			Anne was the one to break the silence.

			“So. A prophecy.” She tried not to shiver as she looked down at Gisa’s hurried writing. “Three queens—you, me, and Marguerite. Saving the one, Kat.”

			“ ‘And yet the work remains undone,’ ” Lina read. “A sixth queen? Are we to believe Henry would take another wife? To what end?”

			Anne had no answer to that, and besides, she was more interested in the final line. “Three more queens,” she mused, resuming her pacing. “In England?”

			Lina shook her head. “Unlikely, now that Henry has Edward as his heir. Perhaps if Mary and Elizabeth regained their birthright, they could marry into royal families on the Continent? Do they have a sister? Another bastard, or Kat could bear a daughter…”

			At a sharp look from Anne, she abandoned that line of thinking.

			“I will tell you one thing,” Anne said, letting an ember of rage bleed into her words. “Henry won’t just die. We will end him ourselves.”

			Anne stopped in front of a painting of the ocean that hung above the sitting room mantel. It had been a gift from Gisa last Christmas, a swirling portrait of blues and greens that blended the sea and sky, one great space waiting to swallow her whole. The scene was at once beautiful and terrifying, not unlike the mystic herself.

			“I tried to kill him, once,” Anne whispered, keeping her eyes trained on the painting, even when she felt Lina’s gaze snap to her face. “Henry, I mean. Twice, actually.”

			“When?”

			Anne took a deep breath, her exhale tugging the secret forth. “You asked me once if I’d ever taken a lover. I had, back in France. His name was Gabriel Laurent, and if it hadn’t been for the Sisterhood and the ambitions of youth, I would be living happily in the French countryside, watching my children grow up.”

			Gabriel had been beautiful in the way only a Parisian could be, with both strength and delicacy. Golden haired, with the body of a Greek god, and yet shy. Thoughtful. Simple when it came to what he wanted from life. There was no intrigue, no hidden agenda, no courtly game to play—there was just Gabriel with his dark blue eyes and adorably mispronounced English. He was a French knight, untitled and far from wealthy, and would never have been considered a suitable match for a Boleyn. Perhaps that had been part of the appeal, a love doomed to fail from the beginning, and thus all the sweeter while it lasted. Anne had thought her departure for England was the end, and aside from a few tears, she had sailed forth without a serious thought to the life she’d left behind. It was only later, when she realized how dark her new world was, that she knew she had taken Gabriel’s light for granted.

			“We were apart for years, without so much as a letter passing between us, and then one day, there he was.”

			Anne remembered the moment with painful clarity. She and Henry had been on progress, visiting southern England in early September. They were watching a jousting tournament, and a French knight had removed his helmet and stared into the royal box. Anne’s heart stopped when Gabriel’s eyes found hers, erasing the eight years they’d been apart like it had been only a second. He looked a bit older, with more lines around his eyes and the faintest hint of silver threaded in his hair, but Anne could only see the man who had once offered her a full heart and a safe, uncomplicated future. For the first time, she realized she’d chosen all wrong.

			Later that night, she’d slipped out of the castle and found him in a tent on the outskirts of the tournament grounds. They had hardly spoken, for what could either of them have said to express the pain of the life they’d missed? Instead, they just held each other and made love until the stars began to fade to dawn. When Anne left, she looked back once, only to find that Gabriel’s tent had vanished behind the veil of the morning mist like it had never been there at all.

			Three weeks later, Anne discovered she was pregnant.

			“I was with child—his child, of that there was no doubt—but I made Henry believe the baby was his.” Anne shuddered, remembering how eagerly Henry had hoped the pregnancy would result in a son, as though having Elizabeth wasn’t already perfection. “He never doubted me until the accident.”

			Lina raised her brows. “The jousting accident?”

			Anne nodded. “Shortly after you…well, after we thought you had died.”

			“I heard there was much celebration,” Lina said dryly.

			Anne flushed and looked away. “It wasn’t my doing. Henry wore all yellow to celebrate when he heard the news. I matched him, having heard yellow was a symbol of mourning in Spain.”

			Lina snorted. “It is not, and you can save the mourning for my real funeral. Tell me what happened next.”

			Another deep breath. “With Marguerite’s help, I managed to get in touch with Gabriel, though she didn’t know why. She still doesn’t—I’ve never worked up the courage to tell her.”[*] For that had been the beginning of the end, and Anne could hardly bear the guilt of her choices.

			“Gabriel was the knight Henry was jousting against the day he was injured. I was six months along, and Gabriel and I—we had plotted to kill Henry. It was the only path I saw forward to keeping our child safe. If we were lucky, it would be a girl, second in line to Elizabeth. But if the child was a boy, Henry would take him from me and raise him as the next Tudor king. I couldn’t live with that possibility, not when I knew my child had a real father, a good father, he would never know.

			“But…” Anne sighed. “It all went wrong.”

			Gabriel was supposed to kill Henry cleanly, with a metal-tipped lance that would have sliced right through the armor at Henry’s neck. But the king had fallen from his horse before Gabriel ever had a chance to try. Henry’s head had struck a rock, knocking him unconscious despite his helmet, and his left leg remained trapped in his stirrup, bringing the horse down on top of him and stripping the skin of his leg to the bone where the metal of the saddle grated and crushed his flesh.

			Anne was at Henry’s bedside when he came to hours later. He looked her dead in the eyes, and nothing short of sheer terror broke across his face.

			“She has ensorcelled me!” he cried, grabbing the arm of the surgeon attending him. “The witch has ensorcelled me!”

			He’d shouted impossible things about their baby, his dreams, the last three years of his life. Except none of it was impossible. It was as though Henry’s blow to the head shook loose his knowledge of every curse Anne had ever cast, and he recounted dozens of garbled claims against her before he was sedated. Anne recalled how the head physician had apologized to her, explaining it wasn’t unusual for a patient to exhibit misplaced paranoia and aggression after a head injury. He’d thought Anne was trembling with worry…but it was fear. Fear that she had been found out, that Henry would destroy her, the child she carried, and Elizabeth too.

			“Somehow, Henry became aware of the cursework I’d been doing,” Anne told Lina. “And I knew that where Gabriel had failed, I had to succeed. My life and the lives of my children hung in the balance.”

			It had been for Elizabeth—everything had been for Elizabeth.

			“As soon as everyone left, I brought out my knife. I cursed Henry’s wound, spelling it to be the thing that ruined him. Ruined.” Anne scoffed. “My language was imprecise, you see. Because the spell worked—Henry’s wound has never healed. Even now, it is the source of horrendous pain, and it has stolen his ability to enjoy the things he loved, like jousting and hunting. It does—and always will—ruin him. Even now, it draws a bit of my power, I think.”

			“Then why have you not stopped it?” Lina wanted to know.

			It was a question Anne had asked herself a thousand times, and she’d always come back to the same answer.

			“I still want him to suffer,” she replied simply. “Everything I cursed him with, he still deserves. In my small, twisted way, I have a better hold on him now than I ever did.”

			Lina gave Anne a knowing look. “But at what cost to you?”

			Anne knew her choice wasn’t wise or even rational, but the raging creature that lived inside her then—lived inside her still—had wanted vengeance. It had wanted blood. And until that creature was satisfied, until it had fed off enough of Henry’s failure and pain, Anne refused to take back the words of her curse.

			Her voice went flat. “The curse did not kill him. And the cost…”

			She found she couldn’t say the words. Her grandmother had taught her that big, lasting spells take the biggest, longest-lasting tolls. Anne had fallen ill within the day, a fever raging and leaving her bedridden and delirious for nearly a week. And when she finally returned to herself, she was alone.

			“I lost the baby,” she whispered. “Gabriel’s baby. A boy, the midwife told me later. And there is still a part of me, an awful, dark part, that is relieved that little boy didn’t have to grow up as Henry’s son.”

			Tears streamed down her face, but she made no move to brush them away.

			Lina touched a hand to Anne’s shoulder. “I am sorry. I never knew.”

			“All of this…this pain over a man.” Anne shook her head, her tears slowing. “So much death. So much suffering. And yet he carries on.”

			“You can’t blame yourself—”

			Anne shook herself out from under Lina’s hand and stepped away. “Can’t I?” she asked, her voice going sharp. “If I had never come back to England, if I had just stayed with Gabriel—”

			“Then Henry would have bedded another mistress,” Lina replied evenly. “He would have found a way to be rid of me, and he would have burned through women just as he is now. Mary would have lost her crown, one way or another, to a son or another woman’s child. You may have been better off, but the rest of us would be exactly where we are right now.”

			Anne sighed, knowing this was likely true.

			“But do you know what makes all the difference?” Lina continued. “Now we’re working together. Now we have the might of the Sisterhood behind us, and though it may take us the rest of our days, we will set things to rights.”

			Lina caught Anne’s gaze and held it, her eyes blazing. “I see your pain. But it is not for nothing. It is for us, our daughters, and all of our sisters across the world.”

			Those were the words Anne wished she had heard four years ago. Fear had never made her smarter or stronger—on the contrary, fear had always led her down a path of mistakes she wished she could forget. Anne didn’t know if it was possible to live without fear, not when a piece of her soul still drew breath in England. With Elizabeth’s existence came a bone-crushing, heart-stopping fear that could consume Anne if she ever thought too hard about it—the fear that was a mother’s love for her child, an impossible burden that millions of women picked up every day as though they didn’t feel its weight.

			But right at that moment, the person Anne feared for the most was Kat, a teenage girl caught in the vortex of Henry’s court, likely without friends close enough or powerful enough to help her if—when—things went wrong.

			Anne had known Kat best when the girl was five or six, just at that age when she was old enough to get into trouble and argue her way out of it. (Like when she cut all the pearls from Grandmam’s finest strand and used them as wishing pebbles in the pond behind Chesworth House in Horsham.) With her bright hazel eyes and angelic features, Kat was darling enough that her mischievous streak was amusing rather than frustrating.

			For much of her cousin’s youth, Anne had been at court, where she only saw her in snippets. Kat grew into a beauty, but Anne remembered thinking that perhaps Grandmam ought to be stricter and keep the girl focused on her education, rather than indulging her love for music and parties. Despite the leniency (or perhaps because of it), Kat was always sparkling, ever vivacious. Anne could recall Kat’s laugh even better than she could her cousin’s voice.

			She would not turn her back on that bright-eyed, laughing girl.

			“Katherine needs our help,” Anne said to Lina. “It’s not safe for her there, and I don’t want the next letter to say…” She swallowed. “If Marguerite is right and Henry does go through with the annulment and marries Kat, I don’t want to find out something has happened to my cousin because Henry lost interest in another wife.”

			Was Gisa right? Would there be a fifth and then a sixth queen at Henry’s side when he hadn’t yet dispensed with the fourth?

			Lina nodded solemnly. She was quiet for several moments, and Anne found herself second-guessing her own words. Though Marguerite had asked it, though Gisa had prophesized it, Anne was reluctant to leave Spain, where both of them had found a home doing good work, where they were free of the iron clutches of their past lives. Anne could breathe here.

			Every so often, she even forgot Henry existed.

			But some things were more important than comfort and happiness, and Anne saw Lina’s face register the same realization. There was a fierce gleam in Lina’s eyes, a determined set to her jaw. The first queen looked around, as though drawing strength from her home.

			“We’re going back,” Lina said, her voice steel. “We’re going back to England.”
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					*  I had my suspicions, of course. I remembered Gabriel from his time spent at court and his dalliance with Anne. But I thought it was a flight of fancy, a desire for one last tryst. Not…this.
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			A Note from the Author

			Marguerite d’Angoulême

			December 1, 1544

			Here I must admit something to you, reader.

			I did not plan to stop Katherine Howard from marrying Henry. Not only did that seem the more difficult route to choose, but I also wanted to take advantage of the moment. If Anne and Lina could convince her, Kat could be a Sisterhood representative on the English throne. A young and shiny new queen could advance our agenda.

			To have one of us in the English monarchy again could change everything, could salvage what we had lost when Anne and Mary Boleyn were cast out.

			Perhaps I should have chosen differently and asked my friends to spirit Kat away into the night, saving her from that beast they called a king. But at that time, she was a pawn I was ready to sacrifice.

			A pawn I hoped to move to the opposite end of the board and make a queen.

		

	
		
			◆ 20 ◆

			Lina

			May 12, 1540

			The crossing from Spain mirrored Lina’s own turmoil over leaving home. They were beset with spring tempests all along the French coast and lost a sailor and a good deal of cargo to the whims of the ocean. Lina spent those days staring out at the shoreline of France and cursing Marguerite for the misery of the journey.[*1]

			After endless weeks at sea, their ship finally limped into port in Brighton. For three days, Lina and Anne recovered their stomachs and land legs in a rented room, and then it was off to Hertfordshire and St. Margaret’s for the first time in almost four years.

			Lina felt a small swell of homecoming when she saw the drab little convent nestled in its green acres, and the feeling helped ease the ache of tears behind her eyes that had lingered since her feet left Spanish soil. Thanks to the work of Sister Edith and Sister Sarah, the grounds and house were in tidy order. In the second-floor study, where Lina had spent so many days looking out over her garden and reading her books, a letter from Marguerite awaited them. Henry is moving quickly, Marguerite warned. Katherine is rumored to replace the queen. She had included several pages of reports from the court, enough to give them insight into the major players, alliances, and politics that had shifted during their time in Spain.

			Lina felt quite sure that despite Marguerite’s scheming, Anne wouldn’t allow Katherine to spend a moment more in Henry’s company if it could be helped, and she was proved right by her next words.

			“Very well, then,” Anne said after reading the letter. “I know what Marguerite wants, but her goal is moot if Kat does not become queen. We must ensure Kat never gets near the crown.”

			“And what of Gisa’s prophecy?” Lina asked. They had carried a copy of the mystic’s words with them to England, even though they’d both memorized every line. “She made it quite clear Katherine would be queen.”

			“And she also said the future is not set in stone,” Anne argued. “Plenty of prophecies have not come true. I refuse to sit back and allow this one to do so.”

			Lina didn’t press the point. “What do we know about Anna von Kleve?” she asked instead, shifting through the stack of papers on her desk. “Do we think there is a chance Henry will change his mind and keep up the marriage, even just for the sake of appearances?”

			Anne snorted, grabbing pages of her own. “I think Henry is far past worrying about appearances.”

			The women sat at either end of the study’s settee and read quietly for a few minutes, searching for clues in the Sisterhood missives from court that might offer a way to keep Kat out of Henry’s reach.

			“All the reports point to Anna being rather uninspiring,” Anne said. “She’s supposed to be odd, quiet, and dull. Some say she couldn’t even speak English when she arrived, and she and the king appear to have nothing in common.” She held up a piece of paper. “One lady writes that her husband heard the king has not consummated the union—that he cannot consummate due to his lack of attraction to his new wife.”

			Lina found herself offended on the young woman’s behalf. Surely there was more to Anna von Kleve than what the gossip of court made her out to be. And besides, it was far more likely Anna was repulsed by Henry than the other way around.

			She shared some observations from her own reading. “In better news, the king seems to be unhappy with Cromwell. He did arrange the marriage, and Henry blames him for having found such an unsatisfactory bride. At the very least, it should be easy to remove him from Henry’s favor.”

			Cromwell had made his reputation and his fortune off the backs of the women he’d trotted out for his king, and it was high time someone put a stop to it. At age fifty-five, he had finally achieved the post of Lord Great Chamberlain after getting his start as a lowly lawyer in the House of Commons. It would be a long way to fall. Lina took dark pleasure in imagining the man stripped of his powers and rank—she wanted him to feel exactly what she had felt when he helped arrange her exile.

			But getting even with Cromwell wouldn’t solve the problem of Anna and Kat. Lina rested her chin on her fist and thought aloud. “With Prince Edward alive, Henry has no motivation to keep Anna von Kleve as his queen to produce another heir. We must work under the assumption that an annulment is imminent. He’ll have to be diplomatic to avoid angering the Germans, but it’s only a matter of time.”

			“At least she won’t be beheaded,” Anne grumbled.

			“What about your family?” Lina asked. “Is there anyone we could appeal to? Anyone who could step in and take Kat away from court?”

			Even before Anne shook her head, Lina had known it was a foolish question. If Henry had decided he wanted Katherine Howard as his next bride, there was little anyone could do to deny him, least of all the disgraced Boleyns. During their marriage, the king had invited beautiful noblewomen to court and into his bed—even happily married ones—and neither the women, their husbands, nor their families could stop the practice. What the king wanted, he took.

			“Kat’s father, Lord Edmund, is dead, but even before that he was a useless, spineless creature. He spent his fortune—and his wife’s—and all but abandoned his children.” Anne’s face twisted into a sneer. “But our uncle, the Duke of Norfolk, is worse. He was just as gleeful when I married Henry as he was when I was convicted of treason. He will do whatever serves him, no matter whom he hurts. It’s no wonder he and Henry get on so well.”

			“Oh, I know the duke,” Lina replied bitterly. “And I think we ought to add him to our list of people in need of a reckoning.”

			Norfolk had been one of Henry’s supporters during the dissolution of her marriage, but Lina’s hatred for the man had started long before he meddled in royal affairs. His wife, Elizabeth, was a dear friend who served as one of her ladies-in-waiting. Norfolk was an abusive husband, and it was not unusual for Lizzy to be wearing long sleeves and high collars even when they were out of season or style. The duke had taken a lover near the end of Lina’s queenship and sent his wife away, seizing her jewels and fine clothes and bestowing them upon his mistress. To this day, Lizzy lived separate from her family, her reputation and her status in tatters.

			“It would bring me great joy to teach my uncle his place,” Anne said, that feral, ruthless look in her eyes once more. Lina hadn’t seen it much in Spain, but she wondered sometimes if that look was always there—the witch hiding behind the woman.

			“So we pit Cromwell and Norfolk against each other,” Lina suggested. “They have long been enemies in the battle for the king’s favor. Cromwell arranged the marriage with Anna von Kleve, and the Duke of Norfolk no doubt wants his young niece on the throne instead.”

			It was a risky play, given that women’s lives hung in the balance. Riskier still since neither Lina nor Anne could set foot in court. Their work would have to be done entirely in the shadows, carried out through carefully worded letters and well-placed rumors and the occasional flat-out lie. But if Cromwell and Norfolk were toppled, both Anna and Katherine could go free, and Henry would be left alone once more.

			Yes, Lina’s mind was set. She looked at Anne and grinned, not knowing that a witchlight burned in her eyes too. “Let us see if we can’t slay two monsters with a single sword.”
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			As the days passed, Lina discovered that there was a clear advantage to knowing your enemies well…and having a witch on your side.

			Though her knowledge of court life was a bit rusty, Lina had been born and bred a diplomat. During her time as queen, she had had the misfortune of spending copious amounts of time with both Cromwell and Norfolk and knew well what made them strong and what made them crumble.[*2]

			“We make everyone think that Cromwell has gone too far, that he chose a bride for his own purposes without thought for his king,” Lina dictated to Anne, who was taking notes from behind the study’s desk. “We spread rumors that he ignored the king’s wishes and pursued the marriage and refused an earlier annulment.”

			Lina smiled grimly. “Better yet, we make sure everyone knows Henry is unable to consummate the marriage. We may as well cast doubt on his manhood in the process.”

			Anne’s pen flew across the page, her laughter covering the scratching of the nib.

			“As for Norfolk, we dredge up every cruel, base act he’s ever committed. We remind people what he’s done to his wife. We work in mentions of any of his political or battle failures, especially with France, since we know how Henry has always hated losing to the French. And we focus on his connection to you, a disgraced traitor and adulteress.”

			“That’s rude,” Anne interrupted, not looking up from her papers.

			“Perhaps, but it is effective.” Lina’s mind was racing ahead. “We write to members of Parliament and the Privy Council. We make sure letters fall into the hands of spies or are accidentally discarded in the presence of enemies. We put the Sisterhood to work whispering in their husbands’ and lovers’ ears. And then, if we are both very clever and very lucky, we’ll have run both men out of favor before the summer is up.”

			Lina’s expertise in politics was complemented by Anne’s gifts of witchery. Though she had to keep the spell books she’d brought back from Spain hidden—magick would have made the nuns uneasy—Anne was able to cobble together a series of curses for the task ahead. First, she used a spell to draw out Lina’s memories or her own of the handwritings of various men of court, including both their rivals. Second, though the curse was tiring, Anne’s magick allowed her to transcribe letters in the style of others, her copies perfect from greeting to signature. She wrote dozens of letters in a matter of a week, and Lina secured a local messenger to ferry the letters to the city every other day.

			By the end of May, Anne’s fingers were stained black from nail to knuckle with ink, and Lina had worn a threadbare patch in the study’s rug from pacing as she crafted drafts of the letters. Together, they had set both Cromwell and Norfolk up for multiple counts of treason and humiliated Henry as often as they feasibly could.

			But despite dispatching nearly one hundred letters to the most powerful people in England, there was still no guarantee that they were any closer to saving Kat from becoming Henry’s next wife, and Lina could tell Anne was growing anxious.

			“You know what we must do next,” Anne told Lina one night at dinner.

			Lina had known this conversation was coming, and she set aside her fork with a sigh. “You can’t go to court,” she said in her firmest tone, knowing full well she wouldn’t win the argument. “You will be recognized and all will be ruined.”

			“Witches don’t get caught,” Anne retorted.

			“And yet you’ve already been beheaded once. I’d hate for it to happen again.”

			Anne looked at Lina across the candlelit table, her expression determined. “If I don’t go to her, no one will. Kat is just a girl—my own blood—and she is alone. The least I can do is try to talk to her, to warn her of Henry’s intentions and encourage her to get out while she still can.”

			“You are that afraid for her?” Lina knew how awful Henry could be, with his swinging moods and his derisive remarks. He wasn’t a husband she’d wish on anyone. But marrying the king wasn’t quite a death sentence. Lina had lasted twenty-some years, after all, and surely Henry wouldn’t live that much longer.

			Anne pushed around the last few bites of salted pork on her plate. “Maybe my little cousin has grown into a levelheaded political genius like you. But more likely, she’s just as impulsive and immature as I was at seventeen, and if that’s the case, I cannot just sit here and pray that our plan succeeds. It’s a risk, but you once took an even bigger risk for me.”

			Even though Lina longed to argue, to point out all the flaws in Anne’s thinking, she couldn’t. Wasn’t the simplest, truest goal of the Sisterhood to help other women? Katherine Howard was a woman who needed help, and Anne was right—no one else could save her.

			“If you die, I shall be very upset with you,” Lina finally said. She meant it. After all these years together, any resentment she had held toward the other woman had evaporated, and she had become inexplicably fond of the witch. Where once she had seen an enemy, now she saw her most trusted friend. Their shared history felt like a gift rather than a burden, for who else could understand all they had been through?

			Anne beamed, as though she had heard all the unsaid things Lina kept close in her heart. “Then I shall do my best not to die.”

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 This feels rather unfair as I, tragically, have yet to gain control over the weather.

				

				
					*2  All of Cromwell’s power was tied up in his increasingly radical attempts at religious reformation. He had been a convenient ally when Henry needed to create the Church of England, but now Cromwell’s zealotry could prove to be an Achilles’ heel. Though I was not consulted on this plan of theirs—which came very close to going against my orders to bring Kat to our side—I cannot say it was a bad one.
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			Anne

			June 8, 1540

			More than four years had passed since Anne was last in London. The city had none of the beauty and grandeur of Madrid, and certainly none of the quiet charm of Hertfordshire. It was busy and loud and dirty and teeming with an energy that both invigorated Anne and exhausted her. And yet it was London, where Anne had lived and wed and given birth and died. Some part of her would always be tied to this place.

			She had arrived in the earliest hours of the morning, while the sun just barely stretched above the horizon. Although it was June, the morning was cool, and Anne was glad for the cloak she’d thought to bring along from the convent. She pulled its edges close as she stood across the river from the Tower, wondering if her friends the Tudor rats still haunted its halls, if the bloodstain from her execution was still there, soil soaked red beneath the grass. The stump of her missing finger ached, as though it knew where she was and what she contemplated.

			There was much to be done, and Anne forced herself to turn away from the scene of her death. She was waiting for a Sisterhood contact, a dressmaker employed by the royal family who was due to visit the current queen and her ladies, including Kat.

			For now, Anna von Kleve remained queen of England, though everyone seemed to believe her time was running out. Anne had arranged to accompany the dressmaker to Hampton Court Palace and get a warning to her cousin.

			Lina had asked her why she was so worried about Kat, and it was a valid question. Anne would have been concerned about any of her friends or relatives getting closer to Henry, but what she remembered of Kat gave her even greater pause. The young Katherine Howard whom Anne had known had been confident and charming, but also flighty, dreamy, and glib. Those characteristics could make for an entertaining lady of the court, but they would give her little advantage as a queen, and less still as Henry’s bride. There, only the cunning could survive.

			If Kat left court before the royal marriage ended, before she became queen number five, surely Henry would lose interest or distract himself with another mistress.

			At least, that was Anne’s hope.

			When the city bells tolled seven in the morning, Anne noticed a carriage stopping just down the street from where she waited. A middle-aged woman in perfectly fitted clothes disembarked, and Anne waved a hand, catching the other woman’s attention. The crowd parted for the dressmaker naturally, for though she was only accompanied by a young apprentice, she had the poise and bearing of a lady with a full retinue of attendants. Her outfit—a beautifully cut green gown paired with a mint petticoat—made Anne’s black linen dress seem even plainer in comparison. Anne had to suppress a smile—she was unused to being underdressed.

			There were curses she could have used to alter her appearance, but they were time-consuming to plan and taxing to hold. Instead, Anne was counting on her anonymity as a member of the merchant class and the garb of a widow. A black dress, hood, and sheer veil covered her head to toe. To aid in her disguise, she had also applied a crème to turn her hair and brows a temporary shade of deep brown, and she’d painted a small red birthmark along the edge of her left cheek. Only someone who knew her intimately, like Henry or Kat, would be able to recognize the former queen of England.

			“Are you Miss Eliza?” the woman asked when she reached Anne.

			Anne nodded, having provided a false name for safety’s sake. She gave a slight curtsy, for she was meant to be a commoner, and held out her wrist, which bore a silver bracelet of hellebore blooms. “I am. And you are Mistress Leighton?”[*1]

			“I am.” The woman tapped the stitched hellebore design on her bodice. “Well met, Miss Eliza. Have you been to the palace before?”

			This time, Anne couldn’t stop her smile. “Once or twice.”

			Mistress Leighton nodded. “Very good. The queen herself will not make an appearance, so don’t be too eager. Her Majesty Queen Anna is very modest with her own dress and requires little work from us.” She said the name with soft syllables: Ah-nah. “Her ladies are another matter, and we shall be serving them today.”

			Anne followed the dressmaker and her apprentice—a girl of thirteen named Rebecca—to their carriage for a half-day journey to Hampton Court, Anne’s onetime home. The carriage was stuffed with trunks of fabrics, beads, and furs befitting the noble class, and Anne thought the clothes were one of the few things she missed about her old life. Commoners were not allowed to wear fine fabrics like silk or satin, and she’d certainly never be able to dress in velvet again. It was a shame—Anne had once had an eye for fashion.

			They arrived at Hampton Court in the early afternoon, and despite herself, Anne felt her pulse quicken. The carriage clattered down the long promenade, hemmed by neat hedges and noble trees, and passed through the main gate, a decorative redbrick affair that soared toward the blue sky overhead. Anne was relieved to see that the king’s standard did not fly—Henry was not at home.

			The carriage stopped in the main courtyard, giving Anne a view from her seat of the Great Hall with its rows of magnificent arched windows. She wondered if her coat of arms was still emblazoned on the ceiling—Henry had been in the middle of that particular renovation around the time he decided to have her killed. The palace appeared even more extravagant now than when she had lived there, and she estimated that in addition to the king’s and queen’s suites, there had to be room for another two or three dozen courtiers in the sprawling complex, plus all their servants and the palace staff. An astronomical clock had been added to the inner gatehouse, a device that looked to be nearly thrice Anne’s height.

			If Anne remembered correctly, her new apartments were to be above that very gatehouse. Another casualty of her untimely death.

			“Impressive, is it not?” Mistress Leighton asked.

			Anne smiled tightly. “Fit for a king.”

			A team of porters arrived to ferry their trunks to the queen’s suite, and Anne found herself taking the old path through the long galleries to her former rooms. The smell of brick and kitchen fire mixed with the fresh June air and the perfumes of the queen’s ladies. It all felt achingly familiar, from the tinkle of women’s laughter down the corridor to the creak of the floor beneath her feet. But there was no time to be swept up in the past, not with Mistress Leighton and Rebecca near, and especially not when they entered the queen’s suite, every tapestry and stick of furniture replaced or redecorated to suit Anna von Kleve’s Germanic influence.

			Anne was put straight to work; Mistress Leighton had her measuring bolts of fabric while little Rebecca flitted about with a length of knotted cord, getting precise measurements on each woman. Most of the ladies-in-waiting of the new queen were strangers to her, though she recognized a few and avoided them, being sure never to make eye contact or get caught searching the room for Kat. She kept her gloves on to hide her missing pinkie and made her voice husky when she spoke, adopting a faint common accent by softening her t’s and g’s. And all the while she listened to every word being said.

			“The queen should be here,” one younger woman was whispering to a friend. “A proper gown would make her much more appealing to His Majesty.”

			Her friend snorted in a very unladylike way. “Instead she’s at another service with her Lady Brigid.[*2] Doesn’t she know piety won’t get her husband to look past her plain face?”

			Anne had forgotten how viciously her ladies-in-waiting had gossiped about her, about each other, and about everyone else at court. The most interesting piece of information came from one of the matrons of the group, who informed two other women that she’d heard from her husband that the king was very upset with his right-hand man, Thomas Cromwell.

			“There was the wedding, of course,” the lady was saying, her voice low, “but now it’s said he’s gone corrupt, making deals in the king’s name for his own gain. That and his own religious agenda have gained him too much attention. My husband said they plan to arrest him at the next meeting of the Privy Council.”

			The other women gasped, and Anne felt a wolfish sort of delight at the thought of Cromwell’s reckoning. She was so busy listening that she didn’t notice the young woman beside her admiring a deep sapphire silk.

			“It’s quite beautiful,” the lady said, and when Anne turned, she saw a flash of chestnut hair and ivory skin and hazel eyes…

			…but it was not Kat.

			The lady must have seen the disappointment flash across Anne’s face, even behind her veil, because she offered a quizzical smile. Anne recovered her senses and bowed her head.

			“It is beautiful, my lady. Shall I set it aside for you?”

			She shook her head. “I was thinking of it for a friend, Lady Katherine Howard. She is most becoming in blue, and she’ll soon have plenty of occasion for new gowns.”

			Anne’s stomach dropped, but she managed to keep her expression serene. “Oh?”

			The other lady nodded, leaning in closer. “She’s off with the king himself today. He’s absolutely smitten with her. I heard he’s already proposed.”

			Somehow, Anne managed a reply, and the young woman walked away. But all the while, there was a roaring in Anne’s ears. Yes, Henry was still married to Anna von Kleve, but his regard for holy matrimony was so low that Anne knew better than to doubt the lady’s words. She had been hoping against hope that the king’s interest in Kat was merely a passing fancy, that if she and Lina intervened at this juncture, Kat would go no further in his affections than as a pretty young mistress. But as Anne struggled to calm her pounding heart, one thing had become very clear.

			She was too late. Gisa was right; Kat was going to be queen.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			They stayed overnight at Hampton Court and most of the next day, arriving in London late in the evening. Anne boarded with Mistress Leighton, for it was too late to return to Hertfordshire. Frustration had Anne turning in early and waking up before the sun to stare at the ceiling and curse her bad luck and worse timing.

			But then she remembered what one of the ladies-in-waiting had said, that Cromwell could be facing a mutiny from the Privy Council. Unless their schedule had changed in the years Anne had been gone…that meeting would be today.

			If Lina had been there, she would have told Anne it was a terrible plan. Even Anne knew it was terrible, but she still found herself standing outside the Palace of Westminster a few hours later with her bloodletting knife in hand. No one noticed when the black-clad woman blinked out of existence in the shadows, nor did they see the drops of blood she had left behind.

			Under the power of her distraction spell, Anne slipped inside the building, following the sounds of men arguing into the Star Chamber where the Privy Council met, so named for the golden stars painted on the blue ceiling overhead. She tucked herself in the back corner of the room, checking every few seconds to ensure that her curse held. Of all the places she wouldn’t want to be caught practicing witchery, Westminster was at the top of her list.

			But Anne soon realized that even if she had cast a curse to light the entire room on fire, no one would have noticed her, for all eyes were on the display at the center of the room.

			Anne’s uncle, the Duke of Norfolk, and a man she recognized as Stephen Gardiner, bishop of Winchester, stood with crossed arms and barely concealed smirks as two royal guards flanked Thomas Cromwell. Cromwell wore his Order of the Garter robe, the black velvet offset by a red sash, golden tassels, and the Garter crest over his heart, and Anne gritted her teeth at the thought of such a man being awarded one of the highest honors in all of England.[*3] Her anger was tempered only slightly by seeing that her enemy had visibly aged since Anne had last seen him; his ever-present frown lines had deepened into harsh grooves, and his expanding frame stretched the seams of his robe. Though Cromwell’s eyes were bloodshot and his hands were shaking with rage, the man could still thunder, and his voice boomed throughout the hall.

			“This then is my reward for faithful service?” He lunged at Norfolk, but the guards held him back. “You of all people dare to call me a traitor? You who have never served any man but yourself?”

			Norfolk didn’t even flinch, and Anne was repulsed all over again by her two-faced uncle. “I serve the king in all I do. It is you, Cromwell, who has been acting in the spirit of personal gain, you who have betrayed the honor of our king.”

			Winchester reached out and tore the Order of the Garter from Cromwell’s shoulders, the tassel ropes scratching a swath of reddened skin along Cromwell’s neck. “A traitor must not wear this,” he sneered.

			Cromwell’s face turned a deep, hideous purple, and this time the guards didn’t catch him quickly enough. He threw himself at Winchester and landed several great blows before he was pulled off, thrashing in the arms of the guards and showering curses on his accusers. The guards hauled him away down the aisle of the Star Chamber, the men of the Privy Council gaping or hiding their own grins. Cromwell had not been popular among his peers, whether for his ego or because the king’s favorite was always a target for other men’s jealousy.

			As Cromwell neared, his voice breaking as he hurled insults over his shoulder, Anne did another thing Lina would not have approved of. She used the edge of her sleeve to stem the flow of blood from the cut she’d opened on her palm. Her hand stopped bleeding just long enough for her to appear right when Cromwell passed by. She raised her veil.

			Cromwell caught the motion and turned, eyes going wide with confusion, then fear.

			With a reaper’s smile, Anne held up her bleeding hand and held it to her throat, drawing her finger in a scarlet line across her neck. She waved to Cromwell just before her wound began bleeding freely again and the spell took hold once more.

			Cromwell’s shouts had turned to screams. “Did you see her?” he shrieked to the guards as he was removed from the chamber. “Did you see the ghost of the queen?”

			Either no one heard him, or no one cared about the ravings of a disgraced man. A pity—a part of Anne had almost hoped she could have frightened the entire chamber. But her hand was stinging, and it was time for her to go.

			Before Anne turned to leave, she saw Norfolk and Winchester slap each other on the shoulder, congratulating themselves on a job well done.

			Celebrate now, she thought. For you’ll be next.

			And then, simply because she could, she pricked her finger, whispered a curse to start a fire, and slipped through the doors just as the first councilor noticed smoke.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Mistress Leighton is the only dressmaker I trust in London. She cuts a gown like the French do, and her proximity to the powerful women of England made her a natural asset to the Sisterhood. Besides, her position meant I had reason to visit her every time I was in the country. (As though buying a new gown weren’t reason enough.)

				

				
					*2  Brigid von Brocke, a minor baroness, was the only lady-in-waiting who came from Germany with the queen. Little wonder Anna preferred her company over these sniping foreign ladies.

				

				
					*3 It is both saddening and ironic how many terrible men in history have worn these robes, meant to be for an order of greatest chivalry dating back more than two hundred years.
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			Lina

			July 29, 1540

			Not a week after Anne returned from London with a bandaged hand, rumors began to circulate that Cromwell had been stripped of his lands and titles and sentenced to death without a trial. There was also some news about a fire in Westminster, though it didn’t seem to do any major damage.

			Lina asked Anne if she knew anything about the fire and got a sharp-toothed grin in reply.

			A fortnight later, Anna von Kleve was asked to leave court. After only six months of marriage, she agreed to Henry’s annulment and his claims that they had never consummated the union. Lina had to admit she was impressed by the German girl’s prudence—giving up a queenship was not easy, but by kowtowing to Henry’s demands, she not only kept her life but also received estates and gold from her grateful ex-husband. Perhaps it would have been smarter for Lina to have done the same, once upon a time.

			Lina was in the garden when a messenger arrived from court, bringing mixed news. Lina scanned the contents of the letter from a Sisterhood contact in the royal residence and then tossed the page on the ground, burying it along with the vegetable scraps she was using to build new soil. She would tell Anne, of course, but the news must be broken gently.

			She brushed the dirt from her hands and used the back of her wrist to wipe sweat off her brow. The garden was beautiful this time of year—with daily harvests of herbs and small, spicy onions Lina had brought over as seed from Spain. The rosebushes along the side of the convent were in bloom, and even though the days were hot and long and there were always more weeds to pull, Lina cherished the quiet time among her plants. Anne had been in a mood since her return from London, at turns withdrawn and then furiously angry. Lina did her best to give the younger woman space, knowing that Anne feared for her cousin, wrapped ever tighter in Henry’s web. She would not like the news from the London letter.

			After Lina washed up, she found Anne in the study, drafting another damning letter about her uncle Norfolk.[*] Lina stood in the doorway for a moment, watching Anne’s pen scratch across the page with sharp, vicious strokes. She took a breath and knocked at the door to announce her arrival.

			“A messenger came,” she told Anne.

			The other woman looked up, the sheen of a curse fading from her eyes. “And?”

			“Henry has put his loyal dog down. Cromwell was executed yesterday morning outside the Tower of London.”

			Anne’s expression was more grimace than smile. “A traitor’s death. I hope it hurt.”

			“Katherine and Henry were wed yesterday too.”

			Anne was still for several seconds before she dashed all her pages and pens and ink onto the ground with a sweep of her arm. “Curse that awful, wretched man!”

			Lina took a step back. “Do not say anything you’ll regret,” she warned, looking around to see if the witch’s knife was near.

			Anne shot her a look full of poison. “You will know what an actual curse sounds like when you hear one.”

			That sounded like a threat, and Lina drew herself up tall. “Get command of yourself. And you should know better than to speak to me that way.”

			Anne’s fury held another moment, her face stormy, before she let out an angry sigh. “Forgive me.”

			It wasn’t much of an apology, but Lina let it pass. “Just because they are married doesn’t mean we can’t help her. This is not over.”

			Anne stared down at the mess she had made. “Don’t you see? All I have ever done is fail,” she railed, her cheeks red. “I failed with Henry. I failed the Sisterhood. And now Kat…” She clenched her fists. “I ruin every single thing I touch.”

			Lina shook her head. “That isn’t true. You did important work abroad.” When Anne started to protest, Lina held up her hand. “You did, and I won’t be convinced otherwise, because I was there with you. And what about Cromwell, hm? You and I helped bring him down, and now he’ll never be able to make or break a queen again.”

			“But we’ve failed to do the same for Norfolk. Look at him now, the uncle of the queen and poised to have even more power than he did before.”

			That was true. “We have time to deal with Norfolk. Just as we have time to help Kat. If Gisa’s prophecy is coming true, we can save her. That much is clear.”

			Anne was silent for a moment. She turned around and looked out the window, bracing her hands on the sill and staring out at the garden and trees and rolling countryside beyond their small corner of the world.

			“You know we’ll have to go to court, right?” Anne finally asked, turning back to face Lina. Her gaze was level, assessing. “We can’t protect Kat from here.”

			Unbidden, fear clutched at Lina’s chest, and she struggled to swallow. She never wanted to go back, never wanted to see the people who had orchestrated her downfall. How Anne had stomached it during her trip to London, she couldn’t imagine. It was one thing to write letters or even make a midnight visit to the Tower of London, but it was another thing entirely to return to the world that had chewed her up and spat her out. Every part of Lina’s being shrank back from the simple thought of walking through the palace halls once more.

			And yet Lina knew Anne was right. If they were serious about keeping Kat safe from harm and the influence of men like Henry or Norfolk, they would have to be close to her.

			“You don’t have to go,” Anne said, her voice suddenly gentle. She must have seen the battle playing out on Lina’s face. “I can do it by myself.”

			“No,” Lina croaked. She finally managed to swallow. “I wouldn’t be able to live with myself knowing I had sent you back there alone. But how? Even with a disguise, we would be courting catastrophe if anyone thought they’d recognized us.”

			Anne nodded. “We’ll need to do more than change our hair color or apply some makeup. We’ll need a glamour.”

			“A glamour?” Lina repeated.

			“A long-holding spell that changes our appearance. We would be unrecognizable to everyone at the palace. Even”—she paused—“even our daughters.”

			Lord, Lina hadn’t even thought of what it would mean to be at court with Mary there. How could she manage to be in the same place as Mary without telling her everything? How could she pretend her daughter was a stranger, when she was the person Lina loved and missed most in the entire world?

			And just like that, the fear became panic.

			Anne was at her side, guiding her into a chair. “We can do this,” she was saying. “It will take great planning and greater care, but I know we can manage it.”

			Lina tried to gulp down some air. This sudden weakness, this terrible fear, was not going to get the best of her. Was she afraid to return to court? Unequivocally. But she was a different woman than she had been when Henry exiled her. She was older, yes, but wiser too, and stronger than she had ever been inside the cocoon of royalty. She had suffered and survived heartbreaks, had crossed the world in the name of the Sisterhood, and had turned one of her greatest enemies into her closest friend. If she could do all of that, surely she could return to court.

			Lina forced some ice back into her tone. “Tell me more about the glamour.”

			Anne sat in the chair beside her. “The spell is complex, but not outside my skills. I’ve done smaller versions in the past, but never made myself over entirely, nor another person. To do it right, I will need access to my old family books. This is not something I want to attempt without study.”

			“Where are these books?” Lina asked.

			“Hever Castle,” Anne replied. “My home.”

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* The ploy had worked so well with Cromwell, but thus far nothing Anne threw at Norfolk seemed to stick. That is, unfortunately, often the way with men of his influence. Kings and lords can break every law and commit every sin, and they remain utterly unaccountable.
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			Anna von Kleve

			September 15, 1540

			Two women arrived in the night, cloaks drawn, hoods up. Through the window upstairs, Anna saw them ushered inside by the cook, and her curiosity was piqued. She knew the comings and goings of her estates well, and she was not expecting any visitors.

			“Come back to bed, darling,” Brigid called from across the room. “It’s late.”

			Anna stepped away from the window and crossed the stone floor to her bed. She bent to drop a kiss on Brigid’s lips. “I’ll return in a moment,” she promised. “There’s something I need to see to.”

			Brigid flopped back against the pillows, not bothering to conceal a yawn as she ran a hand through her tangle of golden curls. The gesture was almost enough to stay Anna’s feet. Anna loved nothing more than twirling one of those curls around her finger as they lay in bed together after exploring each other’s hearts and bodies with the same wonder they’d discovered a year ago when their romance began.

			Anna kissed her lover once more, then shrugged into a dressing gown and tucked her feet into silk slippers. With silent steps and a candle in hand, she left her chamber and wound down the staircase until she reached the main floor. Henry had offered Anna Hever Castle, the Boleyn ancestral home; Richmond Palace; and several other beautiful estates, all in exchange for a quiet annulment of their marriage, which Anna had been eager to grant.

			She hadn’t spent much time in the castle yet, and it all felt so unfamiliar. The stone walls were old, even for England, and the property had been used as a defensive keep for most of its existence. Anna didn’t like to think of how many battles had been fought in the surrounding marshland, how many bodies and bones had been swallowed by the sucking, squelching earth. She also didn’t like to think of the castle’s most recent owners, the Boleyns, who had all died one after the other: George and Anne after that horrible scandal, their mother Elizabeth and father Thomas in the two years that followed. Only Mary survived, or so Anna was told. She wondered sometimes if that family had been cursed, and if the curse was born from this ancient, cold house.

			Anna followed the sounds of voices toward the drawing room, keeping one hand along the wood-paneled wall for guidance. The drawing room door was ajar, and Anna saw shadows moving about in the glow of the candlelight. Though she kept a rather informal household, her staff would never presume to use the castle for their own purposes. Anna tiptoed closer to the door, her ears straining to make out the hushed voices inside.

			“…apologize for the late hour.”

			The voice was unfamiliar to Anna. An older woman, she guessed, based on the speaker’s cadence and the slight grit to her tone.

			“Not to worry.” This from the castle cook, causing Anna to raise her brows in surprise. “We’ve been expecting you for the last few days. I’ll tell the mistress my cousins have come to stay, and we’ll put you in one of the servant rooms.”

			“That’s all right,” said a third female voice. “We’ll get what we need and be gone before the lady of the house knows we’re here. It’s simpler that way, but I am grateful for the hospitality.”

			Anna couldn’t contain herself any longer. She pushed open the door and stepped inside. “You’re very welcome,” she said. “Though I don’t recall inviting any guests.”

			The three women inside startled, but it was Anna whose candle clattered to the ground, flame extinguished.

			Though their voices had been foreign to her, the two women seated in her drawing room were not. She had studied their portraits a hundred times during her six short months as Henry’s wife, though she’d never expected to see their faces with her own eyes, at least not on this side of the grave.

			Anna took a step backward, blinking hard. Was this a dream? She pinched her arm, but she didn’t wake up, nor did her sight waver. She knew, with heart-stopping certainty, that Catherine of Aragón and Anne Boleyn were staring back at her. They had aged since their portraits were last done, yes, but she’d know those eyes, those faces, anywhere.

			The castle cook, Mrs. Garthwaite, was the first to recover. “Your Highness, I apologize for the intrusion,” she said, no small measure of anxiety in her words. “May I present my cousins—”

			“I was not aware you were related to royalty, Mrs. Garthwaite,” Anna interrupted breathlessly. Surely that couldn’t be the case. But what other explanation was there? What were two queens—both dead—doing talking to her cook?

			Mrs. Garthwaite looked nearly as flustered as Anna did, glancing back and forth between the cloaked women and her mistress. “Pardon, milady?”

			Catherine of Aragón stood, a smile on her lips that did not stretch to her eyes. The ice-blue chips watched Anna warily. “Mrs. Garthwaite, do you mind if we have a moment alone?”

			The cook nodded slowly and gave a curtsy. “Again, I apologize for overstepping, milady. I didn’t…I didn’t think you’d be awake.”

			It was a meager explanation, but Anna was too stunned to worry about the impropriety. She waved a hand to Mrs. Garthwaite, who edged past Anna and out of the room, tossing one final look of bewilderment at her mistress as she went.

			“Close the door, please,” Catherine said. Her voice was satin over stone, full of a queen’s command. Anna did as she was bid.

			Once the latch clicked into place, Anne Boleyn was out of her seat, crossing the room in long strides. Anna saw the glint of a blade in her hand and a scream built in her throat, but before she could think to shout or move, Anne had pressed a finger against Anna’s lips. The former queen said something, the words muddled in Anna’s ringing ears. When she licked her lips, they tasted like salt and copper.

			They tasted like blood.

			“She will tell us the truth,” Anne said to Catherine, who had also abandoned her chair and was standing a few feet away.

			The older woman nodded. “What is your name?” she asked Anna.

			“Anna von Kleve,” Anna responded, the words rolling off her tongue without her thought or permission. Her eyes widened in panic, but Catherine shook her head.

			“It’s all right,” Catherine said, though Anna’s fears did not ease. “Do you know who we are?”

			Anna tried to resist, but she found her mouth opening again of its own accord. “Yes. You are Catherine of Aragón. And that is Anne Boleyn.”

			Of course they were. Catherine had the firm set to her jaw and the steely independence in her gaze that Anna had admired from her portraits. Her hair had gone gray, but it still swept off her forehead with graceful strokes, just as Lucas Horenbout had captured her. Time had not stripped Anne of the mirth that lit her eyes and quirked the edges of her lips, nor had it taken from the beauty of her figure.

			Anne stepped closer, peering at Anna with open curiosity. “How do you know us?”

			“From your portraits,” Anna replied. “I have studied them—all the paintings in all the palaces in London. I love to paint, though I fear I’ll never be considered an accomplished artist.”

			Why was she telling them this? More importantly, why were they here? Alive, in her drawing room, wielding some sort of influence over her mind and body?

			“Oh Lord,” Anna moaned, her knees suddenly going weak. “Are you here to haunt me? Is it because I’m in this house?”

			At this, Anne looked amused. “Well, I must admit I do find it a bit indelicate that you would take up residence here of all places.”

			Anna slumped into a chair, bobbing her head in agreement. “I know, I know. I told the king as much, that I didn’t want it, that it didn’t feel right.”

			But Henry hadn’t listened. He’d insisted that the house go to good use, and who was Anna to refuse? She would have signed the papers even if Henry had gifted her a cottage on a remote island in the middle of the ocean. This was her first stay at Hever Castle, and Anna should have known it would be haunted by the ghosts of queens past. She crossed herself hurriedly, a shiver snaking down her spine.

			“I rather like you,” Anne declared, startling Anna with the warmth in her voice. “You’re a vast improvement over Jane Seymour.”

			Anna gasped. “You shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.” Unless, perhaps as ghosts themselves, the same rules didn’t apply? Though when Anne’s finger had touched her lips, it hadn’t felt ghostly. And hadn’t there been blood? Anna was quite sure ghosts could not bleed.

			“I will tell you this quickly and in the strictest of confidence,” Catherine said with none of Anne’s cordiality. “You are not hallucinating, dreaming, or being haunted. Both Anne and I are alive. We are here to do something incredibly important, and we will not suffer any delay or impediment. If you dare tell anyone, it will be you who is dead. Do you understand?”

			Anna nodded weakly, even though a thousand questions rattled around her brain.

			Catherine studied her for several seconds. “Very good. Now I suggest you go back to your rooms.”

			“But what will I tell Brigid?” Anna blurted out. “I promised her I’d come right back to bed, but—”

			Anna stopped short. She had just said Brigid and bed. She would never do that, never give up their precious secret. Something was terribly wrong with her.

			“You—you have put some kind of enchantment on me,” she accused, pointing a shaking finger at Anne Boleyn. “You have made me say things I do not wish to say!”

			Anna scrubbed at her mouth with the back of her hand, then spat on the floor, removing any trace of the blood she’d been marked with. Of course the rumors were true and Anne Boleyn was a witch. How else could her presence here tonight be explained? Only some dark, twisted magick could bring someone back from the dead.

			Anne was still watching her with something approaching delight, and it made Anna shiver again. “Lina, she is nothing like what we were told.”

			“Do not get it in your head to bring her into this,” Catherine replied, sounding weary. “You know we don’t have much time.”

			“Bring me into what?” Anna interjected, struggling to get up out of her chair but finding that her legs were still little more than jelly. “You can’t make me say things I don’t want to say!”

			Anne sat in the chair next to Anna and laid a hand on her arm. “Well, actually I can.”

			Anna snatched her arm back as though she’d been burned.

			“But,” Anne added, “I don’t want to. So why don’t you and I come to an agreement?”

			Catherine sighed loudly. “This is a bad idea.”[*]

			“Three queens,” Anne whispered excitedly to Catherine. “Not Marguerite. Her.”

			Anna looked back and forth between the two women. She hadn’t the slightest clue what they were talking about, and she knew deep in her heart she didn’t want to know. She pursed her lips together as tightly as she could and clenched her teeth, determined not to say another word.

			“You have told us the truth, and now it is only fair we repay the favor,” Anne Boleyn was saying. “Lina—Catherine—told you we were here to do something important. In fact, a woman’s life depends on it.”

			Anna said nothing, wishing to God and every saint she could think of that she had never left her room.

			Her silence didn’t seem to deter Anne. “While I’m sure the three of us have many things in common, there is one thing we share that stands out. We were all married to Henry, and none of us are anymore. There’s a disturbing pattern there, don’t you think? Five wives in eight years…it’s unnatural. You know what he did to me. What he did to Lina.”

			Grudgingly, Anna nodded. She hadn’t wanted to be Henry’s fourth wife for myriad reasons, not least of all because the king’s marriages had a penchant for ending in funerals. In truth, Anna hadn’t wanted to be the wife of any man at all. That was why she’d falsified her own portrait to look more beautiful, why she’d pretended not to know English, why she’d worn the ugliest clothes she could find. Her plan had worked, and Henry had been all too happy to exchange his awkward German bride for a beautiful young lady-in-waiting. Anna had gotten exactly what she wished, plus a hefty allowance, and helped Henry save face.

			“Did you know my cousin Katherine Howard? I heard she was one of your attendants.”

			“Yes, I knew her,” Anna managed to say, wondering whether the words were her own or still some part of a spell.

			“Do you think she will make the king happy?”

			Slowly, Anna shook her head. “Nor do I think she will be happy with him.”

			A part of her had always worried about little Katherine Howard. The girl was nearly a decade younger than Anna and had seemed breezy and blithe, an unsuitable match for the mercurial king that Anna had come to know. But Anna had escaped that life and had found her own happiness. She tried to think about court as little as possible these days.

			“And what do you think happens when Henry is not happy with his wife?” Anne asked, her dark eyes boring into Anna’s.

			Anna knew the answer. She was living proof of it, as were the other two women in this room. “He will find a new one,” she said quietly.

			Anne Boleyn smiled beatifically at her answer, and Anna was at once dazzled and terrified. “And that, my dear, is why you’re going to help us save Katherine Howard. The poor thing must be absolutely miserable.”
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			Katherine Howard

			September 20, 1540

			Katherine Howard was having the best sex of her life.

			Granted, seventeen years was not a very long life, nor had her previous partner left anything but disappointment in his wake. But God above if Thomas didn’t know exactly what she wanted, sometimes before she even knew herself.

			“You’re quite good at this,” Kat whispered breathlessly in his ear as he trailed kisses down her neck.

			“Better than the king?” Thomas asked, his mouth sinking lower to her breasts.

			Kat’s answer was a moan. She dug her nails into his back, pulling him closer, closer, closer, seeking the sweet release he’d gifted her with twice already tonight. Eager to meet her desire, Thomas kept pace, slipping his thumb between their bodies to bring Kat closer to the brink. The moment his lips found hers again, the thunder building inside Kat reached a crescendo, and her whole body gave an exquisite shudder. Thomas was close behind, and they lay gasping and entwined for several minutes, pressing slow kisses on each other’s passion-pink mouths.

			“We are never leaving this bed,” Kat declared. “I will have the servants bring us food now and then, and we’ll eat it off each other when we need a moment’s rest.”

			Thomas laughed, and Kat wondered at how beautiful he was. His dark hair tumbled in unruly curls to just above his shoulders, and she loved that there was always an errant lock that she could brush from his forehead or cheek. With his eyes crinkled up in laughter and his lean body lying deliciously naked beside hers, Thomas could have been the subject of a painting of the perfect man.

			Suddenly ravenous to have him again, Kat pressed her body against his, loving how all her soft, yielding places met his hard planes. His fingers curled around her waist in response, and she felt the length of him harden once more against her thigh. The knowledge that he wanted her as desperately as she wanted him nearly knocked the air from her lungs.

			“You’re going to be the death of me,” Thomas murmured into her neck, stroking a teasing hand up from her hips to her breasts and then back down to her burning core. When he found evidence of her own excitement, he groaned, tracing his teeth feather light along her collarbone.

			He guided Kat back against the pillows, his thumb making teasing circles that left Kat panting and aching for more. When he lowered himself over her and inch by inch slid inside, Kat wrapped her legs around his waist, arching to meet him until he was fully, gloriously sheathed. They shared a lover’s grin, eyes dark with want, before Thomas flipped them over in one smooth motion. Kat immediately saw the advantage—with his hands free, Thomas could do all kinds of things that made her see stars.

			By the time they finished, Kat was certain she would never need anything else. Nothing but this bed and this man and endless hours of his uninterrupted attention on her body.

			“I don’t think it’s possible for anyone to love someone more,” Thomas said, stroking her hair and watching her with half-lidded eyes. “Or—” he added with a mischievous nip on her earlobe “—to want someone more.”

			Kat smiled lazily, somehow feeling both sated and insatiable at the same time. “It is a good thing my husband has too many concerns of his own to realize my heart belongs to another.”

			If she’d had her way, she never would have married old, odious King Henry at all. Kat had never forgiven him for killing her favorite cousin, Anne, who had been so glamorous and mysterious but also always went out of her way to make Kat laugh. (And, even though she’d caught Kat in the act, Anne had never told Grandmam about the pearls in the pond.) She couldn’t fathom why her family had been so keen on the match, especially when he was older than her own father. But seventeen-year-olds have little say in the fates of kingdoms, and when Henry approached her uncle the Duke of Norfolk with an offer, the marriage was already a done deal. She had lain with Henry after their wedding, and still felt queasy recalling the short, awkward experience. Since then, she had only had to perform the act on a handful of occasions, made less frequent by her encouragement of Henry’s drinking whenever they were together.

			The sole benefit to having gone through the ordeal was that the king had been assured of Kat’s virginity and loss of her maidenhead. From that moment on, her body was her own, and now, she could use it.

			The first time she saw Thomas Culpeper, one of Henry’s own privy chamber courtiers, she had been bowled over by his good looks and charm, but she thought her crush would amount to little more than a fantasy to brighten the dull moments between parties and other amusements at court. Perhaps they’d have an affair, or perhaps she’d simply admire him from afar, wondering about the life she could have had.

			It began with flirtatious banter over a game of cards, leading to painfully chaste dances at the spring balls under the watchful eyes of court. Soon, Thomas was bringing her books he thought she would like, turning down the pages of his favorite passages. He hid flowers for her around the palace, poking out of torch sconces and appearing on Kat’s breakfast tray. And when he found out that the dog who lived in the kitchens had given birth to a litter of puppies, he snuck Kat down in the dead of night so she could coo over the mama and tiny babies. Their moments together were stolen but sweet, and until just a few nights before, they’d never even made love, but instead spent their evenings together talking and counting stars.

			Now, looking at the man beside her, Kat held back a wild shout of joy that threatened to tear out of her chest. This, this was the love of fairy tales and poetry and plays. Though she knew it was wrong to be with a man who wasn’t her husband, Kat couldn’t bring herself to feel guilty. The only thing Kat ever regretted was that she had to keep her love a fiercely guarded secret, for if the king were to find out about the affair, it would cost both their heads. She would have much rather raced through the halls of Hampton Court shouting Thomas’s name than lain awake at night hoping they wouldn’t be caught.

			She’d never wanted Henry, and had only had the misfortune of not being able to deny a king. What she wanted, wanted with her whole heart, was to run away from England with Thomas. It was a dream, she knew, but one so powerful she felt it might just manifest into reality through sheer force of will.

			Thomas was still watching her, his gaze tracing her brow, her cheek, her chin, like he was preparing to sculpt her face from clay. “If you were not already another man’s wife, I would marry you this instant,” he said, gently twirling a lock of Kat’s auburn hair. “I’d pull a priest from his slumbers and make you a thousand vows.”

			Kat felt joy bloom inside her, radiating from head to toe. “You’re sure that notion isn’t influenced by the events of the last three hours?”

			His roguish grin was almost enough to make Kat climb into his arms again. “Yes, and no. But who says we need a priest?”

			Quick as lightning, he leaped out of bed and donned his tunic. Kat started to protest, but he held up a finger and offered her the silken chemise that lay discarded on the floor. Curious, Kat slipped into it, waiting for Thomas to return from the other side of the room where he was wrestling with one of the curtains.

			“Here we are,” he said, racing back to her side. In his palm, he held two bits of gold cord from the curtain tassels. With deft hands, he looped the cord over Kat’s ring finger, tying the knot so it fit snugly above her knuckle.

			“Do you take me to be yours?” he asked. His face was open, vulnerable in a way Kat had never seen it before.

			“I do.” Kat’s fingers trembled slightly as she tied her length of cord around his finger. “And do you take me?”

			“I do.” That heart-melting grin returned. “And if you’ll let me, I will.”

			Kat laughed and leaped into his arms, letting Thomas carry her back to bed.[*]
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			Thomas snuck out sometime before dawn, and Kat woke alone. She stretched across the sheets, her body sore in a way that made her blush. She twirled her tassel ring around her finger, realizing if she squinted in just the right way, it looked like a wedding band.

			But reality came crashing down a few minutes later as her servants and ladies-in-waiting descended to prepare her for the day. If any of them suspected the queen had welcomed a nighttime visitor, no one dared say so. Kat felt they must have been able to see it written on her face, if not in the faded pink love bites that dotted her body, but either the dim morning light or the discretion of the other women saved her from having to form an explanation. And yet how she wished she could tell someone, anyone. There were times when she feared her heart might burst if she had to keep her love a secret for a moment longer.

			“Your Majesty, what is this?” one of the women asked, turning Kat’s hand back and forth to study the makeshift ring.

			Kat extricated her fingers, holding her hand to her heart. “It’s a reminder of something important,” she replied, holding back a smile.

			“Very well, Your Majesty. But since you’re due in court today, perhaps you’d want to wear something a bit more…traditional?”

			Kat had forgotten she had to see Henry. After their wedding and a few months of being on progress to introduce the realm to their new queen, she had mostly managed to stay away from her husband. But once every few weeks as he passed through, she had to sit at his side and play the role of besotted wife. Pretending not to care about or understand the workings of the realm had been to her advantage, leaving her plenty of free time to fill as she pleased. She let Henry and his nobles believe she was too young to involve herself in political matters, a persona all too easy to adopt when mixed in with her gorgeous French dresses and outrageous parties.

			But Kat liked to think that she knew what it meant to be queen better than anyone else. Don’t be too Catholic—you’ll be exiled like Catherine of Aragón. Don’t be too clever—you’ll be beheaded like dear cousin Anne. Don’t be too gentle—you’ll flicker out like Jane Seymour. Don’t be too plain—you’ll be dismissed like Anna von Kleve. Yes, Kat knew that her affair with Thomas was foolish, dangerous even, but to be a fifth wife was a mockery in itself, and Kat had no intention of allowing Henry to destroy her life the way he had with all the women before her.

			After all, she’d only just started living.
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			Anne

			October 11, 1540

			Anne was absolutely delighted by Anna von Kleve and was pleased to find that Marguerite’s reports hadn’t done the young woman justice. It seemed no one had glimpsed the true Anna, at least not as she was away from court. For all the complaints of her plainness, Anna was a lovely young woman. Her face was round, sunny, and open, and she had a plump hourglass form that curved and softened in all the best places. She smiled easily—once she got over her initial shock and terror—and her sense of compassion was finely tuned, so much so that she had agreed to help with Kat’s rescue with little persuasion.

			The night of Anne and Lina’s arrival, the three former queens had stayed up talking late into the night, and even after Anne’s truth curse wore off, Anna admitted to her plot to escape her marriage from Henry. The entire thing was brilliant, played so perfectly that Anna had walked away with her dignity, her head, and enough gold to last several lifetimes. Moreover, Anne suspected that the Brigid Anna had mentioned was far more than just a companion. She had met several such couples hidden away in the French and English courts and felt a pang of bittersweet happiness that one of Henry’s wives had found love.

			Anna had invited them to stay, and the elder queens had accepted. A month passed as Anne unearthed her family’s spell books and learned every intricacy of the glamours needed to get them into court. After endless days of study, Anne felt confident that she could cast and sustain the spell, complicated though it may be. Now, all they needed was an excuse to go to London.

			“How I envy our host,” Anne said to Lina one morning. “Tucked away in this house, her lover in her bed and Henry’s coins in her purse.”

			They sat in Anne’s childhood rooms, enjoying a breakfast of bread and porridge prepared by Mrs. Garthwaite. Anne’s jealousy was tempered by her joy at being home after so many years away. There was a certain strangeness to being here again without her family, and Anne tried to ignore the memories dancing at the corners of her vision—a young Mary bent over a book of child’s curses; boy George racing through the house with his tutor hot on his heels; Mother and Father smiling in the drawing room, dressed for company.

			Lina took a sip of her tea, nodding as she looked out over the marshland surrounding the castle. “It does seem one of us managed to get it right.”

			“Do you think we could secure an annulment for Kat?” Anne asked. She’d been pondering this for some time. “Anna did it so well—surely it could be done again.”

			“Kat is at a disadvantage having caught the king’s eye on her own,” Lina pointed out. “He already finds her beautiful and interesting.”

			Anne frowned, rubbing absently at the stump of her little finger. Henry had once thought the same of her, and that hadn’t ended well. “Perhaps we could bring their age difference into play. Kat is young, and surely her personality is no match for Henry’s.”

			“We’ll find an angle,” Lina promised. “It will all be easier once we’re at court.”

			And that was the sticking point. Anne was ready to complete the glamour, but they had no way to get into Kat’s inner circle. They had considered creating false identities as noble ladies from the Continent—Anne from France and Lina from Spain—but the English court was so interconnected that it would be too easy for someone to pull apart their stories. Besides, without husbands of standing, it would be impossible for the two of them to secure places as ladies-in-waiting in any noble household, let alone get close to the queen.

			With that option off the table, talk had circled around to working in the kitchens or another part of the household staff. There were drawbacks to this line of planning—not only that neither woman had lived a life of labor, but, more importantly, their access to the queen would be even more limited without the opportunity to move freely among the upper classes. Seeking employment at the palace was ruled out as a nonstarter.

			All of the roadblocks only served to make Anne more frustrated and impatient. The only reason she hadn’t set off for London and damned the consequences was that the king and his new queen were on fall progress, due to arrive back at Hampton Court before Christmas. Until then, there was little she could do but wait and think and practice her cursework until she knew the spells like her own heart.

			A knock came at the door, followed by the appearance of their hostess.

			“Good morning,” Anna said. “Would either of you fancy a stroll? The weather is fine, and I’ve felt cooped up after all this rain.”

			It was the perfect distraction from an unsolvable problem, and Anne leaped to her feet, eager for fresh air and to burn off her nervous energy. Lina waved her on, and Anne swept Anna out the door. As always, Anna’s companion Brigid was with her, and Anne greeted the lady-in-waiting with a warm smile. Brigid was stylish, clever, and kind, a near prodigy on the harpsichord, and a surprisingly cutthroat card player. Anne had grown fond of her too.

			“Finally, a lovely day,” Anne said, taking the arms of the two ladies. “Shall we go get some mud on our skirts?”

			“I can’t see why we’d do anything else,” Brigid replied. “It has been far too long since I made a proper mess.”

			Anna laughed merrily. “She says that, but you should see her when she comes home from riding. Somehow the woman wears more dirt and dust than the horse.”

			The day was indeed beautiful, the perfect autumn morning that offered summer’s warmth alongside the smell of freshly fallen leaves. Anne had always thought that October was a particularly beautiful time at home. Yes, the weather was changeable, with storms springing up on the horizon unannounced and sweeping across the marsh with a fury only Mother Nature could possess. They had already seen several downpours roll through since she and Lina arrived. But even in a storm, she loved watching the grasses sway in the wind, dancing to their own secret music. As children, she and Mary had gone hunting for late-season wildflowers when they could escape their lessons, and there had never been anything better than finding a cozy corner in the library to curl up with a book. Soon the heart of fall would arrive, painting the world in oranges, golds, and reds, and still those marsh grasses would swish, a sound Anne always associated with home.

			Like children, the three women went running through the marshes, no care given to their shoes or skirts. Anne showed them her favorite trees she’d climbed as a girl and the meadows of flowers that had only just begun to lose their rainbow hues. They stayed out through the early afternoon, until Anne started to feel her face and neck turn pink despite the weakened sun. Only when all their stomachs were growling and their fingers were green from flower picking did they begin the walk back to the castle.

			“Will you be leaving soon?” Anna asked, sounding as though she hoped the answer would be no.

			“I had thought we’d already be gone,” Anne admitted. “But we have not yet thought of a way into the palace and Kat’s circle. You were queen more recently than I—any advice?”

			Anna thought for a moment. “The king paid very little attention to me and my household, but I expect things are different for Katherine. I wasn’t even allowed to pick most of my ladies-in-waiting and instead had them assigned to me based on their previous service and whose families were in favor at the moment. Brigid was the only member of my own retinue who was permitted to stay.”

			The blonde’s face crinkled up in concentration. “Do you have any special skills, perhaps as a musician or artist? If Queen Katherine were to patronize your work, perhaps you could join her inner crowd. Anna was always bringing in new painters.”

			That was a good idea, and one Anne hadn’t yet considered. Unfortunately, it was also moot, for while she and Lina were considered broadly accomplished women, neither of them had talents that could earn that sort of favor from the queen.

			Anna stopped short, bringing her palms together in a clap that rattled the birds out of the grass. “I’m a fool for not thinking of it sooner! As the ‘king’s sister’ ”—all three of them made a face at the ridiculous nickname Henry had given her—“I’ll be invited to the Christmas festivities at Hampton Court. You could come with me, and no doubt I will have plenty of opportunities to meet with the new queen, and in private too.”[*]

			Christmas was a long way off, and Anne’s first reaction was disappointment. She had been impatient to get to Kat from the moment Marguerite’s letter arrived in Spain, and she’d now been delayed month after month. But there was no better opportunity than the one in front of her. It was a simple solution to a problem that had hounded her for weeks, and for that, Anne could have hugged sweet Anna von Kleve. So she did.

			“You’re a genius, my dear girl,” she proclaimed. “You’re sure it’s not too much trouble?”

			The younger woman shook her head. “Not at all. I will have to go, as much as I’d rather stay away from court. In fact, I would feel more comfortable returning knowing I was not the only ex-queen in attendance. And if it will help Kat, then it will all be worth it.”

			“Perhaps I can perform a bit of magick and get Jane Seymour’s ghost to join us too,” Anne mused. She laughed when both Anna and Brigid turned pale and exchanged a worried look. “I tease, darlings. Just the living dead queens for this visit.”

			Anna’s returning smile was only a little bit uneasy.
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			Anna von Kleve

			November 6, 1540

			With all the excitement of the past few weeks, Anna had hardly been able to find time to paint. One November morning she finally sat at her easel, looking out at the gray skies and the frosted sea of grass and trees that stretched away from Hever Castle. She’d grown used to life in the old Boleyn home, used to the creaks in the stairs and the way the marsh birds sang the sun to sleep. Perhaps she felt at home here simply because of Anne Boleyn herself, who had come to feel like an older sister, albeit one with magick and a penchant for revenge.

			Queen Catherine—Lina, Anna always had to remind herself—remained somewhat distant, though she was always polite. Anna got the sense that the eldest queen had greater trepidation about returning to court, though she pasted on a smile and helped with the planning. Helped was in fact an understatement, as Lina’s sharp mind always seemed two or three steps ahead. She had plotted the trip to London down to the last detail, and despite Anna’s own nerves, she felt surprisingly confident to be smuggling in two presumed-dead queens in her entourage.

			Anna dipped her brush into the silver paint she only used on the rarest of occasions, limning the feathered grass and nearly bare trees with a tinge of ice. It was one of her better paintings; she had always been stronger with landscapes than portraits. Brigid had laughed the first time Anna tried to paint her, and in fairness Anna had made her lover look far more like a golden-feathered hen than a beautiful woman.

			As if summoned by Anna’s thoughts, Brigid padded into the room, her slippered feet scuffing against the floor. She paused beside the painting. “It’s very good, my love,” she said, giving Anna’s shoulder a squeeze. “We might just make a da Vinci out of you yet.”

			Anna flushed with pleasure. “It is not that good.”

			Brigid sat in the chair next to Anna’s. She wore her dressing gown over her night chemise, and her cheeks were rosy with sleep. Anna thought it was too bad she couldn’t paint that portrait. It certainly was a lovely thing to be in love and be loved in return.

			“What did I tell you?” Brigid scolded in her teasing way. “When someone gives you a compliment, you say thank you. Men have no time for false modesty, so we shouldn’t either. Do you think da Vinci would have been coy about his talent?”

			“You’re starting to sound like a member of the Sisterhood,” Anna observed.

			This time Brigid was the one to blush. “You think so?” She bit her lip and looked at Anna. “That isn’t a bad thing, is it?”

			Anne and Lina had told them all about the Hellebore Sisterhood and how their friend, the princess of France, was orchestrating a movement to improve the lives of women all across Europe.[*] It sounded lovely, though Anna wondered if that movement would accept someone like her or Brigid. Their true lives had been lived in secret, even among their closest friends and family. Anna had kept the relationship from her fellow queens, though she feared they were clever enough to see through her. Would other women of the Sisterhood extend a hand if they knew the truth? Or would that part of her always have to be separate? Hidden from everyone but Brigid?

			Still, the pragmatic part of Anna knew that progress was progress, and anything that helped balance the power between men and women was worth fighting for. Perhaps if things had been different—been better—she wouldn’t have been shipped off to England to marry a monster of a man, just for the sake of politics. Moreover, she wouldn’t have been forced to rely solely on her wits to survive a marriage that other women had not.

			“The Sisterhood will do good in the world,” Anna assured Brigid. “I’m glad we know of it and can help our friends. And that we can help Kat—she deserves far better than a life next to Henry.”

			Brigid nodded. Both of them had felt guilty about leaving Katherine Howard in the lion’s den. Kat was a beautiful, charming girl, but she was trapped in a game played by men who cared little for the casualties they inflicted. Henry had seen her, Henry had wanted her, and the rest was paperwork and payoffs. Anna had been so glad to escape that she hadn’t dared look back, at least not until her predecessors came knocking.

			“You…you don’t think Her Highness Anne will be caught using her magick?” Brigid asked. “That we’ll be found out?”

			Anna had no answer for that. She really had no idea what Anne Boleyn was capable of. In truth, as much as she liked and admired Anne and Lina, there were moments when they both frightened her to her core.
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			That had been Anna’s last quiet day, and from that moment forward, there was little time for painting. Gowns had to be fitted, trunks packed, and elaborate backstories built about Anna’s newest ladies-in-waiting, Genevieve d’Toulouse and Mariana de Villaverde. She and Brigid taught them each a few key words and phrases of German to be safe, in case they needed to communicate in a language few courtiers used.

			The morning they were scheduled to leave for London, Anna found two strangers in her library. One woman was slim with dark blond hair—pretty, though her pallid complexion placed her out of the running for a true beauty. The other was brunette verging on gray with a smattering of freckles across her nose that lent youth to her otherwise matronly appearance.

			Anna’s surprise must have shown on her face, because the blond woman clapped her hands together merrily.

			“She doesn’t recognize us!” she crowed to her companion.

			Anna’s brow furrowed. She knew that voice…

			“Yes, dear one, it’s us,” the blonde—Anne Boleyn—said, sounding terribly pleased with herself. “I will accept congratulations on an excellent glamour.”

			Anna had known the witch planned to cast her disguise spells, but Anna hadn’t expected it to be so…lifelike. Despite having spent nearly every day of the last two months with these women, she hadn’t recognized them at all. If she really squinted—and she did—she could see Anne’s mischievous gray eyes and the patient, if slightly taciturn set of Lina’s mouth.

			“How does it work?” Anna asked, mesmerized by the power of the glamour. She had an urge to reach out and touch Anne’s face, to see if she could feel the magick.

			If possible, the witch looked even more smug. “Most curses need only blood and a knife, but a glamour requires substance to fuel it. I had to collect hair from women with the color and style I planned to re-create, along with their skin.”

			“Their skin!” Anna repeated, suddenly aghast. “What did you—how did you—”

			Anne-not-Anne waved a hand. “Done through a scratch of a nail, nothing more sinister.”

			Anna looked to Lina for confirmation, but the eldest queen merely shrugged, which offered little reassurance. Anna scanned the women up and down, observing that Anne hadn’t changed their body types, or magicked herself a new pinkie finger. Anne saw her notice and clasped her hands with what seemed like a bit of chagrin.

			“A new limb is hard to manage, and I figure no one would expect me to be missing a finger anyway,” she said. “But otherwise, it’s quite impressive, isn’t it?”

			Anna nodded. “I wouldn’t have known you,” she admitted.

			“Nor we you,” Lina added, giving Anna a once-over of her own. “Was this what you were like while you were Henry’s wife?”

			Anna looked down at her own disguise. With some reluctance, she had dug up the bulky, ill-fitting dresses she’d worn while at court. They were all overly modest and in a series of colors that clashed awfully with her hair and skin tones. They were also very effective—her style may have drawn the attention and derision of her attendants, but it had also successfully repelled her husband for six months.

			Anna gave a small smile. “Soon I’ll be stumbling over my English and looking bemused by everyone and everything around me. I trust you won’t be offended by having such a bumbling lady to serve.”

			“You are a true artist,” Anne proclaimed, walking over and cupping Anna’s cheeks. “And a clever one on top of that. I am very much looking forward to seeing your transformation, for I know the woman beneath.”

			For so long, Anna’s ruse had seemed like a burden, a heavy veneer over her true self. The masquerade had been necessary and fruitful, but truthfully Anna had hoped to never again take up the mantle of Anne von Kleve, the queen so dull and ugly that she was the laughingstock of England. But with Brigid, Anne, and Lina by her side, it all felt a bit more like a game, a trick they were playing together on the world.

			And that, she thought, might be rather enjoyable indeed.
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					* This was, of course, unsanctioned, but then again everything Anne and Lina had done since returning to England was. And anyway, the Hellebore Sisterhood had truly grown outside of my control, a deep-rooted vine twining ever higher, ever deeper, into the pillars of society. It was what I had always hoped for, but the growth still keeps me up at night, wondering if the consequences of all I have built and nurtured will catch up with me.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 27 ◆

			Lina

			December 10, 1540

			Lina had found hell on earth. This was her punishment for faking her death, to be sent back to the site of her greatest miseries and be tortured by her past.

			“You are looking morose, dear Mariana,” Anne said. When Lina glared at her, the witch’s eyes widened. “I take that back. You are looking murderous.”

			“I hate it here,” Lina groused, taking a deep drink from her goblet of wine. “I hate everything about it.”

			They had arrived at Hampton Court Palace the day before, and all the unpacking and arranging of their suite had offered shelter from the storm. Even Lina had to admit, begrudgingly, that the palace was beautiful. Her husband had spent the final years of their marriage overseeing the rebuilding and expansion, and Lina was disheartened to find that the project had come to an admirable conclusion. Anna’s suite was expansive, tastefully decorated with vibrant wall hangings, plush furniture, and beautiful chandeliers. The rooms overlooked the inner courtyard from one side and sprawling gardens on the other, and Lina marveled at what a high position Anna retained for herself at court, especially since the woman seemed to despise this place as much as she did.

			That evening they were entertaining a group of noblewomen on behalf of the former queen—“a bunch of monsters” as Anna had called them, and Lina was inclined to agree. She saw the sidelong glances and smirking whispers when the ladies looked at Anna. She was nothing like the happy-go-lucky woman Lina had known at Hever Castle, bundled in her unattractive gown and making awkward small talk with a heavy German accent, but that shouldn’t have made her the recipient of everyone’s derision. How had the female sex become so willing to tear one another down? Had it always been like this, or had Lina been protected by her title, too far above it all to see the pettiness and jealousy?

			And the men were worse. The kingdom had been given over to the Cromwells and Norfolks of the world, with every man fighting tooth and nail for a bit more gold or land or favor from the king. In fact, maybe it could all be chalked up to the influence of Henry’s rule. He happily embraced his baser instincts: dismissing religion and spending extravagantly, flaunting mistresses and killing wives. Anyone who didn’t agree with him was a traitor, and they soon found their way to the Tower of London. What were people to think if this was the behavior modeled for them by their king? The man was undoing generations of societal progress, and Lina sometimes wondered if he could singlehandedly take England back to the Dark Ages. It was far easier for humans to devolve than to evolve.

			“Breathe,” Anne advised, breaking Lina’s dismal train of thought. “Not one of these women would guess who you are, even if you stood on top of a chair and shouted it at them.”

			There were more new faces in the room than those she recognized, but she was glad for Anne’s glamour. The magick itself was unsettling, like having a veil draped over her face, and even after a few days of getting used to her new appearance, Lina still startled every time she looked in the mirror.

			Lina snorted. “I’m not worried about being caught. I’m worried about having to spend another moment listening to their inane rambling. Was everything always about men and fashion and jewels and gossip?”

			Anne’s answer was a shrug. “I never made friends here.”

			“Maybe because you stole my husband,” Lina retorted, but her heart wasn’t in it.

			“And maybe if you don’t gather a bit of patience and endure the inane rambling, then we’ll know less about Kat and have to stay here even longer.” Anne arched a brow. “Is that what you want?”

			No, it wasn’t. Lina drained her goblet and set it down on the mantel with more force than was necessary. “Fine. But I do hate you for this.”

			Anne smiled. “I know.”

			They split up, as had been the original plan before Lina had found herself sulking in a corner. The four of them—Lina, Anne, Anna, and Brigid—were to do their best to get information about Henry’s newest bride and the royal marriage before coming back together at the end of the evening to look for flaws they could exploit. Despite Marguerite’s suggestion[*] to bring Katherine under the wings of the Sisterhood, Anne remained firm in her desire to get her cousin far, far away from Henry. Lina felt herself inclined to agree. A rescue was the surest way for Katherine to live to see her twenties.

			And so Lina forced herself to remember all the rules of courtly communication. From somewhere deep inside, she found the pleasant but false smile that sat on her lips with the same slippery feeling of Anne’s glamour. She summoned her memories of family trees and politics that were appropriate for a woman to discuss. For the next few hours, Lina mingled with the ladies who had seen one, two, three, or even four queens come and go, hoping to learn what they knew about queen number five.
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			When their guests were gone, the four women closed the door to Anna’s bedchamber and faced one another with somber expressions.

			“It’s bad, isn’t it?” Anne asked, flopping back onto the four-poster bed.

			“It is…worse than what we would have predicted,” Lina replied diplomatically.

			In reality, the rumors were much, much worse. Lina had been expecting to hear that the new queen was immature or flighty or self-indulgent—anything you’d expect when you had a teenager wearing a crown.

			Instead, several of the ladies Lina spoke with hinted at something far more problematic.

			“I heard she has been largely absent since the royal wedding when not on progress with the king,” Brigid said softly. “They say she travels around to her estates with a group of both female and male courtiers.”

			“A courtier named Thomas Culpeper?” Anna ventured, looking like she hoped the answer was no.

			Brigid nodded, and Lina did too. That was the same name she had heard, paired with remarks that the two of them had become quite close. No one was so indelicate as to outright suggest an affair, but that was clearly the insinuation. One or two other men had been mentioned in Lina’s conversations as well, and she had filed their names away for further digging. But Culpeper was already known to her from her research before returning to London. He was one of the youngest members of the king’s privy chamber, thought to be smart but not overly ambitious, and by all accounts he was handsome and charming. What his designs were with Kat, Lina couldn’t guess, but she could see how a young woman could be swept up in a romance with someone like Culpeper, especially given the alternative.

			Still on the bed, Anne flung an arm over her eyes and groaned. “Kat, you sweet fool, what have you gotten yourself into?”
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			The next morning, Lina dressed warmly for a stroll through the winter gardens with Anne. They had stayed up well into the night going over every conversation from the party in torturous detail, only to keep arriving at the same conclusion: Kat was in serious trouble. Whether from lack of sleep or worry, Anne was scattered and short-tempered, and Lina had suggested a walk to clear their heads. Lina didn’t blame her—learning that Kat was carrying on an affair, especially one suspected by the public, made their mission much more difficult. Kat would be in grave danger if the rumors were to reach Henry, for a queen sleeping with another man was treason, while a king sleeping with another woman was nothing out of the ordinary. Lina didn’t dwell too long on that double standard, lest she lose what little leash she had on her temper these days.

			Ever since they had begun planning their return to court, Lina had felt like her icy heart was melting, giving way to blazing fire. Perhaps this was how Anne felt—bottomless anger burning just hot enough to cover all her fear, for it was far easier to be angry than to be afraid. She hoped that an hour spent out in the winter air would return to her the comforting, cold detachment she had come to rely on.

			Little was said as the two women wove through the knot gardens, hedges turned brown and streaked with hoarfrost. A large pond stood to one side with thin sheets of ice collecting in the shallows, and eventually the manicured gardens gave way to a park full of old trees swaying leafless in the wind. Lina pulled her cloak tighter and took a deep draft of the cold air, letting it spread from her lungs to her heart. The chill made her think more clearly, awakening the part of her mind that thrived on intrigue and politics. She had been born and bred to solve any problem that came her way, and she’d be damned if she failed now.

			“We’ll need to get her out of here immediately,” Lina said. Neither of them had spoken for several minutes, but Anne knew who she meant. “This will be extraction, pure and simple. Henry cannot find out.”

			“But how can we do that?” Anne asked. Lina sensed the resignation in her tone. “We can’t kidnap a queen.”

			Lina’s mind leaped from idea to idea, then landed. “If she were to announce a pregnancy, she would be sent somewhere comfortable for her confinement and lying-in. Henry’s wives have lost too many children for him to be anything but careful, and he wouldn’t dare move against her when she was with child, even if he heard about the affair.”

			Anne quickly picked up the thread. “That would give us months to develop a way out. Likely we’ll have to fake her death in childbirth, but Henry would be no stranger to that either.”

			Yes, Lina thought as the pieces clicked into place. This could work.

			“And who better to host Kat than her predecessor, ‘the king’s sister’?” Lina suggested. “If Anna will allow it, of course. Marguerite could send us physicians to forge reports, and everything could be tied up neatly before Henry even knows what’s happened.”

			Anne looked impressed. “If she’s with Anna, we’d be able to separate her from her ladies-in-waiting.” Her face fell slightly. “But what about my uncle?”

			Lina frowned too. Norfolk was a complicating factor. Kat was his ticket to wealth and power—especially if she were about to give the king an heir—and Lina doubted he would let her be spirited away without his approval. He would be within his rights to demand that she complete her pregnancy on a Howard estate attended by her family members, which would dash their plan to pieces.

			“I don’t know,” Lina admitted. “We’ll have to deal with Norfolk when the time comes.”

			They rounded a turn in the garden, the cold biting enough that Lina was ready to return to the firelit warmth of Anna’s suite. When she looked up, she saw a young woman approaching them on the path. The woman was in her midtwenties, her face pale and stern and framed with copper hair beneath her hat. Lina stopped dead in her tracks, all the air vanishing from her lungs.

			It was Mary.

			Anne noticed a second later and tucked Lina’s arm in hers, propelling them forward without breaking her stride. Lina allowed herself to be dragged along, for what else was she to do? Stand there and gape? Break down in tears? Wrap that beautiful child, now grown into a stranger, in a hug?

			But oh, how her soul ached from being so near to her daughter. With every step the pressure in her chest grew until Lina truly feared something inside her would rupture. It was too much feeling, too much love, suppressed for all these years and now ready to burst out of her. Her mouth opened and closed, ready to cry out or scream or whisper, she didn’t know. Anne’s grip on her arm grew tighter, and Lina fought to breathe, to put one foot in front of the other, until she was standing before her daughter.

			Woodenly, she followed Anne’s lead and dropped into a curtsy, as was appropriate for greeting the former princess. Mary may have had her birthright stripped away, but she was still the child of the king.

			“Good morning, Your Highness,” Anne said, her voice smooth.

			Mary nodded. “Ladies.”

			Just that one word…Lina hadn’t heard Mary’s voice in seven years, and though it had changed as Mary had grown, Lina still heard the echo of the girl she’d raised. She couldn’t help herself—she raised her eyes to meet Mary’s, hoping that despite everything, her daughter would somehow see through the magic, that they would embrace and all those stolen years would vanish like a bad dream.

			But Mary simply gave Lina a polite smile and stepped around her, continuing on her walk.

			The pain nearly brought Lina to her knees, and if Anne had not been there to catch her elbow, Lina would have certainly fallen to the snow-dusted ground. She bit back a sob, pressing her hand against her mouth until she was certain she wouldn’t make so much as a whimper. Anne met her gaze, sympathy reflected back in her bewitched face. Lina had the sudden urge to rip away their glamour with fingers and nails until they were left with shredded vestiges of their true selves.

			The feeling passed a moment later, and Lina felt the ice she had been looking for settle back around her heart, building a frozen wall of protection that no one would ever penetrate again. All her anger, all her fear was smothered by the cold, leaving nothing but the bitter chill of frostbite in her soul.

			For this was Lina’s reality. She was no longer a queen or a mother. She was a ghost, a tool of the Hellebore Sisterhood here for a single purpose. There was no joyful reunion with Mary in her future, no redemptive arc for her to follow back to her old life. There was only obscurity and subterfuge and sacrifice and vengeance until there was an end.

			And so Lina drew herself tall, pulled her arm from Anne’s grip, and walked back to the palace alone.
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					*  Marguerite’s explicit direction, but that seems to matter little.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 28 ◆

			Kat

			December 16, 1540

			Hampton Court Palace wasn’t home, but returning to the royal residence in time for Christmas did have its advantages. Twenty new gowns had come in from France in advance of her arrival—one for each day of the season—and they were each so beautiful Kat had almost cried when she saw them. The new clothes put a small dent in her tender heart, which hated to be parted from Thomas for the next few weeks. There were too many eyes and ears about, what with half of England’s upper crust packed into Hampton Court, and they would feign simple acquaintance until they could be reunited after the New Year. Kat was already planning which of her new royal estates she would whisk him away to once her duties here with Henry were done. She had grown spoiled by a fall spent making love and whispering declarations, and a return to their secret bubble of bliss could not come soon enough.

			One of Kat’s maids of honor was finishing the last button of the dress before Kat was to make her grand entrance in the Great Hall. Kat admired herself in the mirror: The navy silk was offset with a white-and-gold brocade petticoat, and each of her sleeves ended in sapphire drops that rested on the backs of her hands, connected to rings on her middle fingers with slender gold chains. Layers of pearls dropped from the choker around her throat nearly to her waist, giving the illusion of modesty over a daringly low-cut bodice. A delicate gold crown nested in her hair, which had been heaped atop her head in the latest style. Thomas would hardly be able to stand the sight of her, knowing he could look but not touch, and Kat couldn’t help but give her reflection a sly smile.

			Her good mood was interrupted by a knock at the door, followed by the entrance of John Lassells, Cromwell’s former second-in-command and one of Kat’s least favorite people in the world.

			Like Cromwell, Lassells was a Protestant reformer, though young—he had only been in Cromwell’s service two years. With Cromwell dead barely five months, Lassells was the obvious successor to his mentor’s agenda. This made him equally popular and maligned by the court, depending on where one fell on the issue of Catholicism and Henry’s split with the pope.

			But his waxing and waning popularity wasn’t why Kat disliked him. No, her troubles with holier-than-thou John Lassells went back much further. The nerve of him to enter her suite without an invitation—Kat could feel an angry flush rising from her belly to her chest, inflaming her cheeks.

			“Your Majesty,” Lassells said, giving a mockery of a bow. “A word, please?”

			Kat nodded to her attendants. “Leave us, please, ladies. If you’ll wait for me in the outer room, I’m sure this business of the church won’t take but a moment.”

			It was not lost on Kat that several of her ladies-in-waiting and maids of honor exchanged suspicious glances, but she would have to deal with that later. Once she was alone with Lassells, she put away the polite, queenly smile she’d welcomed him with, crossing her arms and frowning.

			“What do you want, John?” she demanded. “I’m already running late.”

			Lassells was looking around the suite, eyes narrowed. “You’ve come a long way from Lambeth, haven’t you?”

			Kat bristled further. She had had the misfortune of knowing Lassells and his sister, Mary, since her youth. They were dull, spiteful types, the both of them, and they had never been any fun as children or adults.

			Kat had grown up in the care of her stepgrandmother, the Dowager Duchess of Norfolk. The household had been something like an aristocratic orphanage, with a mix of poor Howard relatives and their attendants, which included Mary Lassells. Grandmam’s rules had been lax and punishments light, and Kat had largely appreciated the freedom, except when there was no one around to help her parse up from down, right from wrong. Trouble had certainly found her a time or two during those years, and not always in a good way.

			There had been moments when Kat had loved living at Lambeth, and plenty of others she’d like to forget. Anything involving the Lassells family fell firmly into the second category.

			“What do you want?” Kat repeated, her tone flat.

			Lassells smiled, the effect snakelike with his thin lips and dark eyes. “I’ve heard a rumor, Your Majesty. Involving a gentleman named Thomas Culpeper.”

			Kat did not allow herself to react, though her heart was pounding loud enough she thought certainly Lassells could hear it. “And what is the rumor?”

			His serpentine smile grew. “I think you know. You’ve heard it before, haven’t you? Back at Lambeth with Francis Dereham?”

			This time, his words cut deep enough to show, and Kat’s hands started to shake. Francis Dereham was Kat’s first suitor, and using his name was as good as a threat.

			Lassells continued. “It would be terrible, wouldn’t it, for the king to hear all those rumors? What would he think of the state of your soul? Or indeed, your body?”

			Kat balled her hands into fists and thought fast. Lassells knew too much, that was clear. He’d already known about her past, or at least thought he knew, which was even more dangerous. And Kat felt sure he was not the type to be easily bought into silence—he would bleed her dry with blackmail and outrageous requests and then still report her to the king once he had taken every last coin and jewel she owned.

			There was likely an elegant, queenly solution to this, but Kat couldn’t think of it. There was nothing to be done now but deny. With passion.

			“How dare you,” she said, the words quiet. “How dare you come into my chambers and try to accuse me of anything.” Her voice rose. “I am your queen! I could have you killed for less than this, you know.”

			Lassells paled slightly. “That hardly seems—”

			“You know nothing of which you speak,” Kat continued. “You have come here with unfounded lies and poison in your heart. Shame on you.” She was shouting now, and she saw that the door to her outer chambers, where her attendants waited, had been cracked open. “You’re nothing more than you were as a child—a greedy, ambitious wretch trying to get by on a gentleman’s name and half a brain.”

			She unfurled a finger and pointed toward the door. “Get out of my chambers! I never want to see you again.”

			Lassells looked as though he wanted to protest, his mouth hanging open. Kat took advantage of his hesitation.

			“Guards!” she called. “Guards!”

			Two royal soldiers were in the room in a heartbeat, swords drawn and their attention on Lassells. He held up his hands, taking a step away from Kat. The queen’s ladies poured into the room a second later, filling the air with shrieks of surprise at the sight of weapons on display.

			“This man sought to impugn my honor,” Kat told the guards. “Take him away immediately.”

			“I did no such thing!” Lassells objected, but his argument was cut short by one of the guards striking him across the face.

			Kat winced, and a moment later, a bloody-nosed Lassells was dragged from the room, the door clanging shut behind him. Her ladies flocked to her side, cooing over her and stroking her hair. Kat knew they only half meant it—undoubtedly the rumor mill would be running full tilt after that display—but she allowed them to guide her to a sofa and give her a brandy to settle her nerves.

			As she sipped, Kat concocted a cover story.

			“He accused me of trying to block his latest reform motion,” Kat told the women, hoping they hadn’t been able to hear the real conversation. “I didn’t even know what he was talking about. Everyone knows I’m not involved in matters of state. But he said I was trying to push my own beliefs on the king and that I didn’t support my husband’s religion.”

			She sniffled—it wasn’t hard to fake tears at that moment. “I have known the Lassells family since my youth, and his sister, Mary, was dear to me.” A lie, but not one anyone could prove. “To be treated thus by a friend…” Kat covered her mouth and refused to say more.

			The ladies gasped and simpered. Whether or not they believed Kat’s story, they knew that Katherine Howard cared little for politics or religion and would never be involved in any such scheme. The gullible women would spread the false story, while the clever ones would wonder what else could have caused a row between the queen of England and the radical courtier.

			Meanwhile, Kat worked to calm her racing heart. Nothing had changed—she was still due to make her entrance in a few minutes’ time, there were weeks ahead of faking affection for Henry, and she would only be able to see Thomas from afar, especially if anyone else suspected they had started an affair. Suddenly, this was shaping up to be the most miserable Christmas of her life.

			And yet she blotted away her tears with her sleeve and forced a smile. “Let us put this unpleasantness in the past,” she said. “The king is expecting us.”
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			The Great Hall always took Kat’s breath away. From the hammer beam trusses to the tapestry-covered walls to the gleaming wooden floors, Kat never felt more royal than when she made a procession down the center of the hall. Long tables were packed with courtiers, food, and wine; music played in every corner; and candle and torchlight gave the whole room a romantic, flickering glow. The smell of fresh pine nearly covered the odors of sweat and spilled ale, and if Kat held her breath, everything seemed just about perfect. Except, of course, the man she was walking toward. Henry sat on a raised dais at the end of the hall, his dining table filled with his most trusted friends.

			There was only one word Kat had ever found to describe King Henry: grotesque. She heard he’d been handsome once—the royal portraits certainly seemed to show him as such—but whatever was rotting inside his soul now afflicted his body too. Henry’s physician had explained it to Kat shortly after the wedding so she wouldn’t be alarmed at the sight of his body. The man had ticked items off on his fingers as he’d recounted Henry’s myriad ailments: An old jousting wound on his leg, sustained back when he was married to her cousin Anne, had never healed properly, and even years later was ulcerated and a source of great pain; there was gout in his toes; his weight had become such a burden he sometimes needed help getting out of bed; and boils covered his skin from time to time, especially during periods of great stress.

			Worst of all, Henry refused to accept the accelerating decline of his physique. When a new portrait had been made last year, the painter had not lied with his brushstrokes. Henry was so furious with the result, he’d torn the canvas in half and later had the artist killed.

			Despite everything she’d known about the king, despite even what he had done to Anne, she’d felt a surprising surge of empathy for him. He must have been miserable, trapped in a body that was betraying him day by day. But any pity she’d found dried up after their first few months of marriage, as Kat learned that the king’s cruelty was far more hideous than anything flesh-deep. His temper was so short, he snapped at everyone—Kat, his councilors, the palace staff, even visiting nobility from the Continent whom he hoped to woo into alliances or trades. He could not withstand the slightest whiff of dissent or disagreement and would threaten or slander anyone who placed a toe out of line. Cromwell wasn’t the only friend of the king who had met his end with an axe or sword since Kat arrived, and she often wondered who Henry’s next victim would be.

			Of one thing Kat was certain: She would never be the one with her head on the block. Now that she had returned to court for Christmas, she and Thomas would be perfectly careful, and she would give no one—save accursed John Lassells—the chance to doubt her.

			Thomas was there as she ascended onto the dais, looking resplendent in a pale blue tunic and hose. He reached out to help her up the final step, and Kat felt panic stab at her chest. Would someone notice them? Would they jump to conclusions?

			Shooing Thomas off would only cause a bigger scene, so Kat accepted his hand. He took her arm to guide her to her seat, a gentlemanly move that no one could find fault with, though Kat was sure the lightning of his touch would scorch her. Even here, in front of all these people and despite all the resolutions she had just made in the name of care and safety, she wanted to grab his hand, run from the room, and never look back. Instead, she allowed herself to lean into his strong arms and relish the feeling of his body so near to hers. All too soon, he deposited her in the chair next to Henry’s, brushing a kiss against her knuckles as he bowed.

			Kat forced herself to keep the same dreamy, lovey look on her face that she wished to share with Thomas when she looked at Henry. It was a good thing she was such an accomplished actress, for Henry had none of Thomas’s beauty or charm. He was chewing a leg of lamb with vigor, his lips already wine-stained. Kat felt like a sparrow sitting next to a boar as she dropped onto the edge of her seat, as far away from Henry as she could manage. Clueless and self-absorbed as always, Henry reached out and took her hand, smearing grease and God knew what else on Kat’s beautiful new gown. Her smile faltered when his hand squeezed her fingers hard enough to hurt.

			“Welcome home, my queen,” Henry said once he had swallowed his bite of food. The words sounded kind, but his gaze was razor sharp. “You are late, and it’s very rude to keep me waiting.”

			He still held her hand too tightly, and Kat pretended to cough before slipping her hand from his grasp in search of her wine goblet.

			“I apologize,” Kat replied, keeping her tone light. “The gown took longer than expected to get into.”

			Henry gave her dress a cursory glance and grunted, whether in approval or dismissal, Kat wasn’t sure. “Don’t be late again,” he warned.

			“I won’t,” Kat promised, raising her glass to her lips. She drank deep, wishing she could erase the last hour from her memory, from her life.

			Those were the only words Henry said to her all night, and for that, Kat was grateful.

		

	
		
			◆ 29 ◆

			Anne

			December 18, 1540

			“You can’t approach her here,” Lina said, raising her voice to be heard over the music.

			It was the third night of feasting now that the king and queen were both home, the third night that Anne had been forced to sit in the same room as Kat and do nothing.

			“I know,” Anne grumbled, even though she’d been halfway to the royal dais, concocting an excuse to talk to the queen as she walked.

			She let Lina guide her back to their table. Anne’s patience was wearing thin. Anna hadn’t been able to secure an audience with the queen yet, and there was something so frustrating about being just yards away from the person they’d come all this way to save.

			On top of that, the stress of keeping up her glamour and Lina’s was starting to fray Anne’s energy and temper. The glamour required daily upkeep with small doses of magick to feed the spell. Anne’s fingers were cut to ribbons, and her very bones seemed to ache from the effort of keeping every detail in place. She’d never performed such long-lasting cursework, and she wondered if there was a bottom to the well of her gift, the bottom that she had scraped the day of her execution. What if she reached that bottom when she was standing right in front of Henry? What if her true face appeared to him and she was caught?

			It was a silly question—she knew what she would do. Grab the dagger from his waist, stab him in the heart, and then run as fast as she could.[*1]

			Seeing him again in the flesh was like meeting someone in a dream—distorted and surreal. This Henry was almost unrecognizable from the man she had been married to. His leg was a wreck, his weight had increased dramatically, and Anne had noticed he had trouble standing and walking, especially after drinking. That didn’t seem to slow his consumption of wine, but that at least was a familiar custom. He had always loved his drink. His skin looked red and blotchy even under the soft firelight of the hall; his hair was combed over in a vain attempt to hide the thinning patches. Anne began to wonder if he was truly unwell. She knew that the magick of her curse upon his jousting wound still lingered—she could feel a pull in her chest every time Henry was near—and maybe it was responsible for the ruin of a man the king had become. She couldn’t say the thought was upsetting.

			The true disappointment from their visit—other than the fact that Kat might be headed for the Tower of London at the drop of a hat—was that Mary was the only princess in attendance for the holiday. Elizabeth was still at Hatfield Palace, and though Anne desperately longed to see her daughter, she hardly knew what she would do if Elizabeth were here. The interaction between Lina and Mary in the garden had broken Anne’s heart, and she was certain she couldn’t have handled the situation had the roles been reversed.

			Anne rested her elbow on the table and let her hand support her tired head. This was another fruitless evening. No further gossip had been overheard, and Kat hadn’t even danced once, let alone with the handsome young man with the dark hair Anne had determined to be Thomas Culpeper. Kat had only looked at him once all night, but that single glance had made it clear where her cousin’s affection lay.

			The hour was late, and Anna and Brigid had returned to their suite ages ago. Anne hoped they could enjoy some quiet time alone; she had noticed they kept a careful distance from each other whenever they were in public. Old habits had seemed to kick in the moment they all arrived at the palace. Lina had gotten over her initial bout of nerves and become the cold, steely woman Anne remembered from their early days together. Anne herself had taken on the role of social butterfly, introducing herself as the Frenchwoman newly in the employ of Anna von Kleve, eager to make acquaintances in the English court. She had reintroduced herself to old friends and enemies alike, and not a single one of them had recognized her. Anne was pleased her glamour was so powerful, but at the same time she somehow felt lonely knowing that only a single person in this room knew who she truly was.

			“Let’s turn in,” Anne said to Lina. “We’re not getting anywhere tonight.”

			Lina looked relieved and was on her feet before Anne could blink. Wearily, Anne followed her out of the Great Hall toward Anna’s suite. But they had only rounded the corner when they heard two women speaking—or, rather, one was yelling.

			“Take this message to the queen right away!” All Anne could see was the back of the woman with the raised voice. By her dress, she was a noblewoman, and the style of the French hood over her hair placed her in her twenties or thereabouts.

			She was holding out a sealed letter to a young woman in servant livery. Woman may have been a stretch—the waifish blonde was still a girl of fourteen or so. She was likely a kitchen maid, part of the staff that carried out the endless days of feasting.

			“Mistress Hall—” the girl began, tone conciliatory, flinching when the noblewoman swiped at her with the letter. “I do not have the ability to get a letter to the queen. I am terribly sorry.”

			Anne and Lina shared a glance and stepped into one of the recesses of the hallway to listen further.

			“I have been missing my brother John Lassells for two days,” Mistress Hall seethed, standing taller until she and her shadow stretched above the girl. “I discovered he is under house arrest here in the palace for having wronged Queen Katherine. I demand to know why.”

			Anne’s hackles rose—whether this Lassells character was a real threat she couldn’t be sure, but she couldn’t ignore the possibility that he knew something.

			“You will have to speak to one of the queen’s ladies, or perhaps one of her secretaries,” the servant girl was saying. “I cannot help you. It is not my place.”

			She hurried away, while Mistress Hall stormed in the opposite direction toward Anne and Lina.

			As Anne was wont to do, she made a quick decision. Lina grabbed for her arm but was too slow; Anne stepped out of the shadows.

			“Mistress Hall?” Anne beckoned the woman over, taking stock as she approached. Mistress Hall was sharp-angled and sour-faced, her dark hair devoid of shine and her gown a year or so out of season. She was not a wealthy woman, at least by the court’s standards, nor was she a beauty. Her brother would be some kind of courtier, but not one important enough for Anne to know by name. Curtsies were exchanged, and Anne didn’t give Mistress Hall a moment to question them or Lina a moment to drag her away.

			“My companion and I could not help but overhear that you are seeking aid from Queen Katherine. We are ladies-in-waiting to Her Highness Anna von Kleve, the king’s sister. Perhaps we can be of help?”

			Frustration gave way to something akin to hope in the other woman’s eyes. “Yes, oh thank you, milady.” She held the wrinkled letter out to Anne. “All my husband and I have been able to discover is that my brother is being held at the orders of the queen. I am certain it is all a misunderstanding. We knew the queen in her younger days. She would never treat my brother thusly.”

			“You can think of no reason the queen would find fault with your brother?” Lina pressed. Anne felt a twinge of satisfaction—her friend was in this too.

			Mistress Hall shook her head, swift enough that Anne heard her neck pop. “Certainly not, milady. He had been in the employ of Lord Cromwell but was not caught up in all of”—she waved a hand—“that. John is a righteous man who serves his kingdom and God with his whole heart.”

			Anne had to hold back her scoff. If John Lassells had been tied up with Cromwell, there was no doubt he had schemes and secrets of his own.

			“We will take this letter to Her Highness. She may be able to speak to the queen on the matter. Do you know where Mr. Lassells is being kept?” Anne asked.

			The woman gave them directions. “God bless you, and thank you. I can’t bear the thought of my brother in danger.”

			After Mistress Hall had walked away, Anne turned to Lina.

			“Shall we pay a visit to Mr. Lassells?”
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			In a far-flung wing of the palace, the door to Lassells’s room was locked from the outside, though thankfully there were no guards posted. After pressing her ear against the door and listening for footsteps or voices—none to be heard—Anne whispered an unlocking spell, springing the catch open. Slowly, she eased the door back on its hinges and stepped into the darkened room, Lina behind her to close the door again. The remnants of supper sat cold on a table at the center of the sitting room, and a fire had burned down to embers in the hearth. There was only one other door, slightly ajar, that would lead to Lassells’s bedroom, and presumably the man himself.

			But there was no time to investigate, for just as they were tiptoeing across the room, someone else knocked.

			Lina moved first, tucking herself behind one of the heavy drapes framing the windows. Anne took her cue and hid behind the other side, hoping her shoes and skirts wouldn’t be visible.

			From the bedroom came the sounds of waking, followed by the glow of a newly lit candle. All the while, the person at the door knocked harder and with increasing insistence. Anne peeked out from behind the curtain to see a young man in a rumpled tunic stagger into the sitting room and head for the door.

			“Who is it?” Lassells asked peevishly. “The door is locked.”

			The knob turned audibly, and a familiar voice replied, “No, it is not.”

			Fool, Anne chided herself. You didn’t replace the lock.

			“Archbishop Cranmer?” Lassells sounded surprised. “What are you doing here?”

			Returning to England was like watching a parade of men—nay, villains—from Anne’s past. They were everywhere: Cromwell, Norfolk, Henry, and now Cranmer. The archbishop of Canterbury was another powerful reformer who had been in Henry’s service for more than a decade. Unlike his unlucky friend Cromwell, Cranmer managed to stay out of the sticky politics that seemed to get everyone around him killed. What could he want with Lassells? The door opened and closed, and Anne heard footsteps move toward the chairs in the center of the room.

			“I spoke with your sister earlier today,” Cranmer replied. “She told me you were under house arrest for something having to do with Queen Katherine.”

			Lassells gave an annoyed huff. “I’ve known the queen since her youth. I went to confront her about a troubling rumor I had heard, and her response was to lock me away, presumably to hide her guilt.”

			“Guilt of what?” Cranmer pressed.

			When Lassells didn’t immediately respond, Anne pictured Cranmer leaning closer. He had always had an air about him, a fatherly figure who wanted to share in her challenges and triumphs. He hadn’t been that much older than Anne—maybe ten years or so—but there was something both ancient and familiar in his features. The hollows of his cheeks, softened by his beard, and his gray-blue eyes, always squinting thoughtfully, gave him the look of a scholar or a priest, someone you could trust with your secrets.

			Until he betrayed them.

			“John, I need to know what is happening close to the king,” Cranmer said. “He has had misfortune in his marriages before, and it is our job to protect him.”

			Anne couldn’t help but roll her eyes at Lina from behind the curtains, and Lina’s flat stare in return said everything.[*2] At times throughout her reign, Anne had thought Cranmer a friend, but then again, she had always had terrible taste in male allies. In the end, just as Cromwell had, he disavowed her. Two days before her execution, Cranmer declared her marriage with Henry void, simply because he was too cowardly to stand up to his king. Anne supposed that didn’t make him different from other men, but she hated him for it just the same.

			Lassells caved to Cranmer’s gentle pressure. “My sister, Mary Hall, lived at Lambeth with the Dowager Duchess and the queen, or Lady Katherine, as she was in those days. She saw with her own eyes the queen being inappropriate with men in the household, including the gentleman Francis Dereham. My sister refused to join the queen’s service when offered the opportunity, knowing the light ways Katherine had with men. Before she declined, she heard through some of the queen’s ladies-in-waiting that there was a new lover—Thomas Culpeper, a member of the king’s privy chamber. That was it for my sister. She had to refuse.”

			There was a creak of furniture as Cranmer repositioned himself. “Those are serious accusations,” he said. “You are certain?”

			“Of Dereham? Yes. And I would not be the least bit surprised if the rumor about Thomas Culpeper turned out to be true.”

			Anne felt her heart plummet. This was worse than anything she could have imagined. For Kat to have had any sort of relations prior to her marriage would be damning enough in Henry’s eyes, but if word of the new affair reached the king…

			“I will have to get proof, of course,” Cranmer was saying. “Would you and your sister be willing to testify against the queen?”

			“I will do whatever I can to protect our kingdom,” Lassells replied, and Anne sneered at the note of false nobility in his tone.

			The two men made plans to meet again, Cranmer promising to get Lassells free of house arrest before the holiday and Lassells agreeing to chaperone his sister at an interrogation. All the while, Anne’s blood pounded in her ears, and her fingers strayed toward her bloodletting knife. Could she stop them both now with a curse? Put an end to all of this before it even started?

			But before she could develop a strategy, Cranmer was saying good night and closing the door behind him. She peeked out from behind the curtain to see Lassells standing with his hand on the doorknob, presumably torn between waiting for Cranmer’s return and his own desire to escape while no one was looking.

			That, at least, Anne could stop.

			She burst out from the curtain, letting her glamour drop to shore up her magick and not bothering to conceal the fury on her features. Lassells turned around at the commotion, and Anne tracked his expression from surprise to doubt to fear. Even years later, England had not forgotten the face of its most infamous queen.

			“Who are you?” he asked, voice shaking. He held his candle higher, as though the light would show him anything other than what he saw now.

			“You know who I am,” Anne replied. She strode toward Lassells, her knife in hand. His shock made him slow, and Anne had the blade at his throat before he could react. She took the candle from his hand and blew it out, tossing the smoldering mass of wax and charred wick onto the floor. There was just enough light from the moon and the embers of the fire for Anne to see, but the darkness made every movement, every sound more sinister, and she lowered her voice to a bone-chilling whisper.

			“Do you take pleasure in destroying the life of a young girl?” she asked, sliding the silver knife along his jaw. “Does it make you feel like a bigger man to topple a woman who has more power than you?”

			“I—you—” All Lassells could do was stammer, his eyes held captive by Anne’s rage.

			“Do you care that your king has had a dozen of his own affairs? Does it bother you that he’s slept with married women or girls just past their first bleeding cycle? No, of course not. He is a man, and a king, and the rules don’t apply.”

			“Anne,” came a warning voice behind her. “Men like him will never understand. They’ll never change.”

			“You’re—you’re a spirit! An apparition!” Lassells had finally found his tongue. His words came out pitchy and cracked. “You’re supposed to be dead!”

			“You could be dead.” Anne traced her knife along Lassells’s throat. It could have been a lover’s caress, if not for the thin line of red it left behind.

			“That will only make a mess,” Lina advised. She had come to stand by Anne’s shoulder and gave Lassells an unimpressed once-over.

			Anne noticed that Lina’s glamour had fallen too—she’d have to be more careful about that in the future. Lassells was trembling, and Anne was surprised by how much she could despise a man she’d only just met. His spinelessness disgusted her.

			“We can’t let him testify against Kat,” Anne pointed out.

			“No,” Lina agreed.

			Lassells spat at them, gaining a shred of courage just big enough to bluster. “You can’t stop me! I am a man of God! The king will know the truth!”

			Without warning, Lassells threw himself back against Anne, knocking them both to the floor. Anne’s knife bit into her thumb as Lassells got his hands around her neck, squeezing so tight she feared she wouldn’t be able to get a curse past her throat. For a moment, all was darkness and pain and fear. Distantly, she saw Lina try to pull Lassells off.

			“The queen will pay for her sins!” Lassells was shouting. “You all will!”

			Even though Anne knew what she was about to do was unforgivable, she did it anyway.

			The curse to break a man’s mind was surprisingly simple, for human minds were always on the verge of madness. The words flowed off Anne’s tongue, the ire in them sharp enough to catch Lassells’s attention and make his hands ease around her neck. He looked down at her just in time for Anne to brush her bloodied thumb against his forehead, and then he collapsed.

			Anne did the same, for the curse was powerful, and Lassells had nearly wrung the life out of her.

			“Are you all right?” Lina asked, pulling the younger woman to her feet and away from Lassells’s body.

			She nodded. “Fine,” she replied, voice hoarse. Anne explored her neck with careful fingers, wincing when they found a sore spot. She would sport a necklace of bruises by morning.

			“Dead?” Lina asked, gesturing toward the man’s prone form.

			“Not exactly.” Anne nudged Lassells with her foot, and he stirred. A moment later he was sitting upright, babbling in a mixture of English and Latin, his eyes out of focus. “It’s straight to Bedlam with him.”

			She said the words without feeling, but what Anne had just done, and done without hesitation, was the exact opposite of everything she had worked toward in Spain. There, she had used her magick for good, for healing, to make sick and broken minds better. With the flash of a blade and a few syllables, she had disregarded years of work.

			Lina watched the man for a moment, and Anne wondered what her friend was thinking. The elder queen had never favored Anne’s thirst for revenge, had always counseled steady progress and well-considered plans. Anne’s curse could not be countered, or if it could, only by a witch of even greater training and power.

			In the moonlight, Lina looked like a strange kind of angel, her silver hair aglow and her dress melting away into the shadows. Perhaps, Anne thought, this was what the Christians’ judgment angel looked like, weighing sins and souls at the end of the world.

			“What’s done is done,” Lina finally said, and her words indeed felt like a divine pronouncement. She turned to look at Anne, eyes bright against the night. “And now, we must find a way to tell Kat she’s in terrible danger.”

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  This is why Anne makes one of the best and worst operatives for the Sisterhood.

				

				
					*2 My friends shared a complicated history with Archbishop Cranmer. It was Cranmer who had ruled against the legitimacy of Lina’s marriage to Henry, finding a useful biblical loophole in Leviticus about brothers and wives and nakedness. (I’ve always found it terribly convenient that the Bible could be used to suit just about any argument and cover any crime.) This, of course, was advantageous to Anne and to our plans, at least for a time.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 30 ◆

			Kat

			December 23, 1540

			Kat had seen Anna von Kleve just once since the wedding, and it had been a profoundly awkward experience. What do you say to the ex-wife your husband cast aside, especially when you didn’t want to be married to him in the first place? Kat had liked Anna during her time in the former queen’s service—the German woman was kind, for all that she had the most unfortunate taste in fashion. Kat also thought Anna was cleverer than most people gave her credit for, even with that clunky accent.

			Nevertheless, Kat was dreading her visit to Anna’s suite. She’d put her predecessor off for as long as she could without being outright rude, hoping Anna would take the hint. But Anna had persisted, and now Kat was heading into what she was sure would be a tedious hour of small talk and tight smiles. Worse still, Anna had asked for a private audience, so there would be no one else to turn to for a conversational reprieve. All Kat could hope for was that there would be wine, and plenty of it.

			After saying farewell to her attendants, Kat knocked on Anna’s door and was ushered inside by Brigid something-or-other, the German girl who had been one of Anna’s ladies-in-waiting. It was strange to think that Kat and Brigid had been equals once—when Anna was their queen—but now Kat was the one wearing the crown. Their little triangle felt lopsided, and Kat didn’t know what to do when Brigid gave a deep curtsy and left her standing in the middle of Anna’s sitting room.

			It was a lovely space, warm and cheery and decorated to suit Anna’s tastes. But it was nothing like Kat’s chambers, which were grander than anything she could have ever dreamed back when she was at Lambeth. Then, she had shared a room with one of her cousins, and though their grandmother made sure everyone was fed, clothed, and educated, the Howard household had always had an air of decline, like a decadent cake a few days past its prime. Now Kat had chandeliers strung with jewels, tapestries that she had commissioned herself, and plush rugs that she could lie down and disappear into. There were plenty of reasons she hated being queen, but the gold and the beautiful things it bought were not among them.

			“Your Majesty, welcome.” Kat turned to the sound of Anna’s voice. “We are so grateful that you were able to spare some time to visit today.”

			Was Kat remembering wrong, or had Anna’s accent all but vanished? And why was the queen flanked by two women Kat didn’t recognize? Weren’t they supposed to have a private tête-à-tête?

			Anna seemed to catch her train of thought. “I know,” she said with a small, guilty smile. “It could be said that I lured you here under slightly false pretenses. But I hope you’ll forgive me, as we were only looking out for your best interests.”

			Kat shook her head, trying to clear it. This was a very odd meeting indeed. “I’m sorry…I’m a bit confused. I have not made the acquaintance of these ladies, so I am not sure how they could be interested in me.”

			Anna motioned for Kat to sit, which she did with a fair measure of reluctance. There was no wine in sight, and the blond woman on Anna’s right was staring at her, and not the way one would gawk at a queen. There was something familiar about her gaze, and far too bold.

			“Kat, you’ve been quite the fool,” the blonde scolded. “Did you learn nothing from me?”

			The young queen’s jaw dropped open. No one had spoken to her like that since…since she had left Lambeth, and certainly not since she had caught Henry’s eye. “Excuse me?”

			“The glamour,” the older woman said, giving the blonde a nudge.

			The blonde gave an irritated huff and closed her eyes. As she did, something strange began to happen. Kat couldn’t explain it, but somehow the woman’s appearance shifted. One moment, she had blond hair and sallow skin, and the next her hair was turning darker, her color returning…

			It couldn’t be.

			It was impossible.

			Inconceivable.

			Unnatural.

			“Anne?” Kat croaked, shocked she could even make a sound.

			Her beloved cousin—beheaded more than four years ago by the order of Kat’s own husband—smiled. “Hello, darling.”

			And at those words, Katherine Howard fainted dead away.
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			Kat woke to the sharp scent of smelling salts. She was lying back against Anna’s sofa, and the former queen was sitting next to her, her expression apologetic.

			“I am sorry, Your Majesty,” she said. “But there really was no way to warn you.”

			The last few moments before Kat had fainted came rushing back, and she sat up to find Anne Boleyn seated in the chair across from her. At her back stood an older woman with gray hair and a high-necked gown. Kat peered at the woman, knowing she’d seen her face somewhere before.

			“I’m dreaming, aren’t I?” Kat asked.

			Anna laughed, but not unkindly. “I thought that too when I first met them.”

			Kat searched her cousin’s features, wondering how this could all be real. “Anne? Is it really you?”

			“Of course it’s me.” Her cousin smiled. “Do you think I would have let them kill me so easily?”

			Kat didn’t think having your head chopped off in front of hundreds of people was “easy,” but the voice and the delivery sounded exactly like the cousin she remembered. She still hadn’t figured out why the older woman looked so familiar, though.

			Anne followed her gaze. “Oh, if you’re wondering, she is Catalina de Aragón.”

			Kat couldn’t help it; her jaw dropped again.

			Anna tutted and took Kat’s hand. “You two are awfully bad at introductions,” she admonished. “Your Majesty, it’s all right. They did this very same thing to me, and I know exactly how you feel.”

			Kat looked back and forth between the three of them. “You’re not about to bring Jane Seymour out from the other room, are you?”

			Anne snorted and shook her head. Quickly, almost too fast for Kat to keep up, her cousin summarized the last few years, which seemed to involve a great deal of magick, travel, and women in league with an organization called the Hellebore Sisterhood. She let the words wash over her, still stunned by the sudden reappearance of two dead queens, until Anne mentioned Thomas’s name.

			“We know you’re having an affair with Thomas Culpeper,” Anne was saying. “The trouble is, we aren’t the only ones. Some of your ladies know, and a man named John Lassells does too.”

			Kat’s mouth twisted into a frown. “I’ve taken care of him.”

			Anne gave her a pitying look. “Actually, my dear, we took care of him.” Her hand went to her neck, where Kat saw smudges of dark purple against her skin. “He’s likely off to Bedlam as we speak, but unfortunately, he shared his suspicions about Culpeper and a man named Francis Dereham with Archbishop Cranmer.”

			Kat blinked, certain she had misheard. “He did what?” Lassells was a nuisance, yes, but she never would have thought he’d dare to speak against her to anyone else. She knew house arrest was only a temporary measure, but she’d been working up a plan to silence him…with gold or something else, she hadn’t quite decided.

			“We know who Culpeper is, but who is this Dereham?” The question came from the woman Anne had called Catalina.

			Before she could think better of it, Kat was answering. “We lived together at Lambeth for a time. He was twice my age and a bit besotted with me.”

			That was an understatement. Francis had planned to ask for her hand, but Kat had thought him too old and did her best to resist his persistent advances. In retrospect, marrying someone who was thirty-two may have been better than Henry’s forty-nine.

			“My grandmother found out about our relationship and didn’t approve. She sent Francis away and arranged for me to join the queen’s ladies-in-waiting. I don’t think Francis ever forgave himself for not marrying me when he had the chance, nor for letting my grandmother separate us, especially once Henry decided I would be his next wife.” At that, Kat couldn’t help but grimace.

			Anna turned to her, and this time Kat was sure the German woman had no accent. “If the archbishop decided to speak with Francis about your relationship, what would he say?”

			“Francis would never do anything to hurt me.” Kat knew this with certainty. “He was not happy that I wed another, but he wouldn’t help Cranmer ruin my reputation.”

			“And did you sleep with him?” Catalina asked bluntly.

			Though they never consummated their relationship, Francis had pushed further than the boundaries of good breeding would allow. Kat felt a blush rise in her cheeks. “Not exactly?” she replied, the last syllable turning up in a question.

			Anne waved the words away. “It matters little. Now, it will be your word against Lassells’s and Cranmer’s, and we know how that goes.” The three other women exchanged tired glances. “We need to get you out of court immediately after the holiday.”

			This was all too much, and Kat found herself shaking her head. “I can’t leave. I’m the queen of England.”

			Anna von Kleve sighed. “We fear you won’t be for long.”

			Kat massaged her temples, unable to comprehend how it had come to this. She had thought she was so clever, that she knew exactly what to do and what to say to keep from meeting the same ends as her predecessors. But love had shattered every one of her good intentions and wily plans, and now here she was, being talked to like a child who had broken a precious family heirloom.

			Catalina—was it really Queen Catherine?—had started laying out a plan about a false pregnancy, a false death, an escape to the Continent…a whole life that wasn’t Kat’s to live. Where did Thomas fit into all of this? Not once had his name been mentioned. Where did her own happiness factor into these plans? Kat felt frustration bubbling up inside her. What did these women know? Hadn’t they all failed in one way or the other? How could they assume that because she was young, she would do the same? How dare they come to her under the guise of help, when really they were just making more choices for her and taking away what little joy she had to hold on to?

			“No!”

			Kat hadn’t meant to shout, but the word rang out, stunning everyone else into silence.

			“What do you mean, no?” Anne asked, something that sounded an awful lot like sisterly concern in her voice. But Anne had no right to that—she’d been alive all this time and had never once reached out to Kat. Their relationship had ended with Anne’s death, and even though Kat had adored her older cousin, she wasn’t going to give up Thomas just because Anne was worried.

			“I’m not leaving Thomas,” Kat said, aware that she sounded petulant instead of righteous. “I love him.”

			Catalina muttered something under her breath, and even Anne rolled her eyes. Only Anna gave Kat a sympathetic glance.

			“We do not have time or reason to keep the two of you together,” Catalina said brusquely. “If you want to stay alive, you’ll listen to what we say.”

			“And if you’re so sure I’m about to be put on trial for adultery, then you know what will happen to Thomas.” Kat’s entire heart clenched at the thought. “He’ll be killed. Tortured, probably. But that doesn’t seem to matter to any of you.”

			Her cousin gave a half-hearted shrug. “He is not our concern. You are.”

			Kat lurched forward, her temper blazing, but Anna held up a hand.

			“Now, wait a moment. Surely we can think of something. It wouldn’t be hard to get him summoned away from court, perhaps for some sort of family matter. It could be done before you go so we don’t attract any suspicion.” She looked back and forth between Anne and Catalina. “Kat is right about Thomas’s fate. We can’t leave him to the executioner simply because he is a man.”

			“A good man,” Kat added hotly. “A good man who would do anything for me.”

			Anne arched a brow. “Yes, good enough to sleep with a married woman—a queen—and put her honor and her life in jeopardy.”

			Kat wished she had a retort for that, but she found herself glowering at her cousin instead.

			“Fine,” Anne relented. “We’ll figure out what to do with your lover.”

			“You swear it?” Kat asked. “You swear on your life you’ll keep Thomas safe?”

			“I’ll do everything I can,” she promised. “But, Kat, this is serious. You don’t seem to grasp the danger you’re in. I wasn’t having an affair with any of the men Henry accused, and they all ended up dead. I nearly did too. You are involved, which means there is proof, proof beyond John Lassells. We can’t cover it up or contain it. We can only get you out. This is the end of your reign. After Christmas, you’ll make your announcement and you’ll be gone.”

			Kat leaned back against the pillows. How had this day—this week—taken such a sharp turn? She’d returned to the palace ready to play the role of the dutiful queen, all the while knowing her real life waited once she was out of Henry’s sight. Now, if she was lucky, she would just barely be able to stay alive.

			To think, she’d just been daydreaming about running away with Thomas on some grand, romantic adventure. This was not that…not even close.

			“Fine. I agree,” Kat said at last. “What do I need to do?”

		

	
		
			◆ 31 ◆

			Anna von Kleve

			“I couldn’t blame her,” Anna told Brigid as they curled up together beneath the covers that night. “Yes, she is young and hotheaded, but she is in love. And she only wanted to make sure her lover was kept safe.” She kissed Brigid’s nose. “I can relate to that.”

			Brigid wove her arms around Anna, cradling her head with one hand and resting her other on her hip. “I’d hate to think you wouldn’t have a sense of self-preservation if you were in her situation.”

			“And leave you to pay for my mistakes? Never.”

			In a way, Anna knew she had been lucky to fall in love with a woman instead of a man. Women were expected to be close, to be with one another day and night, to keep each other’s confidences tucked away from the world of men. No one had ever batted an eye when she and Brigid were alone behind closed doors. Of course, things weren’t as simple as all that, for Anna didn’t dare think about what the consequences would be if they were ever found out. But still, she felt oddly lucky to be lying in her lover’s arms with no one beyond their room the wiser.

			Brigid was still frowning over Kat’s dilemma. “Doesn’t it make things horribly complicated to try to save them both?”

			In truth, Anna wasn’t sure. She had floated the idea to pacify Kat when their conversation started to go sideways, but she had no idea how difficult it would be to get a member of the king’s privy chamber out of the country with no one noticing.

			“There are many things I prefer to leave up to Anne and Lina,” Anna admitted. “They have the stomach for those kinds of schemes, whereas I am afraid I do not.”

			Brigid’s gaze was knowing. “Like with John Lassells?”

			Precisely. Anna had been horrified to learn that Anne Boleyn had broken the mind of a man as though snapping twigs off a tree. Even though she knew Lassells had meant Kat harm, she couldn’t help but feel a gut-twisting mixture of pity and guilt over the man’s fate. Who would be next? Lina had told her about how they had plotted to have Cromwell removed from power, and while Anna couldn’t say she had been sorry to hear of his death—he’d been a bitter, power-hungry man—she couldn’t imagine being the one orchestrating it. There were so many others who stood in their way: Archbishop Cranmer, the Duke of Norfolk, Henry himself. Would Anne and Lina destroy them all? Perhaps they deserved destruction, but Anna worried about how she would reconcile her own soul with what would come to pass.[*1]

			“Sometimes I think life was better before they showed up on our doorstep,” Anna admitted, keeping her voice low in case some curse of Anne’s allowed the witch to overhear. “It was less exciting, surely, but it was simpler.”

			Brigid nodded. “You could always leave, you know. Give them money and help them secure positions at court. We could be home together by the New Year. But I don’t think you or I could live with that.”

			Anna had had the same idea more times than she dared to admit. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to help Kat—she did. But the secrecy and the stress were starting to weigh on her, and all she wanted was to be at one of her estates painting a silver dawn with Brigid by her side.

			And yet something in her told her to stay. She was intrigued by the work of the Hellebore Sisterhood, for all that she could also see it had its flaws. She longed to be part of something again, and—save for Brigid—she had felt so lonely since she left Germany for England. Even though there were moments, many of them, when Anne and Lina made her heart stop or her head spin, they had made her part of a bigger dream and a bigger community.

			Besides, Anna knew she couldn’t bow out now, not with Kat’s life at risk.

			“We’ll stay,” she told Brigid. “We’ll help Kat escape, and then I promise we’ll live the quiet life we’ve always wanted.”

			Brigid’s smile was slow and full of sleep—she could doze off in a second once her head hit the pillow, no matter how important their conversation might be. Anna took that sleepy smile as a challenge and pressed her lips against Brigid’s, instantly lost in the heady rush of the kiss. She hoped that feeling, the flash of fire that ran from her head to her toes, would never fade away.

			“Don’t fall asleep just yet,” she whispered, and Brigid kissed her back.
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			After days of Christmas feasting, it was finally time to put their plan into action. Anna had gone over the strategy so many times she could have recited it in her sleep. They would return to Hever Castle, as it was one of the more remote properties in Anna’s name and a fair distance from court, making it harder for Henry to travel to and fro during the winter months. Anna would volunteer to have Kat entrusted into her care for the confinement, for Kat’s mother had passed and she wasn’t particularly close with any other female relatives, save Grandmam, who would be informed of their plot. Meanwhile, Kat had been tasked with getting word to Thomas that he needed to leave court. His obligations to the king throughout the holidays made it difficult to escape, but he was to invent an emergency at the soonest possible moment and flee south to Kent to await further instruction.

			Even with Cranmer in the know, the women felt they had a few weeks at their disposal to plan a proper escape. Lina had been making discreet inquiries as to the current location of Francis Dereham, the other man who had been mentioned by John Lassells as being involved with Kat, but so far there was no sign of him. This was a help, as Cranmer would need someone besides Mistress Hall to corroborate her brother’s story now that Lassells was out of reach.

			Still, Anna couldn’t shake the trepidation that clung to her like a wet cloak. There were too many variables, too many people who knew bits and pieces—or all—of Kat’s secrets. The moment Anna had been informed of King Henry’s interest in a marriage, she had begun plotting her way out. She’d had over a year to walk through each scenario and test each idea before she had to put her plans into practice, and even then, she had been frightened every moment of every day. A foreign bride caught sleeping with another woman and lying to the king? Anna couldn’t imagine what kind of violent, humiliating execution would have been dreamed up for crimes like that. While Kat’s transgressions were less complex, that didn’t make her any less vulnerable to a swift and ignoble death. But this time, they didn’t have a year to plan—they had two weeks.

			Worst of all, Anna was finally due for an audience with Henry today. She had managed to make herself scarce at the majority of the holiday festivities, exchanging a few words with him here and there and largely avoiding his notice. But he had invited her for luncheon, and the summons had put a pit in Anna’s stomach. That pit turned into a gaping abyss when Anne demanded to go with her, the look on her face predatory despite her glamour. Anna didn’t entirely trust the witch not to kill Henry on sight[*2]—despite Anne’s many promises she would do no such thing—though a tiny part of her did consider that Henry’s untimely death would make their mission quite a bit easier.

			On the walk to Henry’s suite, Anna checked at least a dozen times that Anne’s magick hadn’t failed and that she still wore the face of Genevieve d’Toulouse. Each time she looked over her shoulder, Anne’s smile grew until the sly bent of it alone seemed to scream that she was Anne Boleyn. It was the same smile Anne had always had in her portraits, as though she knew the world’s greatest secret and she’d never, ever tell. Anna was sure the king would recognize it—how could a husband stand before his wife and not see her? Then again, that was exactly what Henry had done with her for six long months.

			At last, they arrived at Henry’s chambers. Anna had thought her rooms were opulent, but she had forgotten that Henry had a weakness for showy, decadent décor. The gold-edged tapestries alone must have cost a fortune, never mind the exquisite French paintings and velvet-upholstered furniture. The value of a single room in his suite—a corner of a room, really—could have fed and clothed an entire village for at least a year. Anna wondered just how low the treasury was these days.

			She was seated in a high-backed chair stitched all over with pinpricks of silver thread, while Anne as Genevieve sat a few feet behind her, the dutiful chaperone. When Henry entered the room, both women stood and curtsied deeply, and Anna could have sworn she heard the witch whispering something under her breath. Whatever it was, the swish of satin and silk whisked it away.

			This wasn’t the first time Anna had seen Henry on this visit, but in the half a year they’d been apart, his health had deteriorated even further. He reminded her of the last ember in a fire—ruddy and distended and seconds away from crumbling into dust. He moved slowly across the room, favoring his bad leg more than before, and was winded by the time he reached her.

			“My dear Anna,” Henry said, taking her hand and pulling her up from her curtsy. “Welcome back to Hampton Court.”

			“It is lovelier here than ever,” Anna replied, making sure her German accent came through. She knew Henry desired the compliment and was rewarded with a smirk from her ex-husband.

			“And to think,” he said, pride evident in his tone, “this had once been languishing under the care of the incompetent Cardinal Wolsey.”

			Anna nodded, having heard this insult plenty of times during her short marriage. “Indeed. You’ve been a far better steward.”

			“Sit, sit,” Henry encouraged. His brows rose as he noticed for the first time the attendant with Anna. “And who is this lovely lady?”

			For a moment, Anna was sure she would either laugh or blurt out the truth. “This—this is Lady Genevieve d’Toulouse,” she answered shakily. “One of my new ladies-in-waiting. She hails from France.”

			Henry frowned at the mention of his rival nation, and Anna wondered what latest fight Henry had picked with the French king or vice versa. She had never understood why powerful men insisted on trying to prove their dubious claims to manhood by sending others to die in battle.

			“Your Majesty,” Anne said, curtsying again. Anna wondered just how difficult those words must be for her to say.

			“A rare delight to make your acquaintance,” Henry said, a mix of shrewdness and lust in his gaze that turned Anna’s stomach. She didn’t feel at all bad knowing his wife was sleeping with another man.

			Henry spent the next half hour regaling Anna with all she had missed since she “left court,” from Cromwell’s execution to the troubles he was having with the Holy Roman emperor—“the boy with the jaw,” as Henry called him—to his gleeful plan to seize and melt down all the remaining shrines to the Catholic saints.

			“Dissolving a religion is far more lucrative than war,” he confided in her. “I really should have thought of it sooner. England is going to be very, very rich—I daresay the richest nation on earth. A true golden age, all thanks to me.”

			Anna forced a smile. Despite his schemes, or perhaps because of them, Henry was always on the verge of bankruptcy, having wasted his entire fortune and the fortunes of many others on his marriages and parties and castles and attempted invasions on the Continent. Anna had always been disgusted with his spending habits—he spent the hard-earned coin of his subjects like it would disappear if he dared put it in England’s coffers. Henry was lavish and indiscriminate when it came to showing the rest of the world his wealth and power, but he turned away from addressing the poverty, sickness, and lack of infrastructure in his own country.

			“And what about you?” Henry finally thought to ask. “What has kept you busy this last half a year?”

			Anna wasn’t sure which answer would have shocked him more: that she spent the first three months in a lover’s haze with Brigid or that she spent the second three months plotting against him with his two dead ex-wives.

			“I’ve been painting,” she answered instead. “I find it a very rewarding exercise.”

			Henry nodded absently, as though he couldn’t even be bothered to listen to the answer to the question he’d posed. “That sounds amusing. I recall you liked to dabble in art. I know I’d be proficient myself, perhaps even better than that Michelangelo fellow, had I the time.”

			Anna was ashamed to realize that his dismissal of her interest—nay, her talent—actually stung. She clenched her jaw and forced herself to take a calming breath. Why should she care one bit what this awful man thought of her? And yet she always had, at least a little. Even though she had been the one to concoct her unappealing disguise, she had always hated how he looked at her with such disdain, like she was a creature so revolting he could hardly stand to be in the same room as her. Had he not looked in the mirror? Looked inside his own putrid soul? Anna was furious that his opinion held any sway over her mind, and she banished the negative thoughts with a vengeance.

			There was a knock at the door, followed by the whisper of men’s voices. Anna forced herself not to turn around, ignoring her curiosity. She heard Anne’s skirts rustling behind her, followed by a sharp intake of breath.

			“Your Majesty, please pardon the intrusion.” Archbishop Cranmer appeared in Anna’s periphery, and every drop of blood in her veins turned to ice. He bowed to Henry, then to Anna. “Your Highness, a pleasure to see you.”

			Anna nodded to him, her neck stiff. “And you.”

			“What do you want?” Henry asked. He had gone from patronizing, self-important man to short-tempered monarch in an instant.

			Cranmer shot a look at the king, his expression grave, and Anna noticed a bit of sweat ringing his brow. “Your Majesty, I fear I have a report not suited for feminine ears. I hate to interrupt your meeting, but it is of the utmost importance that we speak privately.”

			A scowl crossed Henry’s face, and Anna wondered if he might send Cranmer away. But he merely shrugged, waving a ringed hand. “Very well. We shall have to pick up our conversation another time.” He smiled over her shoulder at Anne. “I am honored to have met you, Lady Genevieve. I hope you shall not be a stranger to court.”

			“I’m sure I won’t be, Your Majesty,” Anne replied, and only Anna could hear the acid note in her voice.

			Reluctantly, Anna stood, wishing she could think of an excuse to stay behind and hear Cranmer’s report. It had to do with Kat, didn’t it? Cranmer’s sudden appearance couldn’t be chalked up to coincidence. As slowly as she could manage, she gathered her skirts and crossed the room, Anne one step behind her. They were nearly out the door when she heard Cranmer’s whispered words.

			“Your Majesty, it’s about your wife.”
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					*1 The Hellebore Sisterhood needs women like Anna. We need her empathetic heart as much as we need Anne Boleyn’s bright anger, Lina’s careful scrutiny, and my own cheerful scheming. Together, we will remake the world.

				

				
					*2 A wise instinct.
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			Lina

			January 4, 1541

			Lina had been enjoying a rare moment of peace and quiet, tucked in a chair by the fire, when Anne and Anna came roaring into the suite. Anna was wide-eyed and wringing her hands, and Anne looked fit to kill.

			“Cranmer is telling the king everything as we speak,” Anne told Lina. “It’s over.”

			Anna tried to lay a comforting hand on Anne’s shoulder, but the older queen shook her off. The German woman turned to Lina, distress written on her features. “We don’t know that for sure.”

			With a fortifying sigh, Lina stood. “Tell me exactly what happened.”

			Anna relayed the events quickly, trying to avoid angry interjections from Anne. Lina knew her friend was worried and frustrated, but she had to shush her on more than one occasion. It wouldn’t help Kat one bit if any of them lost their wits now.

			“Here is what we’ll do,” Lina said, once she had heard enough. She kept her expression blank, making sure no one could see her own fears. “Anna, you need to get a message to Kat right away to let her know we are moving up our timetable to tomorrow. I will visit her later today to go over the plan one more time. Meanwhile, Anne, I need you to start looking for any spells that could help us in this situation. We may need a distraction, or worse, if Henry makes a play before we do.”

			Anna nodded and hurried over to the writing desk in the corner of the room. Lina kept her focus on the witch, who was clenching and unclenching her hands, giving off the distinct impression that she was ready to cut off another finger for some deadly magick trick.

			“Anne?” Lina said, stepping toward her friend. “Did you hear me? We can still make this work.”

			Anne didn’t get to answer, for at that moment, Brigid rushed into the room, her face pale and strands of fine blond hair coming out of her braids. Lina had forgotten that the young woman had left about an hour ago with a few of her former friends from the palace.

			“Francis Dereham has been arrested,” Brigid announced, nearly breathless. “I saw them loading him into a carriage headed for the Tower of London. He’s been accused of having an affair with Queen Katherine.”

			Silence reigned in the room for several long seconds. Then Anne screamed something too sharp and fast for Lina to hear. The fire in the hearth crackled and then exploded, all the logs going up in flames in seconds in a strange, blue-green fire. The sudden burst of heat retreated, leaving the room cold and filled with the acrid scent of smoke. By the time Lina turned back to look at Anne, she had stormed off, leaving a telltale drip of blood in her wake.

			Lina followed the red drops to find Anne pacing the length of their shared bedroom, which had its own seating area and two plush, overfilled mattresses that had given a begrudging Lina some of the best nights of rest in her life. Her glamour withdrawn, the witch had a dark air about her, and Lina could have sworn her friend was working another curse as she walked.

			“It’s moving too fast,” Anne said, not bothering to look up. “Not even a pregnancy can save her now.”

			“Henry wouldn’t imprison her or have her killed if he thought she was with child,” Lina argued, though she wasn’t entirely sure that was true. “It’s still our best way forward.”

			Anne shook her head. “We have to get her out tonight.” Her feet struck the floor with a sharp, unflagging tempo. “I don’t care about the boy—he made his choices, and if he isn’t smart enough to run, so be it. I can’t be responsible for the both of them, and I’m choosing Kat.”

			Lina didn’t want to, but she stepped into Anne’s path, stopping her short. “Take a breath,” she counseled. “Just because Henry has had Dereham arrested doesn’t mean Kat is headed for the gallows.”

			With an irritated huff, Anne shouldered past her. “After all this time, are you really so naïve?” she snapped, crossing the room and throwing herself onto the sofa.

			The words smarted, but Lina didn’t let it show. No, Lina hadn’t had the luxury of naïveté for decades now. Maybe once she had been young and full of hope, back in those early days with Arthur before it all went wrong. But that hope had long since shriveled up and turned to dust, and all that remained was sober practicality.

			“I understand that you are worried,” Lina said, easing into a chair of her own. “But remember Gisa’s prophecy. Three queens shall save the one.”

			Anne shot her a look. “With respect to Gisa, I cannot put all my faith in a prophecy when Henry has an executioner waiting in the wings.”

			“If we try to move her now while everyone is watching, we’ll be dead before we make it to Kent, let alone France or Spain or wherever we are planning to stash a runaway queen and her paramour. Henry will hunt her to the ends of the earth to appease his pride.”

			Anne acknowledged this with a grumble, which Lina took as a sign to continue.

			“Tomorrow, she announces her pregnancy. We follow through with the plan. There is no better place for her to be than in Anna’s care—Anna’s reputation is spotless and her position with the king secure, which will help deter Kat’s enemies.” With a twinge of guilt, Lina added, “But you’re right, we can’t waste time or resources on the boy. If he is able to run, God protect him.”

			“You believe Henry will spare her?” Anne asked, a glint of hope shining in her eyes.

			“All Henry has ever wanted is an heir,” Lina answered honestly, hoping Anne wouldn’t recognize the evasion. “Edward is the only child he recognizes at the moment, and firstborn sons have a tendency to die young in England.”[*]

			Anne nodded. “Like Arthur.”

			“Yes.” Lina’s chest gave a small squeeze, like it always did when she thought of him. “He’s taken both Mary and Elizabeth out of the line of succession, and whatever bastard children he has would never have a chance of taking the crown if something were to happen to Edward.”

			Lina didn’t like to think of it often, but Henry’s dalliance with one of her ladies-in-waiting—it was a bad habit of Henry’s, sleeping with Lina’s attendants—had resulted in Henry’s first but illegitimate son, Henry Fitzroy. Mary was only three years old at the time, and Lina had just had a stillborn daughter—her fifth child who didn’t live to see its first year. The baby Fitzroy had been a slap in the face, a living, healthy son who could have been the heir to the throne if he’d had the right mother. Henry had been obsessed with the child, leaving Lina alone in her fresh grief.

			“I miss Spain,” Anne said suddenly, causing Lina to look up. Anne was lying with her head on the back of the sofa, staring up at the painted ceiling. “I miss Madrid, and the warmth, and the hospital. I miss Gisa and Dr. Al-Bashar and Marguerite. I miss waking up every day knowing I was going to do something good, and that the next day I could do the same.”

			Lina didn’t know what to say. They had rarely spoken of their time in Spain since they’d left. She hadn’t been able to find the words to explain how it felt like a part of her had stayed behind, a part she would never recover. Lina had written Gisa regularly while they had been staying at St. Margaret’s and later at Hever Castle, but weeks had gone by since she’d been able to send or receive a letter. Sometimes, those years spent abroad seemed like little more than a dream. Her life had always been a war against Henry, and this was just one more battle. To think that there had been a reprieve long enough for her to find family, home, and happiness seemed so surreal that it must have all been in her head.

			“I—I miss it too,” Lina admitted haltingly. “I don’t believe I’ve ever been happy in England. Maybe right after Mary was born, when it was just the two of us, but since then…” She shook her head. “This country has always been a hard place for me.”

			“We’ll go back,” Anne promised, leaning forward and taking Lina’s hands. “When this is over, we’ll go back.”

			Lina’s answering smile was small and weary. She couldn’t say how, but she knew deep in her soul that she would never see the shores of Spain again.

			“What was Henry like?” she asked, changing the subject and slipping her fingers out of Anne’s in one smooth motion.

			Anne rolled her eyes. “Condescending. Egotistical. His usual self. I swear to you, Lina, if it hadn’t been for his guards outside the doors, I would have killed him today just to be done with it all. If he so much as tries to lay a finger on Kat—”

			“Yes, yes, I know. You’ll turn him into a centipede and crush him beneath the heel of your boot.”

			“Witches can’t turn people into centipedes,” Anne lamented, sounding genuinely upset. “If we could, I would have done it ages ago. But I have been thinking about creating a compliance curse, something that would allow us to control his words and actions. I used to try different versions when we were married, but the man has a surprisingly slippery mind. I’m reluctant to turn him into a total puppet—it would require a great deal of magick and even more concentration to get through all the decisions a king must make in a day.”

			“Yes, I can imagine.” Lina shook her head; leave it to Anne to wonder about such things.

			“I need something subtler, something that makes him susceptible to the right suggestions from the right people.” Anne was out of her seat and off toward her room, where she had stored a handful of the spell books she’d brought from Hever Castle. “Maybe I’ll look again.”

			The witch paused halfway across the room and raced back to Lina’s chair. In an uncharacteristic display of affection, Anne threw her arms around Lina. Surprised, Lina returned the embrace, patting Anne awkwardly on the back.

			“Thank you for coming back here with me,” Anne said, her voice full of emotion. “Whatever happens, I’m grateful to have had you by my side.”

			She was gone a moment later, the fading warmth in Lina’s arms the only proof that the unexpected, tender moment had happened at all. Lina almost laughed, wishing she could tell her old self of five or ten years ago that one day, Anne Boleyn would feel like a sister to her.

			For several minutes, Lina stayed where she was, allowing a week’s worth of exhaustion to settle over her bones. Since the moment they had arrived at Hampton Court, she’d felt out of her element, as though her years away from the throne had made her a new person entirely. She missed that Lina, the Lina of St. Margaret’s and the Lina of Santa Cruz. She had never known how much she’d hated her life as England’s queen until she had come back to relive it through older, wiser eyes. The intrigue and posturing seemed so juvenile now, the politics and battles so futile. The world would never live in harmony, but surely everyone could be a bit more patient, a bit more tolerant, and a bit less self-absorbed. Lina was willing to bet that would cut down on both wars and executions.

			And thinking of executions…Kat’s was nigh if indeed Francis Dereham had been apprehended. With a groan, Lina pushed herself to standing and set off to find Katherine Howard to prepare the young woman for the greatest lie of her life.
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					* Having an heir and a spare is the smartest choice for any monarch, even if they are afraid they’ve been cuckolded. It was already known at court that Edward was a frail child, which threatened not just the Tudor legacy but the stability of England as a whole.
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			Kat

			January 5, 1541

			“I’m pregnant,” Kat whispered to herself, testing the words. “The baby is expected in June.”

			It was nearly one in the morning, and Lina had only just left Kat’s suite after hours of practicing her story. Kat felt shaky and tired but ready for any questions Henry could throw at her. Lina had helped her trace back to her last sexual encounter with Henry and explained the symptoms Kat needed to pretend to feel. Kat had been eating well over the holidays, and both her bosom and her stomach could pass for those of a woman a few months into her pregnancy. She’d have to fool a royal physician, though Lina assured her that wouldn’t be too difficult a job, as the whole country wanted news of a baby and the men in medicine were predictably squeamish and ignorant when it came to women’s health.

			Kat planned to follow the pregnancy plot every step of the way…save one. She knew Anne would be furious if she found out, but Kat had had to say goodbye to Thomas. It could be weeks, even months, before they were reunited, and she wouldn’t be able to stand it without having the memory of his arms around her waist and his lips on hers. They had long since worked out a code of sorts for their meetups, and when Kat had seen him at supper, she had slipped their secret words into conversation to let him know to come to her bedroom that night after midnight.[*]

			All the candles were doused, and only moonlight lit the room. Her ladies-in-waiting were tucked away and sleeping in their own quarters, and Kat had changed into a silken dressing gown and pulled her hair out of the complicated pins it had been trapped in all day. She was barefoot and shivering slightly as the fire wound down in the hearth, and just as she grabbed a quilt from the bed, the secret door to her chambers inched open. Henry had installed a passageway between his suite and the queen’s, but it was not the king who traveled that route. A tall, lean shadow slipped into the room, and in a matter of seconds, Thomas was across the floor and kissing her like it was their very first night together instead of their last.

			Kat broke from the kiss, horrified by the thought that this could be one of their final moments together, should something go wrong.

			“What is it, love?” Thomas asked, scanning her face in the darkness.

			As fast as she could, she told him everything. Well, not the bits about Henry’s wives still being alive, but the bits about Lassells and Cranmer and the fake pregnancy. She hadn’t dared meet with him over the holidays while the queens’ plans came together, but there was no time now to waste.

			“I’m afraid,” Kat admitted. “I don’t want to lose you.”

			Thomas smiled and pulled her closer. “Impossible. I will leave at first light before anyone notices I’m gone, and we’ll be back together in no time once all of the fuss and gossip go away.”

			“But this changes everything,” Kat said, tucking her head under his chin. “Our whole lives will be different from tomorrow forward. No more ballrooms or beautiful clothes or fancy meals. We’ll have new names and we’ll have to leave England and—”

			Thomas stopped her with a kiss. “It doesn’t worry me. We will be together, and the rest will fall into place.”

			Kat wished she had his conviction. “You really believe that?”

			“I do.” Thomas stepped back so he could see her expression. “Don’t you?”

			It was impossible to say what Kat believed about the future when she didn’t even know what the next few hours would hold. Her life may not have always been predictable, but she had never faced a world where she had to figure everything out on her own. “All I know is that I love you,” she answered instead, because that was true.

			Thomas smiled. “Good. I love you too.”

			There was another kiss, deeper this time, and then they were removing each other’s clothes, tiptoeing toward the bed, getting under the covers, and worshipping each other’s bodies until they were sated and exhausted and dawn was on the way. Kat knew she’d never regret giving up a night of sleep if it meant another few minutes in Thomas’s embrace, and tears rose to her eyes when he finally slipped from the bed and got dressed.

			“You won’t even have time to miss me,” he promised, kissing her forehead. “I’ll see you at Hever Castle in a few weeks’ time.”

			Kat wanted to cry and hold him close, but she managed to smile and watch him disappear through the door.

			And then, in the space of two breaths, everything went wrong.

			There was shouting in the passageway, followed by the sound of steel on steel. Panicked, Kat leaped from the bed and had just enough time to pull on her dressing gown before the door reopened and Archbishop Cranmer emerged.

			He said nothing, merely giving Kat a weary, pitying look before stepping aside. Two guards dragged Thomas out, his face bloodied and his shirt torn. Kat gasped and lurched forward, but the fear in Thomas’s eyes brought her up short.

			“This is not what you think—” she began, but Cranmer shook his head.

			“Lies won’t save you now, I’m afraid.” He motioned to the guard. “Take Culpeper away.”

			“Stop!” Kat screamed. “I am your queen, and you will obey my orders, not his!”

			The guards didn’t listen. They pulled Thomas through her bedroom, and her last image of her lover was him looking back over his shoulder, trying to meet her gaze, trying to tell her something, before one of the guards struck him in the temple and he went limp.

			Only Cranmer remained, still and patient near the passageway door. Kat whirled on him.

			“You have no authority over me,” she spat.

			“But I do.”

			This time, it was Henry who exited the passage, his face red from the effort and his expression full of fury. He was leaning heavily on a gold inlaid cane, and he pointed it at Kat.

			“You dared to make a fool out of me?” he asked, his voice rising. “After I plucked you from nowhere and nothing, this is how you repay me?”

			For a moment, Kat was at a loss for words. This couldn’t be happening, not like this, not when they had planned everything…

			“I’m pregnant,” she whispered.

			Cranmer sighed, sounding for all the world like a disappointed parent. “No, you’re not. At least not with the king’s child.”

			That was it. Her only card to play. And as Kat saw her chances of escape—of living—dwindle, her own anger grew.

			“Do you think I wanted to marry you?” she said to Henry. “Do you think I could possibly be attracted to you? Enjoy your company?” She laughed, a harsh, grating sound. “I owe you no debt. I would rather still be living at Lambeth, where at least I was free.”

			Kat didn’t see the strike coming. Somehow, Henry managed to cross the space between them before she could react, and his fist swung out, catching her across her cheek. She fell to the floor, ears ringing, and distantly noted that something hot and wet ran down the side of her face. She touched her fingers to her cheek, and they came away red. One of his rings, she thought over the buzzing in her head.

			If only she had a drop of Anne’s magick, she could have stopped all of this with a few sharp words.

			Henry sneered down at her. “You are nothing but a whore. A disgrace to your family.”

			Kat made herself smile. “I’ll be sure to let Anne Boleyn know.”

			He couldn’t have known what she meant, and yet Henry paled and backed away. Oh, what Kat would have given to tell him the truth. It would have stopped his heart on the spot.

			“Deal with her,” he ordered Cranmer, and with one final, baleful look, he returned to his suite.

			“I suggest you clean yourself up and get dressed,” Cranmer said, his voice quiet. “At least you can hope to leave here with some semblance of dignity.”

			“Leave here?” Kat repeated, the words not sinking in.

			Cranmer stepped through the door, but his words echoed back. “Yes. You’re headed to the Tower of London.”
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			This is how Anne must have felt, Kat thought, morose. And to think, she had once believed herself to be so much cleverer than all the queens who had come before.

			The White Tower was an awful place, dungeon-like even in its brightest, largest rooms. When she had been deposited here after an uncomfortable carriage ride and icy river crossing, Cranmer had informed her she was in the best suite of the ancient keep, courtesy of her husband’s goodwill. But the furniture was dusty and ridden with mildew, and the fireplace smoked enough that Kat had to keep the window open. Her teeth chattered against the January chill, and she pulled a moth-eaten blanket closer around her shoulders. The linens on the bed were faded but fresh, and despite the questionable state of the mattress, Kat had chosen to curl up in the corner of the bed as far from the door as she could get. Guards were posted outside, and if she stood too close, she could hear them mocking her.

			There had been no sign of Thomas or Francis when she arrived, though Kat flinched at every sound, expecting to hear their screams. Would they be tortured for information? Would they confess to loving Kat or try to make her out to be the instigator, a seductress who lured men to her bed?

			That was certainly what John Lassells had believed. He took his sister’s word and had tossed around Francis Dereham’s name like he knew what it meant. Kat clenched her fists. He hadn’t known a thing.

			Kat knew her relationship with Francis had been inappropriate, but he had pursued her, not the other way around. She had wanted no part of it, and yet everyone had created their own conclusions about loose and light Katherine Howard. Now, whether or not the punishment fit the crime, Francis was going to die for a failed affair three years ago because Henry was too jealous and vindictive to let him live. Kat peered out the window of her cell, wondering if she could see a light burning in any of the other rooms. If she called out Francis’s name and apologized, would he hear her?

			And Thomas…Kat felt her chest crumple, and she wrapped her arms around her knees, trying to keep her sobs from echoing in the room. Just this morning he had been in her arms, warm and smiling and alive. Would she ever see him again? Would he die on the gallows in plain view of Kat’s window? If that came to pass, Kat swore she would throw herself out of the Tower and enter the next life by his side.

			She was glad Anne had broken Lassells’s mind—it was a fitting punishment for a man who just wanted to see others suffer. He would get what he wanted, and all of them would soon be dead. But Kat hoped wherever he was, he was suffering a far worse fate.

			Night had fallen, the sky heavy with dark winter clouds. No star was brave enough to shine through, and even the lights of London seemed dim and far away. Farther still was Hampton Court Palace, where Anne must be worried sick. Kat couldn’t help but feel guilty—her cousin had come all this way and done so much to try to save her, and yet the ending of her story hadn’t changed. She didn’t dare dream that Anne would mount another rescue mission. Kat knew all she had to look forward to were weeks of waiting while Henry pretended to consider the charges against her before he ordered her inevitable execution.

			Maybe there was only one fate for the wives of King Henry VIII. Lina and Anne were alive, yes, but living shadows of the lives they had once had. Jane Seymour was truly dead, and Anna von Kleve was cursed to live in a country that scorned her. One day, from time or more bad luck, they would all be gone. And at least then, Kat thought, as she drifted into an uneasy sleep, her ghost would not be alone.
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					* Thomas Culpeper was a man grown, and he would have known full well the consequences of his actions when he slept with the queen of England. But really, Kat and Thomas were just two young, foolish people who made the mistake of falling in love. Perhaps all lovers are destined for tumultuous beginnings or middles or ends, and it is only hope that sustains them through it all.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 34 ◆

			Anne

			January 15, 1541

			The next few days were a mad rush. As soon as word came that Kat and Thomas had been taken to the Tower, the three queens packed up their suite at Hampton Court and decamped for Richmond Palace, another of Anna von Kleve’s residences twelve miles down the Thames from the Tower. The brick-and-stone building was massive, with a dozen octagonal towers anchoring a space nearly large enough for all of the English court. Even in winter, the grounds were impressive, with lawns frosted gray, private gardens, and a small orchard Anne remembered chasing Elizabeth in shortly after her daughter had learned to walk. She was grateful the trees were not in bloom, for her heart couldn’t have borne another ache, not when she was crushed by the guilt of letting Henry get to Kat first.

			Guilt that was tempered with annoyance, of course. That Kat had been so reckless when they had been working so hard to save her…suffice to say Anne had shattered several precious trinkets in her room at the palace when her frustration got the best of her. She thanked her own dark stars that she was no longer a teenager, lost to a sea of hormones and impulses that could override even the most levelheaded young person.[*]

			At Richmond Palace, Anna, as usual, kept a minimal staff. She had left most of her retinue behind at Hampton Court to enjoy the last vestiges of the holiday festivities, claiming she needed time to pray and reflect to start off the New Year. Although they were out from under the watchful eyes of England’s nobility, Anne refused to let her glamour drop unless she was fully alone. The spell had become a weight around her neck and the bane of her knife-marked hands, but if it meant she could go where she wished without attracting notice, she could make her peace with the price. Lina had demanded to be freed from the spell, and Anne had acquiesced, secretly relieved to see her friend’s true face staring back at her after weeks of looking at a lie.

			The queens and Brigid gathered the first morning in the Richmond Palace chapel, not to speak to a god who didn’t hear them, but to think of ways to break Kat out of prison. They sat side by side in the first pew, the chapel lit only by winter sunshine and a few half-melted candles. Anne hid her shivers, tucking her arms deep inside her cloak as they talked.

			“Can’t you just replicate what you did when you escaped?” Brigid asked Anne, her own teeth chattering. “Your plan worked so well.”

			Anne was already shaking her head. “Even if Kat has inherited any magick, she does not know how to wield it. We’ll need to think of something else.”

			“And we can’t simply smuggle her out?” Anna wanted to know.

			“Not if she ever wants to be free of the king’s huntsmen,” Lina replied. “Disappearing will only make her a fugitive, and that makes our job of keeping her safe that much harder.”

			Already, a proclamation had been issued that the queen had lost her titles, honors, and lands. Thomas Culpeper and Francis Dereham had been accused of treason, and it was only a matter of time before Kat would face the same crimes. It could be weeks or it could be days before the three of them were sentenced and killed, but either way, Anne knew there wasn’t a second to waste. No one else was coming forward to help Kat—the Duke of Norfolk had left court when they had, and he had been heard loudly placing the blame on his niece’s shoulders. One day, when Anne had more time, she would make him pay for that too.

			Anne sighed sharply and pinched the bridge of her nose. There had to be a way to get Kat out of the Tower. What had Anne learned from her own escape? A body double was wonderful, but impossible here. Or…maybe not entirely impossible. Lina had done something similar with the nun back at Kimbolton, though that woman had given her life freely. Could they find someone willing to die for the queen?

			Perhaps they could.

			“Thomas,” she said aloud. When the other women turned to her, puzzled, Anne stood and began walking the aisle, her steps echoing in the empty chapel. “He loves Kat. That’s what she told us. That he would do anything for her. What if we glamour him to look like Kat?”

			Lina frowned. “Can you do that sort of magick?”

			“Of course. It’s no more difficult than what I’ve done for the two of us.” That wasn’t entirely true—if indeed Thomas took the blade meant for Kat’s neck, Anne wasn’t sure how her glamour would extend to a corpse. But that was a problem for her future self to solve.

			“So in the end, Thomas would go to the gallows in her place?” Anna asked.

			Anne nodded, feeling a stab of guilt. She had promised Kat she would do whatever she could to protect her cousin’s lover, but he was beyond help now. The best she could do was to save Kat—she just wished it didn’t make her stomach turn and her conscience sting. Curse her wretched, soft heart.

			“No.” Lina shook her head. “It’s too difficult. And besides, even if we were to succeed, how would we swap Thomas and Kat?”

			Anna cleared her throat. “I may have a solution there. I know one of the guards.”

			Anne stopped short, and all eyes swiveled to rest on Anna.

			“There was someone who worked for me during my time as queen,” Anna began. “Morgan was a maid in the kitchens, as tall and strong as a man. Her parents knew they could never marry off a daughter who could carry a bag of flour the way most women would hold a baby, so they sent her to court to work. She was teased mercilessly for her masculine ways, though of course I didn’t ever see any of that. It wasn’t until I found her standing on the edge of my balcony—one of the highest parts of the palace—that I knew she existed at all. It was only a few weeks after I had married Henry, and something in my heart reached out, recognizing another soul in pain.”

			Not for the first time, Anne marveled at how foolish Henry had been to underestimate and dismiss Anna von Kleve. A queen like Anna could very well have changed the world.

			“I stopped her from jumping, and we spoke,” Anna went on. “It was clear Morgan was miserable in her job, in her body—everything. So, once all my ladies went to bed, I helped Morgan cut her hair. She snuck down to the washerwomen’s rooms and stole a clean set of palace livery. And I wrote a letter recommending Mr. Morgan Chilton as a man-at-arms to Henry’s military adviser and gave Morgan a purse to start the journey. I received a letter this summer and learned that Morgan had taken a post at the Tower of London, and while the work was sometimes gruesome, he was being trained as a soldier with hopes to serve in the next campaign.”

			The chapel remained silent for several long moments.

			“You never told me that,” Brigid finally said, sounding proud. “That is no small gift.”

			Anna shrugged off the compliment. “I was kind. It was the least I could do.”

			Anne’s mind was already racing ahead, wondering if Morgan Chilton could be the missing piece of her plan. If they had someone on the inside, someone loyal, then her idea was possible. The picture began to come into focus. A daring prison break for Thomas, or at least the appearance of one. Freedom for Kat. All she needed was a bit of blood and magick and three very specific outfits.

			As the morning passed and the details were finalized, Anne’s eagerness to put the plan into motion was tempered by the realization that this would forever ruin her relationship with her cousin. Kat would hate her for this, even though Thomas was destined to die no matter what they did. But Kat would live, and that was what mattered. She just hoped Thomas would feel the same way.
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			Three weeks later, Morgan let Anne inside the Tower of London. Anne had refused to let the others go with her, for her plan was just as likely to fail as it was to succeed. If anyone would be putting their life on the line for Kat, it would be her.

			She was dressed in two sets of guard’s uniforms, courtesy of her friend Mistress Leighton. Between the layers she had bunched up skirts and petticoats, giving herself a potbellied look. Her hair was braided tightly and tucked into a leather cap. She had used a glamour to rearrange her appearance once more, this time with the rough complexion of a man who had spent his years outdoors. She even added a little mustache for extra flair. Anna had shrieked in surprise at the sight, and even Lina had done a double take.

			“Thank you for helping us,” Anne said to Morgan as he led her to Thomas Culpeper’s cell. “I know we are putting your job and your life in jeopardy.”

			Morgan’s smile was small but genuine. “I owe my lady a great debt,” he said, his voice a soft tenor. “While I will never be able to repay it, I am always glad to help her.”

			“I’ll be a few minutes,” Anne said when they stopped outside Thomas’s cell. “Quarter of an hour at most.”

			Morgan unlocked the door and opened it just wide enough for Anne to step inside. The room was dim, lit only by a few candles, and had a musty, forgotten feeling to it. It was smaller than the cell Anne had stayed in, with a window that offered a chilling view of the Tower Green below.

			Across the room, tucked into a too-small chair, a shadowy figure unfolded long limbs. When Thomas stood and stepped into the candlelight, Anne was glad she had been generous with the length of the skirts she had commissioned from Mistress Leighton. Kat was on the tall side, but Thomas had her by several inches, a fact Anne hoped the executioner would not notice.

			“Have you come to take me away?” he asked, his voice cracking but his posture ramrod straight. “Is it time?”

			Anne had forgotten she was glamoured to look like a guard. The poor boy thought she had come to escort him to his execution.

			“No. And we have precious little time to explain,” she said. Anne hadn’t bothered to disguise her voice, and Thomas’s eyes widened when he noticed her words were distinctly female. “I’m going to need you to listen very carefully and put this on.”

			She unbelted her tunic and let the belly’s worth of clothing drop to the floor. She tossed the dress to Thomas, who caught it at the last possible moment.

			He peered at her in the faint light. “Who are you?”

			“I am here to give you a chance to save the woman you love,” Anne replied. “But only if you are brave enough to do it.”

			Thomas took a step forward, his expression shifting from despair to hope so quickly it made Anne’s heart ache. “You’re going to save Kat? How? What do I need to do?”

			“You start by putting on that dress,” Anne said, gesturing to the bundle in his hands. “And you end by dying in her stead.”

			The hope disappeared from Thomas’s face as quickly as it had arrived. Anne explained her plan—that she would glamour Thomas to look like Kat, that she would sneak Kat out disguised as a guard, and that in a few days’ time, Thomas would be the one to kneel at the executioner’s block. The only detail she omitted was her true identity, for although her cousin loved this boy enough to risk her life, Anne was not so foolish as to trust him with her greatest secret.

			“It is the only way to save her,” Anne concluded. “If I thought I could save you too, I would. But the reality is, either you both die, or you give your life so that she may live.”

			Thomas was quiet for several seconds. He looked down at the clothing Anne had procured, then toward the closed door of his cell. Anne watched him carefully, looking for signs of doubt or self-preservation, but all she saw was sorrow. He really loves her, she thought, and the realization made her indescribably sad.

			“I’ll do it,” Thomas said at last. “For Kat, I will do whatever you ask.”

			Anne nodded once and turned away, pretending she was giving him privacy to change, but really, she was trying to hide the tears that threatened to spill over. Gabriel had loved her like this. He had been willing to give up everything, risking his honor and his life to free Anne from the prison of her marriage. Why was it that the good men had to fall? Why did men like Henry get to live without consequence, while Gabriel and Thomas were lost to the cruelties and bitter ironies of the world? Thomas would die for the woman he loved, all because a man who didn’t love Kat at all happened to have a crown on his head and his ring on her finger.

			For a brief, desperate moment, Anne considered trying to save them both. She played out half a dozen scenarios in her head, from a feigned murder-suicide to a plain-as-day prison break. But none of those plans ended with Kat alive for long. None of them ended with her safe and growing old like she was meant to do. And Anne’s broken heart had to make room for the loss of one more soul, for she would mourn Thomas now too.

			“How do I look?” Thomas asked, a note of wry humor in his voice.

			Anne turned and looked at him, relieved that she could offer a genuine smile at the sight of him trying to pull up the neckline of the gown. Mistress Leighton had added plenty of padding to the chest. “You look very pretty indeed.”

			He helped Anne with the last part of the ruse—tying together clothes and bedsheets and then breaking a window open—the sound muffled by more magick. Morgan would come back later and lower the makeshift rope, making it look as though Culpeper had escaped into the night. When they were finished, Thomas followed Anne out of his cell, looking back only once.

			Even though he knew the plan, Morgan blinked in surprise when Thomas stepped into the hallway. He led them up several flights of stairs to Kat’s quarters, and through sheer luck or Morgan’s foresight, they came across no other guards. Once Morgan had unlocked Kat’s cell, leaving the key in the door, Anne turned to him.

			“Thank you,” she said again. “We could not have done this without you.”

			Morgan gave a small bow. “It is my pleasure. Please send my regards to my lady Anna.”

			When they walked through the door, Kat screamed.

			“It’s all right, my love,” Thomas said, walking toward her slowly, his hands held out. “It’s me, Thomas.”

			Kat was scrambling backward on her bed, clutching her covers to her chest and looking between Anne and Thomas, wild-eyed and panicked. Only when Kat saw his face did her own soften into a confused frown.

			“Thomas?” She peered more closely at Anne. “And, Anne, is that you?”

			“It is,” Anne said, offering her cousin a tired smile. “I’ve come to take you home.”

			Kat’s mouth formed an O of surprise, and then she flung herself into Thomas’s arms. “Why are you wearing that gown? Where are we going? Anne, why do you look like a guard? Oh, I’m so glad you’re both here.” She held Thomas tighter, her voice full of emotion. “I was afraid I’d never see you again.”

			“I’m right here,” Thomas said, hugging her back. He looked over his shoulder at Anne, who sighed, knowing it was up to her to destroy this moment.

			“Kat, I need you to get dressed.” Anne quickly shed her outer uniform and passed it to Kat. “You and I have to leave before anyone notices Thomas is missing.”

			Kat began pulling on the clothes but gave Anne a questioning look. “What do you mean, before they notice?”

			“We’ve made it look like Thomas has escaped,” Anne explained. “I will glamour him to look just like you, so after you and I leave, Henry will still believe you’re here.”

			“So we’ll have to come back for Thomas, then?”

			Anne shook her head and said the next words as gently as she could. “No, darling. I’m so sorry. Thomas is…Thomas is going to stay.”

			Kat froze, her fingers hovering over the last button of her tunic. She looked at Thomas. “What does that mean?”

			He sighed and forced a tight smile. “It means I will serve out your sentence.”

			Horror overtook Kat’s features, and she started to shake her head.

			“This is a mercy,” Anne explained. “The punishment for a man who has committed treason is to be hanged, then drawn and quartered. Death by the executioner’s axe will be swift.”

			“Death?” Kat shook her head faster. “No. No!”

			Thomas touched Kat’s face with a tenderness that made Anne look away. “Please, my love. Please let me do this. You can’t save me, but I can save you.”

			“You don’t have to do that. We’ll take you with us,” Kat argued. “Won’t we, Anne?”

			Anne forced herself to meet Kat’s eyes. “We can’t,” she whispered. “We went through this a thousand times. We know what it takes to break free of Henry, and the cost is steep. He must believe you to be dead, believe it beyond a shadow of a doubt. It’s the only way.”

			Kat’s gaze hardened. “But you promised. You promised you would keep Thomas safe.”

			Thomas caught her in his arms when she lunged toward Anne. “Kat, your friend has already worked a miracle by getting in here. Don’t waste your chance at freedom for me.”

			“She’s a witch. She should be able to do anything,” Kat replied. The fire was still in her eyes, and it hurt so badly to know Anne would be the one to extinguish the blaze.

			“Look at me.” Thomas placed his fingers beneath Kat’s jaw, turning her face toward his. “This is the way it has to be. I need you to live, my love. More than anything.”

			Kat’s voice was clogged with tears. “But I don’t want to live without you.”

			They held each other for a long time, and finally Anne had to clear her throat. “I need to create the glamour,” she said. “Our time is running out.”

			Thomas pulled back and kissed Kat’s forehead. “It’s all right. Go. I’ll be fine.”

			“No, you won’t,” Kat argued.

			“No, I suppose not. But you will be.” He stepped away and nodded to Anne. “I’m ready.”

			The glamour took several long minutes to set, and Anne was soon sweating from the effort. The curse was more complex to account not only for Thomas’s features to match Kat’s, but to adjust how others would see his height and hear his voice. It was glamour on top of glamour, more than Anne had attempted for herself or Lina, and finally, when the nub of Anne’s missing pinkie was barking from the pain of the magick, she was done. Kat—or at least a believable likeness of her—looked back at Anne, smiling with her smile and watching with her eyes. When Thomas spoke, it was with Kat’s voice.

			“This is a very strange feeling,” he said.

			“Thank you, Thomas,” she said, hoping he knew how much she meant it.

			She reached out to take Kat’s hand, but Kat brushed her off and stepped by, looking back at Thomas.

			“I love you,” she said, heartbreak in every syllable. “I will always love you.”

			“Until the end,” Thomas replied.

			Kat covered her mouth, muffling her cry, and ran out of the room, Anne close behind.

			“I’m so sorry—” Anne started to say, but Kat whirled around, her lower lip trembling and her cheeks stained with tears.

			“No matter how long I live, no matter what you do, I will never, ever forgive you for this,” Kat whispered fiercely. “Never.”

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*  I must agree. Though I occasionally miss the energy and optimism and, yes, the beauty of my youth, I would never suffer it again. Leave me my hard-earned wisdom and harder-earned self-assuredness, and I shall keep my wrinkles and gray hairs and aching bones.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 35 ◆

			Kat

			February 13, 1541

			Kat returned to the Tower of London on the day of her own execution.

			She had not allowed them to talk her out of it. She had screamed and raged and shattered fine things at Richmond Palace until finally they conceded. She submitted to Anne’s glamour and was made over to look like a plain, raven-haired young woman, but she refused to speak to her cousin, just as she had for the last several days. Lina stayed behind, claiming she did not have the energy for Kat’s theatrics, and though Kat knew she should feel ashamed, she was just relieved that there was one fewer person she’d have to talk to on the worst day of her life.

			She’d been thinking rather seriously about running up and stopping the execution, explaining it had been orchestrated by the witch Anne Boleyn and that they’d all been put under her spell. Of course, no one would believe her, and she’d likely be sent to Bedlam to join John Lassells. But oh, how Kat raged at Anne’s hubris, that her cousin had thought she knew everything and knew best and had talked Thomas into dying. They could have both gotten out, Kat was certain. If Anne had just thought it through, if she hadn’t been so shortsighted, Kat would be headed to France with Thomas right now, soon to be holed up in a beautiful chateau in the French countryside as they started their new lives together.

			Instead, Kat was riding in Anna von Kleve’s carriage on a bitterly cold and gray February morning. She sat as close to the door as she could, making sure her elbow never brushed Anne’s even as the carriage jostled down the frozen streets. Anna and Brigid sat across from her, their expressions a mix of pity and somberness that somehow managed to irritate Kat further. What right had they to look sad? Neither of them were about to watch the love of their life die. They didn’t know what it was like to let someone else bear the punishment for your sins.

			Torn between screaming and sobbing, Kat looked out the window just in time to see London Bridge. There, above the gate, a traitor’s head had been tarred and impaled, a warning to all the men of England. Kat felt the empty eye sockets staring at her, gazing down into her soul and finding it dark, crooked, and stained.

			The head belonged to Francis Dereham.

			Without warning, Kat threw open the door and vomited what little she’d had for her morning repast into the street. By the time she was done, the cabin of the carriage had gone icy, and she felt a bitter surge of satisfaction for making the other women suffer along with her. But someone had slipped a bit of candied ginger and a fresh handkerchief onto the seat beside her, and even though Kat wanted to feel all the pain of the moment, she found herself cleaning her mouth and slipping the ginger onto her tongue.

			It wasn’t fair, Kat knew, to be so angry. Anna had told her again and again the lengths that Anne and Lina had gone to just for the hope of keeping Kat safe. She had explained how they came to the conclusion to ask Thomas for his sacrifice, had said how much it had pained Anne to know she was making that choice. She’d extolled the bravery of all involved and begged for Kat’s forgiveness for putting her in such a difficult situation.

			The worst part was, Kat saw the logic of the plan. She knew Anne thought she was doing the right thing by saving Kat, that Thomas felt he had made a noble sacrifice in the name of love. She recognized that, yes, death by a proper executioner would be a more humane way to go than the horror that Francis Dereham had endured. She was even aware of the fact that her behavior had been wretched and ungrateful and cruel—an insult to everyone who was involved in her rescue.

			Kat understood it all. But in the end, only one thing mattered.

			Thomas would die, and she would live.

			It was the same as saying the sun would carry on without the moon. That the trees would go on living without the birds. That the tides would turn and the seasons would pass, and Kat was just supposed to live, as though that weren’t the most impossible thing she could ever do.

			That was why she had demanded to go today. Not because she was strong enough to bear the death of her lover. Not because she wanted to say a final farewell. But because this was the end of her life—her true, real life. Thomas would die, and everything that mattered inside Kat would die too. And she didn’t want either of them to be alone when that moment came.

			The morning unfolded like a dream edging toward a nightmare. Their carriage stopped at the Tower, and the four women joined the throng of people headed toward the gallows. As though it were some kind of honor, Anna was ushered to a cluster of frosty wooden benches reserved for the highest nobility. Kat wound up tucked between Anna and Anne, though her cousin kept a good several inches between them, avoiding Kat’s eyes but somehow always watching her all the same. It was irritating, how kind Anne had been even when Kat had called her all manner of terrible things she only half meant. Kat wished Anne would yell back, that they could have a proper fight so that Kat could win and feel a shred of justice. But Kat was always left disappointed, and it made it that much harder for her to go on believing she was in the right.

			The wind whipped up along the Thames, roaring into the Tower Green with the fury only February could possess. Anna had made sure Kat was dressed warmly in wool skirts and a heavy cloak, but even still Kat began to shiver. At first, she blamed it on the cold, but soon she realized it was panic causing her limbs to shake and her heart to race. She cast about for something else to focus on and began scanning the crowd to see if anyone had come to show their support in her supposed final hours.

			Kat noticed with no surprise that her uncle Norfolk had not deigned to attend. In fact, no Howards were to be found, likely hoping to keep out of sight before Henry decided they bore some taint of the young queen’s guilt. They had been the ones to push the match with Henry, and now they were all too willing to wash their hands of Kat once and for all.

			The dream fully tipped into a nightmare when Kat saw herself being led to the gallows by a short, balding priest. It was Thomas, of course, but the glamour was so good not even Kat could spot a sign that it was all an illusion. Little wonder her cousin had looked so pale and peaked for the last fortnight—that amount of magick must have been terribly draining.

			Good, thought the angry, frightened beast crouching in the hollow place inside Kat’s breaking heart. I hope it hurts her too.

			Thomas held his spine straight, though from where Kat was sitting, she could see that his hands were trembling. She wanted so badly to go to him, and for a second, she felt all her muscles tense as though she really would jump up and run to the platform and die beside him. But then Thomas’s eyes found hers in the crowd, and despite all the magick and all the people and all the fear wrapped around Kat’s heart, time seemed to stop.

			For a single second, she thought she could see through his glamour and he through hers. They stared at each other, never farther away than they were at that moment, but still hopelessly and irrevocably connected.

			I love you, Thomas mouthed to her. What was left of Kat’s resolve shattered, all the fury that had possessed her to fight vanishing in an instant. “I love you too,” she whispered back.

			Time sped up, and Kat found herself gripping Anne’s hand as the priest gave a prayer and Thomas placed his head on the bloodstained block and the executioner’s axe swung and…

			Kat fainted the moment Thomas’s head struck the ground.[*]

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* In the years since, Anne and I have gone over this young man’s fate over and over. Could I have helped, had I been in England at the time? Could Anne have stretched her magick even further? Could we have found another way to save Kat and save Thomas in the process? There is no way to know. But at least Thomas showed us that there is courage and honor still among men.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 36 ◆

			Anna von Kleve

			March 18, 1541

			“Kat is still unwell,” Anna said, having just returned from visiting the former queen’s room. “It is good that we’re leaving tomorrow.”

			Brigid was reading on the sofa, and she set down her book and motioned for Anna to sit beside her. Anna did so gratefully, resting her head on Brigid’s shoulder with a heavy sigh.

			Anna found it heartbreaking to see Kat—once a vibrant and bubbly young woman—reduced to the shell that she had become. Ever since Thomas died, she had kept to her bed, refusing food more often than not and falling into prolonged fits of despair where she would neither speak nor listen to anyone who attended her.

			“I can’t imagine what she has been through,” Brigid said, taking Anna’s hand. “There are times I want to tell her that things will get better, that she is young and she will certainly have the opportunity to find love again. But then I think about how I would feel if I were in her shoes, if I had had to watch you die, and…I simply can’t fault her for her grief.”

			Brigid took a turn sitting with Kat every day, reading to her or telling stories from her childhood in Germany. Her gentle approach often yielded the best results with Kat—even Anna had trouble getting the heartbroken girl to open up.

			Anna nodded knowingly. “We never meant for her to stay in England, and we couldn’t have expected her to be happy here. She needs this change of scenery.”

			The two of them were taking Kat to Spain.[*] There was a hospital there, Anna had been told, that was under the guidance of the Sisterhood, and its doctors would be able to put Kat to rights. Anna had not been abroad since before her wedding to Henry, and despite the circumstances, she found herself rather excited for the journey. She’d even treated herself to a new set of paints and canvases so she wouldn’t miss capturing a single detail if the impulse to paint struck her aboard the ship. For the time being, Lina and Anne were staying behind, but they were sending her with enough letters and gifts that their presence would be felt among friends around the world.

			Anna wasn’t sure why her friends weren’t going to Spain, especially when they spoke so fondly of Santa Cruz de Madrid, though she had her suspicions. Cromwell was gone, Kat had been saved, and their mission was complete. Did they want to stay closer to their daughters? Or was there something else—someone else—tying them to England? For all that they laughed at Anne’s dark humor when it came to Henry, there had always been an undercurrent of truth in the witch’s jokes, like she really would kill the king if Lina took her eyes off her for one second.

			In truth, Anna wouldn’t have been surprised if Anne Boleyn had one more game she wanted to play, one final curse for Henry VIII.

			Later that day, they all gathered for a farewell in Kat’s room. She usually kept the curtains drawn and the candles low, but Anna had sent a servant ahead to clear out the room. Now, a rare bit of sunlight filtered in through the windows, and a cheerful fire warded off the March chill. Kat sat up in bed, her hair having been combed and her nightclothes exchanged for a simple blue dress. She had developed a habit of scraping her nails along her hands and wrists, and the skin looked raw, just moments away from bleeding. Anna couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Kat smile, let alone the last time she’d heard her laugh. There was no joy in this room, even when it was clean and tidy for company.

			Everyone in the household believed Kat to be a distant cousin of Anna’s who was recuperating from a long illness. Anne—exhausted, guilt-ridden Anne—had kept up Kat’s glamour, though it would be removed before their journey, as the witch didn’t know how far her magick could extend. Until they arrived in Spain, Kat would be disguised in the old-fashioned way, with unflattering clothes and dowdy head coverings to match Anna’s own public veneer. Once they were safely ensconced in Madrid, Kat would take a new surname and start her new life.

			Anne and Lina arrived at the same time, and they all gathered in a semicircle around Kat’s bed. The only benefit to Kat’s convalescence was that she no longer shouted at her cousin, though Anne was still timid when they were together, afraid to set off a round of spiteful insults. Even now, Anne sat the farthest distance away, her hands clasped tightly in her lap and her attention anywhere but on Kat. The witch looked worn from weeks upon weeks of using her magick without a break, bruises under her eyes and the muscles tight in her jaw. Anna’s sympathy went out to the both of them, and she prayed every night that they would find a way to reconnect before they had to say goodbye.

			“How are you feeling today, Kat?” Brigid asked, reaching out and gently squeezing Kat’s hand. “That color is lovely on you.”

			She did look nice, even wearing a stranger’s face. This was the first time Anna had seen Kat out of her nightclothes in a while, and she took that as a good sign.

			Kat’s gaze flickered to Brigid for a moment, then away. These days, her eyes never seemed to alight on anything for more than a few seconds before wandering somewhere else. “Thank you. I am feeling well.”

			It was a lie, but no one challenged her on it.

			Lina cleared her throat, ready as always to attend to business. “You are packed?”

			Anna nodded. “The carriages are being loaded now.”

			It felt a bit obscene, taking so much with them, but if Kat were to start a new life in Europe, she needed more than just a few outfits for a holiday. Anna had used a portion of her considerable wealth to purchase everything Kat would require.

			“I can remove the glamour, if you’d like,” Anne said to Kat. She sounded hesitant, a woman reaching out a hand to a wild animal who would either lean in for love or snap her fingers right off. “No one else will see you between now and tomorrow morning.”

			Kat nodded stiffly but said nothing.

			When Anne finished pulling the glamour away, Anna had to hold back a gasp, struck by how different Kat looked since she had last seen the girl’s true self. Her skin was pale and dry, her cheekbones jutting up sharply from her face and painted with shadows instead of the rosy blush of youth. The brightest spot of color came from the pink-and-white scar Henry had left behind from his ring. Kat had lost weight from her already slim frame, and Anna’s first thought was to call for the cook and make every dish that could be created from the stores at Richmond Palace. Even Kat’s hair, once a lustrous auburn that reminded Anna of Anne’s, had gone dull. If Anna had captured her portrait right now, Kat would have been nearly unrecognizable from the woman she’d been at Christmas. Perhaps she wouldn’t need a disguise at all.

			“It’s that bad, is it?” Kat asked, something approaching humor in her voice.

			“You’ve been unwell,” Anna managed to say.

			“You need to start taking better care of yourself,” Lina added. Unlike Anna, she didn’t mince words. “If you don’t, it will all have been for nothing.”

			That made Kat swallow hard and blink back tears. Anna wished there was something she could do, something she could say that would give Kat a measure of comfort. But if she hadn’t found the words in the last fortnight or two, she wasn’t going to find them now.

			The women talked over the details of the journey one final time, and when the fire was waning, they finally said their farewells. Lina gave both Anna and Brigid brusque but tight hugs, and she whispered something to Kat that had the young woman nodding along. Anne’s goodbye was warmer, and she kept her hands on Anna’s shoulders after they had embraced.

			“You don’t believe the things people say about you, do you?” she asked, searching Anna’s face. “Because I’ve never met anyone who has been so wrongly understood by the world. I know it’s all intentional to protect yourself, but I also know that those whispers can sting. That’s why I need to tell you that you are one of the kindest, smartest, and most beautiful people I’ve ever met, and I’m proud to know you.”

			Anna was struck dumb for several seconds. All she could do was smile and offer a meager “Thank you” in response.

			Anne winked, then hugged Brigid and thanked her for everything she’d done and for her infinite patience with the meddling of two old queens. They thought they had escaped Henry and a life at court after the annulment, but after only a few short weeks they had been embroiled in the Sisterhood’s plans. Brigid had taken every surprise in stride, even when it meant the future the two of them had dreamed had to be put on hold. If it was possible, Anna loved her even more now than she had six months ago. She adored how kind and steady Brigid had been through all of this, and she could scarcely believe she was so lucky to be the woman who held her heart.

			When Anne stepped over to speak to Kat, both Anna and Brigid moved away to give them a bit of privacy. Whatever was said was over quickly, but Anna turned around in time to see the two of them share a look of understanding.

			As Anna lay awake later that night, wrapped in the arms of the woman she loved and with a new adventure waiting at dawn, she hoped that whatever had passed between Anne and Kat would help heal both their wounds.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* The curse of having an ocean between us was that in all the time Anne and Lina had been in England, we had only been able to exchange a handful of letters. We were prepared for Kat’s arrival, even when the news came that Henry VIII had beheaded his young wife. Though it wasn’t until Kat stood on the convent’s doorstep that I could be certain my friends had succeeded.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					
						◆ Part IV ◆

						The King

					
					
						[image: ]
					

				

				
					[image: ]
				

			
		

	
		
			A Note from the Author

			Marguerite d’Angoulême

			December 1, 1544

			It should come as no surprise that our story does not end there. For Kat, Anna, and Brigid, there was a fresh start. But for Anne and Lina, there was still bad blood binding them to England and the man who sat upon its throne.

			If I could have killed Henry myself, I would have. (Not with my own hand—that would have invited more danger and drama than even I could stomach. The Hellebore Sisterhood is at war every day, but I couldn’t very well spark an actual war between England and France.)

			But I could have found an assassin, after all that transpired with Kat. Henry was aging, ill, and rarely in control of his temper or faculties. No one would have been surprised if a man of his health and drinking habits dropped dead. More importantly, no one would have mourned him, at least not in their hearts.

			And yet, even then, I hesitated. I had rarely ordered death, preferring more subtle means of change, and never for someone so powerful.

			Looking back now, I see I made a mistake. One of the countless mistakes I have made, and no doubt will continue to make. But this mistake cost us all.

			Dearly.

		

	
		
			◆ 37 ◆

			Lina

			April 21, 1541

			Anna, Brigid, and Kat had been gone over a month, and Lina liked to imagine every step of their journey, from the stops along the coastline in France to the joyful sighting of Spain’s border. If the winds were with them, they may have already landed on Spanish soil, en route to a much-needed holiday in Madrid.

			She had not said so to Anne, but Lina was jealous they had gone. There was a certain comfort in returning to St. Margaret’s after months spent in London, but ever since their sojourn in Spain, it hadn’t felt like home in the way it once had. Lina kept picturing the little house she and Anne had shared abroad, wishing she could snap her fingers and traverse the hundreds of miles between here and there. Spain would already be clad in the bright hues of spring, while England struggled to emerge from the rainy weather that had lingered well past winter’s final bow. Green was starting to creep back into the world, but it was tempered with muddy browns and leaden skies. What Lina would have given for a clear day and the warm sunshine of home.

			But there was a reason she and Anne had stayed behind, one they both knew in their hearts but had yet to discuss. And that afternoon, when the house was quiet and raindrops splattered against the windows of the study, Anne finally said the words out loud.

			“Henry Tudor must die. And we must be the ones to kill him.”

			It was a conclusion Lina had come to weeks ago when she was sitting beside Kat’s sickbed, watching the tortured young woman battle her grief. Lina was not prone to strong feelings, and her first instinct had been to scoff and roll her eyes at what she saw as Kat’s hysterics. But slowly, she began to realize that Henry had robbed them all of so much, and it set something burning in her core.

			From Kat, he’d taken her lover and the bright days of her youth. She would recover, Lina knew, but there would always be a hole in her heart. She would always have nightmares about the day she watched Thomas die, and she would always walk under the weight of the guilt that someone had given their life for hers.

			From Anna, he had taken her home and her pride in the eyes of England. Of all of them, Anna’s future promised the most joy, and Lina sincerely hoped her friend would live a long and beautiful life with Brigid. But Anna had sacrificed a great deal to get to where she was, independent but forever hiding her true self in a land that neither embraced nor respected her.

			From Anne and Lina, Henry had taken daughters and dignity and life itself. There would be no starting over for them, no happy endings. There was only justice left to be served to the man who had stolen everything.

			Three queens shall save the one, and yet the work remains undone.

			“It’s time for us to end this,” Anne was saying. “If more women are hurt by his hand…”

			Lina nodded. “You’re right. I want to contact Catherine Parr.”

			Understanding dawned on Anne’s face. “ ‘The sixth has walked among the dead, and knows the ways to keep her head.’ ”

			It had been nearly five years since Lina had seen Parr, the Sisterhood’s poisoner, but Lina had been keeping track of her. In that time, she had remarried and lost another husband, a pattern that Lina found both suspicious and encouraging.[*1] She hoped Parr would be up to the challenge a third time.

			“We can find her a position among Mary’s ladies-in-waiting,” Lina said. “She’s a clever and attractive woman—with the right groundwork laid, she’ll have Henry’s attention in no time.”

			Anne considered this. “Her pedigree is good enough, certainly, but she has been married twice now and must be nearly thirty. He won’t like that. Has she had children?”

			“No. She may be unable to conceive or perhaps she takes preventive measures not to, but either way, it works in her favor and ours. Henry is fond of Edward as he is Jane’s son and wouldn’t want to disrupt his right to inherit by bringing stepchildren or new babies into the mix. And”—this was Lina’s pièce de résistance—“with no future heirs on the horizon, she can help restore Mary and Elizabeth to the line of succession.”

			The idea had come to Lina as she had been clearing out the garden behind St. Margaret’s last week. The truth of the matter was, the House of Tudor was far from woven into the fabric of England’s monarchy, being only two generations old. Anyone could see that Henry’s health was in decline, and he had just one heir in three-year-old Edward. Lina knew how easy it would be to overthrow the Tudors with a child on the throne, just as she knew that half a dozen claimants would come forth to do so. Edward would be lucky to live to see his next birthday if he was Henry’s sole heir at the time of his father’s death.[*2]

			Henry had loved Jane Seymour, and from all Lina had heard and seen, he loved his son too. He would be aware of Edward’s position, and it was the type of thing that could keep even a man such as Henry up at night.

			But if Mary and Elizabeth were returned to their rightful places—renamed legitimate daughters and heirs after Edward—the dynasty could be preserved. Both Mary and Elizabeth, aged twenty-five and seven, were familiar to court and known to be intelligent and accomplished. Advantageous matches could be procured for both of them to strengthen their ties to the crown, and never again would they be in danger of being cast out. Their futures would be secure, while at the same time appeasing Henry’s ego and his own fears for Edward.

			Of course, Lina couldn’t put all of this into a letter and send it off to Henry. It was a logical conclusion he and his councilors should have come to on their own, but they were just as likely to think of it as to overlook the possibility because Mary and Elizabeth were women. That was where Parr entered the picture. She would need to convince Henry of the soundness of the decision and be sure he put it into action before his death.

			Lina explained all of this to Anne, who nodded along, seeing the wisdom of the plan.

			“And then, when it is all done and the girls are safe…”

			Promise blazed in Anne’s eyes. “We kill him.”
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			Catherine Parr arrived at St. Margaret’s a fortnight later. The sun had finally chosen to shine that day, which Lina took as a sign of good fortune, if indeed good fortune could be found when plotting a murder. Lina and Anne watched her come up the steps of the convent, two black traveling bags as her sole companions. Parr was older than when Lina had seen her last, but her face still held that same sharp beauty, like a diamond that refused to be shaped and smoothed. She wore a plain but well-cut black gown, the color suiting her pale complexion better than most mourning widows. The younger woman walked with purpose, stopping only to curtsy to both of the former queens before letting herself inside.

			“So it’s time to bid farewell to Henry Tudor, is it?” she asked, her voice echoing in the stone hallway.

			Lina saw Anne smile—these two were going to get on perfectly.

			“Would you like to rest from your journey?” Lina offered. “We can show you to your room, though I should warn you, our lodgings are rather modest.”

			“All I’ve done since my husband died is rest,” Parr replied, looking around the convent as though she were cataloging each brick and candle. “I am just as pleased to be here as I am to finally shed the mantle of Lady Latimer.”

			“Was your husband a bad man?” Anne asked, sounding curious.

			Parr turned around to face them. “No, not a bad man. Impulsive, perhaps, and selfish at times. In the first few years of our marriage, he was in and out of trouble with rebels in the north, and it was terribly inconvenient to be left at home to raise the stepchildren and tend the estate while also trying to keep from being kidnapped and ransomed.”

			“I can see how that would be frustrating,” Anne replied. Her smile was growing, and Lina wondered how on earth she had ended up being such good friends with witches and poisoners.

			They led Parr upstairs to the study, and Lina gave her the seat with the best view out the window of the garden and fields below. It had been a while since she had hosted anyone outside their immediate circle, and yet she still felt an urge to play the part of the queen.

			Parr folded her hands in her lap and looked at the women expectantly. “Well then. What is your plan?”

			Lina had forgotten how abrupt Parr could be. It unsettled her more than she expected—perhaps because she was usually the one being direct. As succinctly as she could, she explained her strategy, from dangling Parr in front of Henry to updating the line of succession.

			“Will he be amenable to those changes?” Parr wanted to know.

			Anne snorted. “That’s not the word I would use. Henry isn’t the type to be talked into doing something he doesn’t want to do. He either has to think it’s his own idea, or you need to apply outside force. Even my magick could only influence him so much.”

			“There may be something I could do about that,” Parr said thoughtfully. She stared off into space for a moment before refocusing her gaze. “Brewed correctly, a certain collection of herbs could make him more…malleable. Of course, there’s also the option of incapacitating him with something delicate and hard to detect, giving me the opportunity to rule as queen regent while he recovers. So long as his physician found no trace of poison, no one would be surprised if someone in Henry’s condition underwent a bout of illness. How unfortunate that it could happen so soon after celebrating his nuptials with his sixth wife.”

			“Terribly unfortunate,” Anne agreed merrily.

			“And then?” Parr asked. “Any number of women could accomplish those things, given enough time.”

			Lina and Anne exchanged a look. This was where they both agreed and diverged.

			“Then Henry dies,” Anne said simply. “We don’t want you or the Sisterhood to be suspected, so for now, leave that to us. It must be done in such a way that it looks natural. Or,” she added after a beat, “like an assassination.”

			Lina had been a proponent of the former, and Anne the latter. Anne had grand plans for whom they could frame for the murder—the Duke of Norfolk being the most tempting—and she argued that Henry had done nothing to deserve a dignified, quiet death. Lina didn’t disagree, but she couldn’t embrace the concept of needless violence when she knew one of Parr’s potions would do the trick with far less mess.

			Parr looked back and forth between them, and Lina got the feeling she knew exactly what everyone else in the room was thinking. “Well, we have time to work out those details. The Sisterhood has agreed to all of this?”

			By the Sisterhood Lina knew she meant Marguerite. After all, it was no small thing to kill a king, and the leader of their movement deserved to be asked for her stamp of approval.[*3] Lina and Anne had indeed dispatched a letter to Marguerite, not so much asking for permission as informing her of what they intended in a cipher known only to Anne and Marguerite from their days in Paris.

			“We believe Marguerite will see the necessity of our plan,” Anne said smoothly.

			Parr nodded. “In other words, no, she hasn’t agreed to it. But for what it’s worth, I think you’re right. It’s long past time someone did something about the king. I’ve married for less important purposes before, and it would be entertaining to get a crown out of it this time.”

			That earned a chuckle from Anne. “It sounds like you didn’t love your husbands much.”

			Parr contemplated the question, her expression dispassionate. “I’ve read books and heard stories about love, but I’ve never felt it. I didn’t wish for my husbands to touch me or whisper sweet nothings or make grand declarations. In truth, I feel much more myself when I am alone with my mortar and pestle or walking in the forest in search of herbs.”

			Lina wasn’t sure how to respond to that. She hadn’t loved Henry—nor he her, of that she was certain. But God, how she had wanted to be loved. How she had wanted to be touched and held by a man who thought she was the sun and moon and stars. Maybe that could have been with Arthur, or maybe she could have found someone who would have filled the void of loneliness. And though the time for such dreams had passed, Lina still found herself wishing that for just one hour of one day of her life, someone had loved her the way she wished.

			“Did you kill them both?” Anne blurted out. Lina gave her a look of admonishment, but the witch merely shrugged.

			Parr gave Anne a guilty smile. “Technically, yes. My first husband was always in poor health, and he eventually asked me to quicken his end. The Lord Latimer, on the other hand, had become too much of a burden. He was riding us into debt, his reputation tarnished, and I took matters into my own hands. I wasn’t fond of him, but I did like his children, and I thought they ought to inherit a bit of money and what was left of a good name before their father ruined it all.”

			“That’s very…noble,” Lina managed to say, her throat going dry at the thought. She shouldn’t have been surprised—Parr was a poisoner, and what else would one expect? It was the reason Lina had contacted her in the first place; a murderer masquerading as a widow made for the perfect accomplice to regicide.

			The three women stayed up late into the night, plotting a course for Parr’s swift rise to royalty. Lina had no doubt it could be done with the connections they would make, with the power of Anne’s magick, and with the sharp, inimitable mind of Catherine Parr. If all played out as she expected, it would only be a matter of weeks before Parr had Henry’s attention, mere months before a wedding. And then two of her greatest wishes—to see Mary restored to her rightful place and see Henry pay for all he had done—would be granted.

			She just hoped they wouldn’t lose their own souls along the way.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  Parr’s first husband, Sir Edward Burgh, died suddenly in his twenties after only a few years of marriage. Her second husband, John Neville, Baron of Latimer, was twice her age. Latimer was a Catholic, and his disagreements with the king—which some would call rebel actions—led to Parr and her stepchildren being held hostage and eventually all but banished from court. Latimer died just weeks after Kat’s supposed execution, leaving Parr a wealthy widow.

				

				
					*2 Every kingdom the world over had crowned babies and raised them as puppets. England would have survived, but Edward might not have.

				

				
					*3 Hard as it is to believe, my friends were again acting without said stamp of approval.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 38 ◆

			Catherine Parr

			July 12, 1541

			Henry Tudor was an easy mark.

			It had almost been too simple. Parr had spent less than a month in Lady Mary’s service before Henry began wooing her with sonnets written by poets whose work he passed off as his own. Gifts were next, each more decadent than the last: gowns, jewels, even estates put into Parr’s name. All she needed to do was pretend to find him charming. She laughed at his stories when she knew he wanted laughter and hung on his words when she knew he wanted awe. She ignored his flaws—which were many—and allowed him to believe he was young and hale and handsome in her eyes. False smiles, demure looks, and the occasional glimpse down the front of her dress were all it took. She could have been any woman, at any time, in any place—that was how little Henry seemed to discern. Parr would never understand why people called this love. At best, it was a mating dance. At worst, it was an excuse to avoid confronting their own loneliness.

			Parr had never felt lonely, or then again, perhaps she always had and had ceased to recognize it as anything but her natural state of being. She had grown up on a rural estate in Kendal, a land of rivers and bogs and forests and very little in the way of proper civilization. Though she had two younger siblings, she preferred to keep to herself, wandering the grounds of the manor along with the foxes and badgers and stoats and rabbits. If she could have soared like the birds, she would have left humanity behind and never thought twice.

			Her mother had been married at sixteen, widowed at twenty-five with three children, and the executor of a massive inheritance from her husband. After his death from a sweating sickness, she moved the children from London up to crumbling Kendal Castle for cleaner air and the lure of green and wild places. It was there, from age five to age seventeen, that Parr had finally felt at home, roaming the woods and cataloging every plant, animal, and insect that crossed her path in a small notebook that hung from a string around her neck. Parr pressed leaves and flowers between the pages, sketched the forest creatures who would sit still long enough for a portrait, and made notes of which berries and mushrooms the cook would serve at supper.

			It was there, among the trees, that she had found the little cottage and the woman who lived inside. Parr had read enough fairy tales to know that an evil hag must have been waiting on the other side of the door, but she had knocked anyway. It came as a shock when a woman no older than her mother had opened the door, her hair black as midnight and her eyes a tawny gold that made even the unflappable Parr uneasy.

			“You’re a long way from home, little one,” the woman had observed. She had a soft Irish lilt to her voice despite being a sea away from her own island.

			Parr had drawn herself up tall—she was nine by then, and did not like to be called little. “These are my family’s lands. They are all my home.”

			The woman laughed. “These woods belong to no one but themselves. We are merely visitors to them. They were standing before we were born and will go on standing long after we are dead.”

			Parr looked up toward the endless emerald canopy overhead and found she could not disagree. “Who are you?” she asked with the directness that only a child can possess.

			“I am called Eilíse,” the woman replied. “And you are the eldest Parr girl.”

			“My name is Catherine, but I do not like it.” Every other girl Parr’s age seemed to be named Catherine, after the queen, of course.

			“Well, then I shall just have to call you Parr.”

			This suited the nine-year-old just fine, and she nodded her acceptance. Then, before she could think better of it, she asked, “What are these berries called?”

			From the little bag at her waist, she pulled out a stem laden with small red fruit and thrust it toward Eilíse. The flesh of the berries curved and nearly hollowed out to make room for a green-brown stone at the center. Parr had never seen anything like it.

			“Those came from a yew tree,” Eilíse answered. “The red part of the berry is edible, but if you eat the seed, your heart will stop, and you will die.”

			Eilíse said it so calmly that at first Parr was certain she had heard incorrectly. She was holding something that could kill. That seemed dangerous, but also exciting. Even at nine, Parr understood the way the world worked for a woman; she would grow up, marry, have children, and die. There was unlikely to be much in between, save for some books to read and walks in the forest, though the latter depended on finding a husband who liked the country over the city. Parr didn’t much like to think about that future, and somehow it made her feel better to know that she had uncovered a special kind of power in the palm of her hand.

			And so began Parr’s education in poisons. Eilíse taught her more than just the deadly plants of the forest, requiring that Parr study the healing herbs in equal measure. As often as she could, Parr slipped away to the cottage in the forest and helped Eilíse collect and measure and mix the ingredients that she put into medicines for nearby villagers. Everyone in the village thought Eilíse was a druid or a witch, but Parr knew the woman had no proper magick, just a powerful mind and an aptitude for learning the secrets of nature.

			It was years before Parr brewed a poison that would kill someone. Her lady’s maid, a sweet woman named Cordelia, married when Parr was fifteen. A fortnight later, she came back to the castle, her face a patchwork of bruises and cuts, her gentle smile swollen and missing two teeth. Her husband had beaten her for burning dinner and would likely as not kill her when he did it again. Parr’s mother was away at court, so Parr took Cordelia in and nursed her back to health. Once her maid had recovered, Parr invited Cordelia’s husband to the castle to see his wife and make amends. He came. He drank the wine and ate the food that Parr had specially prepared. And he was dead before the dishes were cleared.

			That was when Parr discovered she also had a talent for acting. She screamed for help at the sight of the body and cried full, round tears as the men of the castle took the dead husband away. As soon as they were gone, her face smoothed out and she returned to her day’s studies.

			The Sisterhood found her a few years later, and Parr’s talents for doling out life and death became a proper job.[*1] She never took the responsibility lightly, never reveled in her ability to kill, even when the deaths of terrible people may have deserved a bit of revelry. Poisoning was simply something she did, like eat supper or get dressed or breathe or blink.

			The job with Henry was no different. Yes, the stakes were high for all involved, for Parr knew that if she was caught, her life would be forfeit and the Sisterhood could be exposed. But Parr was very good at thinking three or four or seven moves ahead, and so that was what she did every day as Henry courted her, proposed to her, and planned their wedding.

			Now, Parr stood in a room at Hampton Court Palace wearing a dove-gray dress over a cream petticoat. She had insisted the wedding be an intimate affair, with only a few witnesses and the children, of course. And the children, of course, had become a refrain of hers when she spoke with Henry. It was a silly thing to say, as Mary was only four years younger than Parr and certainly not a child, but Parr brought the king’s daughters into the fold with every chance she had to continue to show Henry how marvelous and brilliant they both were. Luckily, she didn’t have to lie: Mary was a fierce young woman who had inherited her mother’s intellect, and Elizabeth, while gentler than her older sister and not yet as prone to witchery as her mother, already spoke three languages.

			Parr adjusted her veil one last time, then exited her room, a bouquet of magenta foxglove in her hands. Witch’s gloves, they were sometimes called, and Parr had always loved the name. The plant was toxic, if not deadly, but the flowers were so pretty, and Parr had always liked holding something beautiful and dangerous in her hands.

			She had convinced Henry to host the wedding in the queen’s chambers, and just twenty people were in attendance, several of them lords and ladies whom Parr did not know. But she smiled at everyone, especially the princesses, as she crossed the floor toward where Henry stood with the priest. Mary looked serious, as always, her red hair parted severely down the center, her dress just a shade lighter than what most would consider mourning, and a golden cross at her neck to remind her father and everyone else that she was still firmly Catholic despite all the changes in the English church. They deviated wildly on religion, as Parr preferred Mother Nature to any made-up male deity, but Parr could admire the young woman’s stubbornness. In every interaction they’d had, Parr had found that Mary was studious, straightforward, and a little bit angry. Parr was a little bit angry too, mostly because she found nearly all adults to be dense and exhausting. There were exceptions, like Eilíse, but Parr often felt she was surrounded by people who actively embraced stupidity.

			Parr preferred the company of children. Children were curious and clever and surprising, and Elizabeth was no exception. Already, Parr had grown fond of the girl who liked to read books half her size and sneak off to the stables to see the barn cats who patrolled the rafters. Elizabeth was starting to look rather like her mother, with mischievous gray eyes and that interesting, though not classic, Boleyn-Howard beauty. Only her red-gold hair gave her away as a Tudor.

			Edward was there too, a toddler just stepping into boyhood who was doing his best to stand still in his dress clothes. He was a sweet, serious child from what Parr had observed, and certainly enjoyed being doted upon by his father and older sisters. This was good, for he would forever be the youngest and final child of Henry VIII. There would be no wedding night copulating tonight, thanks to a sleeping draft Parr would slip Henry shortly before they retired. If that didn’t work, she had another herb that made it impossible for men to get an erection—it had been oft used during her first two marriages.

			Even without her preventive measures, Parr doubted Henry would be up to the task. He was dressed richly in a silk shirt, a scarlet doublet, and black hose, but it all did little to hide that he was very unwell. He looked like a man cursed: his skin pale and clammy, his legs swollen into tree trunks, and his mouth screwed up in a smiling grimace that belied his pain. Parr supposed he was cursed, for Anne had told her so and who was she to doubt a witch?

			“My lady love,” Henry said when she reached him by the window. “What a joy it is to be with you today.”

			Parr smiled, though she wondered if Henry had said this to his other five wives when they stood at the altar. She thought it likely.

			The priest began reading the traditional words, stumbling only once he got to Parr’s name.

			“Do you, Lady Catherine Parr…Burgh…Latimer…” He trailed off when Henry shot him a look sharp enough to cut stone, and Parr made a mental note to watch for Henry’s temper. “Do you, Lady Catherine, promise to be good and faithful to His Majesty the King, to love and support him, in sickness and in health, so long as you both shall live?”

			“I do,” Parr replied. By now, she was very good at lying.

			Soon, rings were exchanged, followed by another of the possessive, sloppy kisses Parr had come to expect from her new husband. How Lina and Anne had stood it for so many years, Parr would never know.

			It was only after the feasting was over, the proclamations had gone out, and Henry was asleep on the other side of her bed that Catherine Parr—poisoner and killer and child of the forest—paused to think it was rather strange that she was now a queen.
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			Parr quickly learned that the English populace cared little about the women who sat at Henry’s side. Their king had taught them that queens were replaceable, so as she and Henry toured England on progress, everyone was perfectly polite to her, but they kept their distance. Parr remembered how the groundskeepers at Kendal Castle had told her not to get attached to the piglets born each spring, for most of them would be killed for meat by winter. That was how Parr felt the world viewed her, like a creature raised for slaughter.

			But that impermanence was balanced by pity, for who could not feel sorry for the young widow? With the courting period over, Parr learned that Henry had been on his best behavior up until then. He argued with everyone he met, be they dukes or priests or scholars, and bullied them into agreements or concessions they shouldn’t have made. He was sullen when he didn’t get his way and made up for it with lavish feasts and expensive purchases. He expected to be adored everywhere he went and would succumb to fits of fury if he felt someone had slighted him.[*2]

			Henry’s latest fixation was on invading first Scotland, then France. During their progress, he ranted on and on about how their neighbor to the north was too weak to function on its own and needed to be brought under English rule for its own good, though Parr knew Henry was just humiliated that King James of Scotland, his own nephew, had refused to break with Rome when England did. And despite two previous (and failed, and expensive) wars with France, Henry seemed bent on breaking the peace treaty made nearly twenty years earlier simply to prove to King François who had the bigger codpiece. The king was making all of his ministers nervous about war when he should have been enjoying his sixth honeymoon, often leaving poor, newlywed Parr alone for days at a time.

			Parr took advantage of the pity afforded to her, making the world believe she was the best stepmother who had ever lived and breathed. She invited Mary on progress with them, wrote daily letters home to Elizabeth and Edward, and made sure she publicly requested little gifts and trinkets for the children every chance she got. By the end of August, every soul in court—Henry included—would have sworn up and down that the new queen was the most devoted guardian they’d ever seen.

			So it was no surprise, then, when she broached the subject of revising the line of succession. Once she had gained access to the king’s food and drink, Parr had started putting a valerian tincture in Henry’s wine, just enough to make him more relaxed and agreeable. The valerian worked well on Henry, making his opinions softer when he was taking it, though Parr was limited to small doses lest anyone else notice their king wasn’t raging about as usual. He inadvertently agreed that she should speak to some members of the Privy Council about the issue of succession, and Parr set to work the moment they returned from their tour of England in October.

			But the bloody Duke of Norfolk was proving difficult to convince.

			“Why on earth would we want a woman to inherit the throne?” he asked Parr. The Council had come together in the Star Chamber of Westminster, and Norfolk was pacing the front of the room. “Women don’t have the mettle to rule. They are weak-minded and easily swayed. How could women lead our nation through a famine or a plague or a war?”[*3]

			Far better than your king, Parr wanted to say, but other men were nodding along.

			“Your Grace, I am not advocating that Lady Mary or Lady Elizabeth replace Prince Edward or his heirs,” Parr clarified. “I am simply pointing out that the Tudor line is very short right now. Is England ready for another civil war if—God forbid—Edward does not inherit?”

			Many of those who were nodding were now shaking their heads.

			“This change is merely a precaution, my lords,” Parr continued. “It is right for the king’s daughters to be included, and we all know both Lady Mary and Lady Elizabeth are accomplished young women who bring honor to their father.”

			Norfolk made a face. “ ‘Let the woman learn in silence with all subjection. But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence.’ ”

			Parr hated when men quoted the Bible to support their narrow, prejudiced views. Her second husband had made a bad habit out of it, and she had burned all his holy books after he died. She pretended to look surprised. “Your Grace, are you implying that the children of your king—children who have been raised by him and whose education he has personally overseen—are not fit to rule? That they do not also have a divine right blessed by the Lord himself?”

			Norfolk glared at her, and Parr smiled demurely back. She had trapped him rather neatly, for any response against the king or his family could be construed as treason. In the court of King Henry, it was very, very easy to commit treason.

			“There’s bad blood on the Boleyn side,” Norfolk said instead.

			Parr nodded thoughtfully. “I suppose you would know. I had forgotten Anne Boleyn was your niece. Katherine Howard too.”

			She was aware the duke had lost the king’s trust over the ordeal with Kat. Norfolk was an ambitious man, and he’d clawed his way back after Anne’s scandal, but to do so twice was unlikely. He was on thin ice, and everyone knew it.

			“A perfect example of how women can disgrace their families.” This came from Stephen Gardiner, bishop of Winchester and a man Parr had quickly figured as a staunch supporter of Norfolk. “You can never be sure they won’t ruin everything.”

			They reached no conclusion that day. Parr knew this would be the first of many meetings, and that if the Privy Council couldn’t support her, she would just have to trick Henry into it. Her concern was not whether the change would be made, but that it would go slowly. And Parr was realizing that her patience ran thin in the court of England.

			That evening, she dispatched a letter to Anne.

			The Duke of Norfolk has proved to be an impediment to our plans. He has made fervent arguments against changing the line of succession based on the ill-conceived notion that women are not intellectual or moral equals to men. Clearly, he is an imbecile, and I feel sorry that you are related to him. I do not know if there is anything to be done for it, but would you be able to remove this obstacle from my path to hasten our progress?

			The response from Anne came swiftly.

			With pleasure.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  Ah, my dastardly Parr. I had come to Kendal in search of Eilíse, having heard rumors of a witch in the wood. (I find it hard to ignore rumors and witches alike.) Eilíse had no interest in leaving her forest but suggested that there was another who might harbor a desire to put her talents to use. I met Parr when she was seventeen, just before her first marriage. She remains like a daughter to me, one I love and fear in equal measure.

				

				
					*2  I’ve often thought it must have been exhausting to live with such a colossal, fragile ego as that of Henry Tudor.

				

				
					*3 It is women who sustain their homeland while men are away at their wars. Strange that they have never stopped to think of the resources, temerity, and perseverance we possess.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 39 ◆

			Lina

			October 8, 1541

			“It should not be difficult to find a reason to have Norfolk thrown in the Tower,” Anne told Lina. They were walking the perimeter of the convent grounds, taking in the first day that promised the cool and crisp weather of fall. “God knows he has committed plenty of sins, like carrying on an affair and living with his mistress for years.”

			Lina raised an eyebrow. “Sins are for women. Men merely make mistakes, easily brushed under the rug.” She had seen the disparity play out a thousand times before. “There isn’t a chance we could get him on adultery. Only wives are punished for stepping outside the marital bed.”

			“I suppose that’s true,” Anne agreed, gesturing to herself with a sardonic flourish. “What about violence against his wife? The Duchess of Norfolk has repeatedly accused her husband of mental and physical abuse.”

			“In this country, it is not illegal for a man to hit his wife,” Lina said.[*1]

			Anne’s face crinkled in concentration. “What about the time he served up his niece as a child bride to a murderous king?”

			Lina shrugged. “That’s merely politics.”

			“Well, do you have any ideas?” Anne asked, exasperated.

			Lina was not glad to find flaws in Anne’s arguments—almost everyone who had met the Duke of Norfolk would agree the bastard had earned a hanging five times over. But until he made a move that angered or endangered the king, Norfolk would remain protected by his gender and his birthright.

			They walked another few yards in silence as Lina thought. It was too bad they had such dark deeds to plot that afternoon, for the day was absolutely perfect. The farms nearby had finished the bulk of their harvests, and there was something so satisfying about seeing the neat rows of grains sheared to a uniform carpet of gold. Autumn always brought the most stunning colors—when it wasn’t raining, of course—and today was no exception. Bright blue skies soared overhead, punctuated by pillowy clouds, while the ground below offered a cheerful palette of green and red leaves with splashes of pumpkin orange and cinnamon brown. Mary had always loved this time of year, and so Lina had loved it too.

			Lina stopped in her tracks. There it was—the spark of a plan.

			Anne turned back toward her, a question in her eyes.

			“Henry associates weddings with funerals,” Lina said slowly. “He’s killed or imprisoned more than a dozen people now who he thought were involved in various plots or failures when it came to his wives. Anyone who so much as looks at a queen in the wrong way could find himself sent off to a remote warfront or beheaded on the Tower Green.”

			“You want to trick Norfolk into pursuing Parr?” Anne asked, unconvinced. “I don’t know how we could accomplish that.”

			“No.” The solution was slightly more complicated. “I want to make Henry believe the Duke of Norfolk is trying to woo Mary.”

			Anne’s eyes widened. “Mary—your daughter?”

			“Mary, my daughter, who is the most eligible young woman in all of England. Whom Norfolk knows to be influential with her father, the king, whose favor he has lost. We make it look like Norfolk is trying to join the royal family.”

			Anne began to nod, picking up the thread of Lina’s thoughts. “Henry would be furious. He would consider it a terrible insult to the crown for a married man—one bordering on disgrace at that—to pay Mary suit. Not only that, but Norfolk wouldn’t have even come to him to ask for permission, which would be another unforgivable slight. But how could we make it appear that way without endangering Mary’s reputation?”

			Lina smiled, her mind racing ahead. “I have an idea.”
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			They drafted the letters first. Anne used her magick to write in Norfolk’s hand, penning letters from Norfolk to Mary that began passionately with promises to leave his wife and mistress, to love her and bed her even if her father did not approve. They ended in bitter frustration at her lack of response. The letters would be sent to Parr, who would turn them over to Henry and Archbishop Cranmer, claiming she had intercepted them before they ever reached the innocent eyes of the princess.

			Presented with such evidence of the duke’s misconduct, Cranmer would have no choice but to open an investigation. When asked about the letters, Mary would be able to corroborate the story honestly, without any knowledge of what they had done. She would be safe.

			An unfinished but ardent letter was to be smuggled into the Norfolk household, courtesy of a Sisterhood contact, for the duke’s mistress, Bess Holland, to find. Lina was counting on her to play the woman scorned and testify against Norfolk when the time came.

			But it was the third piece of the plan that Lina relished the most. Because she was going to set the Duchess of Norfolk free and let her put the final knife in her husband’s back.[*2]

			The next week, Lina and Anne took a carriage to Redbourn. The duchess—Lizzy, as she was fondly known to Lina from her time as a queen’s lady-in-waiting—had been an anchor in the storm of England since they met more than thirty years ago. Although she was energized by her plan, as the horses drew them ever closer, Lina felt a bit sick to her stomach when she realized that all this time, Lizzy had only been two hours away.

			I should have come here sooner. First thing, when I joined the Sisterhood, Lina thought. She found herself hoping that Lizzy hungered for freedom and would fly from her prison as though she’d been given real wings.

			The manor where Norfolk had sent Lizzy was small and nondescript, half of it looking ready to tumble down with a strong breeze, and certainly not suitable for a duchess. Lina had heard rumors that Lizzy was living on just two hundred pounds a year, and now she knew those rumors were true. The duchess had been banished to a remote farming community to wither away and die in a house that was not her own.

			Lina would not let it last a moment longer.

			As soon as the carriage stopped, she was out the door, but Anne hesitated.

			“I think I should stay behind,” Anne said, sounding contrite. “I…I wasn’t very kind to my aunt during my reign.”

			Lina snorted, for that was putting it mildly. When Anne had supplanted Lina as queen, Lizzy had dissented loudly and consistently against her own niece until Anne had her removed from court. Lina had been heartened that Lizzy would defend her so, no doubt tempting Norfolk’s rage—she was one of the few friends who had stood by Lina to the bitter end. Lizzy had even refused to attend Anne’s coronation, much like Mary had. It was strange to think that many of the people Lina loved the most in the world had, at one point or another, hated each other.[*3]

			In retrospect, Lina understood the decision Anne had made to cut ties with her aunt: Anne had needed to shore up power to fulfill her mission for the Sisterhood, and Lizzy had been there to tear her down at every turn. Lina knew there were bound to be hard feelings between the two women, but she hoped they could set that aside for the sake of their greater goal.

			“You’re coming,” Lina declared. “And you’ll simply have to take whatever comes your way.”

			Anne grimaced but nodded, following Lina out of the carriage. They were glamoured—this time to look vaguely like two women from a village near St. Margaret’s—but it was there that their attempts at subtlety began and ended. Lina barged into the house without knocking, ignoring the startled questions from the manservant at the door and the maid in the hallway. She had waited too long to do this, and she wouldn’t wait a moment more.

			“Lizzy?” she shouted, for once not caring if she made a scene. “We have come to take you home.”

			A few moments later, a woman appeared at the top of the staircase. Lizzy was thinner than Lina remembered, and new lines framed her mouth and eyes. But her burnished golden hair still shone, and her eyes were bright. She looked at Lina, then at Anne, as though she could see beneath the magick, recognition and confusion battling on her face. She descended the stairs, her gait uneven, and Lina noticed she put little weight on her right leg, swinging it wide with each step. Age or injury? Lina wondered. The Duke of Norfolk had not limited his crimes to locking his wife away; he had hurt her too.

			“Do I know you?” Lizzy asked, when she stopped to stand before Lina.

			Lina couldn’t help herself—she pulled her friend into a tight embrace. “Yes,” she whispered in her ear. “But our reintroductions will have to wait.”

			She took Lizzy by the hand and started to lead her out of the house. The manservant stepped in front of her, his mouth a scowl and his eyebrows drawn.

			“Just what do you think you are—”

			He didn’t get to finish the question, for something snapped inside Lina. Perhaps it was seeing Lizzy trapped in this house, or perhaps the fire she kept banked inside had finally burst through its icy shell. Either way, she brought her foot up between the man’s legs, sending him to his knees. He groaned, toppled to the side, and did not get back up.

			Both Anne and Lizzy stared at her, eyes wide.

			“Well, I suppose that’s that,” Anne said, recovering first. “Shall we?”

			Lizzy seemed utterly shocked, but she nodded and let Lina take her hand once more.

			The maid went scurrying in the other direction—presumably to alert someone else about the jailbreak—but Lina didn’t slow her stride. Within a matter of moments, the three women were rattling away in the carriage. Lina looked back once to see several members of the household staff spill out the door, watching their captive disappear with a mixture of anger and dread. They would have a difficult time explaining this to their master.

			Once the manor was out of view, Lizzy turned to Lina. “Who are you?” she demanded, something like awe in her voice.

			Lina looked to Anne and nodded, and a few seconds later she felt the glamour drop. Lizzy gasped at the sight of Lina’s face, then again at the sight of Anne’s. She crossed herself hurriedly.

			“Dear God,” she whispered.

			“Not God,” Lina said, reaching across the carriage and grasping Lizzy’s hands. “Just friends.”

			Lizzy shook her head, disbelieving. “Even if you are alive, you would never extend the same courtesy to my niece.” She shot Anne a dark look, and the witch flinched. “You two are sworn enemies, not friends.”

			Anne glanced at Lina and smiled.

			“I promise we’ll tell you everything,” Lina said. “But first, we need to know if you will help us kill your husband.”

			To Lizzy’s credit, she didn’t so much as blink.

			“Certainly I will,” she replied, her tone shifting from distrustful to matter-of-fact. “Why didn’t you say that in the first place?”

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Horrible, but true.

				

				
					*2 The Duke of Norfolk had imprisoned his wife and given his household over to his mistress. The duchess had been locked away in Redbourn since she and the duke separated seven years prior.

				

				
					*3 Every family has their troubles, but the Boleyn-Howard clan seemed to have gotten more than their due.

				

			

		

	
		
			◆ 40 ◆

			Parr

			November 20, 1541

			Lina’s plan was a thing of beauty. Parr knew a thing or two about plans, after all, and even she had to admit she had never tied anything up so neatly. She had convinced Henry to let her sit beside him during the Duke of Norfolk’s trial after she made her statements about the letters, claiming that because it involved the children, of course, she should do her duty as a stepmother and bear witness. Besides, she’d told him, it was important that she understood the intricacies of the law so she could best uphold it. She found it hard not to smile when spinning that lie.

			Archbishop Cranmer was presiding over the trial, dressed in the traditional white wig and red robe of the court magistrates and judges. He had gathered the Privy Council, Mary, the Duke of Norfolk, and several members of Norfolk’s household—including his wife and his mistress—in the Star Chamber. The duke was guarded by two of the king’s soldiers, and though his overall appearance was haggard, Parr was quite certain she could see the resentment burning in his eyes. He had the long, narrow face of the Howard family, going gaunt now from age or the stress of his arrest, and his clothes were fine but rumpled. He was not a young man—sixty-five, give or take—though he held himself tall, his military training still on display.

			Henry and Parr sat on one side of the room with a full view of the trial. Next to Parr, Henry kept adjusting his position in his seat, clearly unable to get comfortable. The more he squirmed and the longer the trial went on, the more agitated he appeared.

			The first witness was Parr herself. Cranmer approached and offered a bow.

			“Your Majesty, will you please relate what you told me on the tenth of October concerning the Duke of Norfolk and Lady Mary Tudor?”

			Parr took a breath to make a show of steadying herself. “A lady of our household brought to me a bundle of unopened letters addressed to Lady Mary,” she began. “All bore the seal from the Duke of Norfolk, and when I opened them, they were signed by His Grace.” She frowned. “These were love letters, you see, written in pursuit of Mary’s hand. I was shocked, as it is well known the duke is still married, and I immediately brought them to the attention of my husband the king.”

			Henry nodded his agreement with what Parr had said. As predicted, he had been furious that the duke was paying court to Mary, not because he wouldn’t have married her off to the vile man, but because it had not gone through the proper channels. To him, decorum was more important than the happiness and safety of his daughter.

			Cranmer turned to Mary next. “And is it true, Lady Mary, that you never saw these letters?”

			Mary was dressed in a dark green gown, so deep it was almost black, like so many of her outfits. Her face was pale, her posture rigid. “That is true. I knew nothing of the letters until my father and stepmother told me.”

			Parr chanced a look at Norfolk, whose neck and face were turning a brighter shade of red with every passing second.

			“And you, Miss Holland, found another letter in the duke’s home?” Cranmer asked the duke’s mistress.

			It was amusing, Parr thought, that no one seemed to want to acknowledge Bess Holland’s particular position. She’d been brought to testify, yes, but as a member of the duke’s household, not as his mistress of the past ten years. She was far younger than the duke, perhaps even younger than Parr herself. She was pretty in an unremarkable way, with a heart-shaped face and a curvaceous figure far different from Parr’s angular planes. Her face might have been considered attractive if not for her scowl and the narrowed set of her brown eyes.

			“I did, sir,” Bess said, barely concealed anger in each syllable. “It was undoubtedly a love letter, and an unrequited one at that.”

			Cranmer proceeded to read several of the letters aloud. Parr, not prone to laughter, had to bite her tongue to keep from chuckling at some of Anne’s particularly inelegant turns of phrase. The duke looked more aggrieved than ever and once even tried to stand up, as though the insult of bad writing forged in his name was too much to bear. The guards forced him back down, and even from where Parr sat, she could see how hard he clenched his teeth together.

			The Duchess of Norfolk’s testimony was next, and Parr quickly realized it was the hardest to hear.

			“I am present today to speak to the character of my husband,” the duchess said. She radiated gravitas and had a strong command of the room—her voice neither loud nor quiet but powerful enough to bring a hush over the gathering. “You all know the circumstance of our marriage and separation, as well as his relationship with Bess Holland. But what you may not know is that my husband has abused me, body and soul, for years on end. He has hit me, torn my hair and clothes, and screamed horrible things at me. He has instructed his servants to treat me with similar contempt and cruelty, and for years, I have been a veritable prisoner, separated from my family and friends.”

			She paused to look around the room, allowing the uneasy muttering of the Privy Council to swell and die down again. Few of the men seemed to be able to meet her gaze, and Parr realized they were ashamed.[*1] It was one thing to know the duchess’s story and dismiss it as someone else’s trouble—or worse, as a lie—but quite another to hear the truth from her own tongue.

			“It is my duty to stand before you today and tell you all of this not for my sake or for your pity, but so that you can see what kind of man the Duke of Norfolk is,” the duchess continued. “I am not surprised he would have tried to woo Lady Mary, for I know better than anyone that the vows of marriage mean little to him. But I cannot in good conscience stand by knowing that another woman, a member of our revered royal family, could suffer the same mistreatment and indignity I have suffered.”

			This seemed to strike a chord with the Privy Council, who all began nodding. Of course they could not let an adulterous, violent man near the king’s daughter. Parr kept herself from sighing. It seemed to her that these distinctions—who must be kept safe, who must be avenged—fell along class lines. No one thought to ask Bess Holland if the duke had hurt her too. No one stood up and said, Not only should this man be kept away from a princess, but from all women.

			Around and around Cranmer went, reviewing every piece of testimony, asking questions of other members of the Privy Council and the duke’s household. Finally, he turned to the duke himself.

			“What do you have to say on your behalf, Your Grace?”

			The duke rose to his feet, his hands fisted and the look on his face downright lethal.

			“It is all a lie. Every single word that has been said here today—with respect to Their Majesties—is a lie. I never wrote a single letter to Lady Mary. I never paid her suit, nor would I have done so without the king’s express permission. I have clearly been framed, likely by my spiteful wife, who delights in making up falsehoods about me and our relationship. I can swear to you all, with the Lord as my witness, that I am innocent.”

			All of his words—save the unconscionable bit about his wife—were true. Parr knew this better than anyone in the room. And yet somehow, everything the duke said felt like a lie. It wasn’t just Parr—everyone seemed to sense it, the rottenness of this man’s soul, the deceit and malice that lived in his heart. If Anne Boleyn had been there, Parr would have claimed that moment to be magick, because for the first time in her life, she knew that every single person who had heard the duke speak believed that a guilty man was guilty. The crime was wrong, but the verdict was right.

			After very little deliberation, Cranmer and his judges sentenced Norfolk to a beheading at the Tower of London one week hence, and as he was dragged away shouting and cursing everyone in sight, his eyes locked onto Parr’s. He couldn’t have known what she had done, and if he had, he could never have proved that she was in league with his murdered niece and Henry’s first queen. But Parr saw something in his expression that hinted at suspicion.

			And so, when no one else was watching but Norfolk, she smiled.
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			With Norfolk out of the way, the succession law passed without contest. Edward would inherit the throne, with his children and their children to follow him. But if Edward were to die childless, the crown would pass to Mary and then to Elizabeth. Legally, the girls remained illegitimate, but with the Tudor line so fragile, they retained the best claim to preserve the bloodline. Really, Parr thought, it was very stupid she’d had to fight this hard for Henry and his councilors to see that.

			But then again, the fight had resulted in the removal of the Duke of Norfolk, and that was a victory in itself. The duchess had been reinstated in her home, and the duke’s son had taken over his title. Bess Holland had been sent away to live with her own guilt, though the dowager duchess had given her a small allowance out of what Parr could only deem a sort of magnanimous irony.

			Now, there was only one thing left to do. Marguerite’s letter had come in the fall, saying simply, Let what must be done be done.[*2] It was already decided that Parr would stay on after Henry’s death to oversee the transition of power to Edward and his new regency council, after which she would finally be free of court.

			“I can poison him,” Parr said to Anne and Lina. “It would be very easy.”

			She had gone to Arundel Castle in West Sussex, the ancestral home of the dukes of Norfolk, just weeks before Christmas to see how the dowager duchess was faring. Lizzy was well, happy to be home and out from under the thumb of her husband. She was happier still to arrange a meeting between her rescuers and Queen Catherine during her visit. Now the trio of queens walked among the castle gardens. The eleventh-century castle rose behind them, the massive walls of pale stone nearly blending with the winter clouds. Even the castle’s motte, a mound of earth built more than a hundred feet high, had no green left upon its hills. The only color in the world came from crimson holly berries and hearty evergreens, which had begun to put on their winter show. Parr missed the forests of Kendal and hoped that by this time next year, she could return to them.

			“I won’t ask you to kill him,” Anne said, shaking her head. “You have upheld your end of the bargain in every way, and now it is time for us to do the same.”

			Parr glanced at Lina to see if the older queen agreed.

			“Parr isn’t wrong,” Lina cautioned. “Poison would be easier.”

			Anne smiled, but it had an edge of viciousness. “There is nothing poison can do that my magick cannot. Parr’s battle is not with Henry, but ours is.”

			Parr didn’t disagree, but she found herself wondering why Anne was so insistent. She didn’t think it was because Anne was trying to protect her—rather, she felt Anne wanted to kill Henry, and to do it herself. The only time Parr had ever killed anyone because she wanted to—not on the Sisterhood’s orders or out of necessity or for mercy—was when she had poisoned the husband of her maid, Cordelia. It had felt good to know she had rid the world of one more villain, and Parr supposed that was what Anne wanted too.

			“I will find a curse that is subtle enough to avoid detection,” Anne promised Lina.

			Still, the other woman hesitated. “I want him gone—you know I do. But what will it do to England?”

			“What will further wars do to England?” Anne countered. “Parr has told us where his next interests lie, and you and I both know that women and children always bear the brunt of any war long after the last battle has been won or lost. War with Scotland and France could cost countless lives, never mind the gold to support those campaigns. If Mary does inherit one day, do you want your daughter to have to resuscitate a kingdom on the verge of bankruptcy, limping back from another loss on the Continent?”

			“And, though it is not as important as war, it would be my preference not to stay married to him for a minute more than I must,” Parr added, brushing an errant bit of lint from her cloak. “He is a truly odious man, and I very much wish him dead.”

			Anne gestured to Parr. “You see? If not for me, then do it for her.” When Lina didn’t respond, she pressed the point. “What more will it take? Does he need to kill another wife?”

			“I should like to see him try,” Parr muttered.

			“Does he need to start one of those wars?” Anne continued. “Execute another rival? Push his daughters away yet again? Lina, there will always be a reason not to do this, moral or otherwise, but Henry will always find new ways to destabilize our country and hurt our people. Our daughters. We must stop him now, before he can do any more damage.”

			Lina was silent for so long, Parr thought she wouldn’t respond. Then slowly, the first queen nodded.

			“Very well. I am with you in this. But we must wait until after the holidays. There will be too many eyes and ears about, and Henry will be wary of everyone, given what happened last year with Kat and Thomas.”

			Parr felt a flash of relief—she really did hate being queen. “What can I do?” she asked.

			Anne thought for a moment. “We will need access to Henry, likely in his chambers at night when he isn’t surrounded by quite so many people. Even then, there will be guards and the members of his privy chamber and who knows how many others.”

			“A sleeping draft in their food or wine would be simple,” Parr mused, already concocting the tincture in her head.

			“An escape route too,” Lina added, “should things go wrong.”

			Parr nodded. “The queen’s gate is easy enough to access. We can keep a carriage at the ready for you there.”

			Anne nudged Lina, that sharp-edged smile back in place, and Parr thought she might be a little bit afraid of Anne Boleyn. “Don’t look so glum. It has taken us years to get here. Soon, our daughters will be beyond his reach, and we will be too. There will be no more worrying or plotting or trying to fix his mistakes. It will all be over.”

			Hesitantly, Lina returned Anne’s smile. “Men like Henry do make you wonder how many queens have thought about killing their kings,” she said, looking back at the castle behind them.

			Anne linked her arms with Parr and Lina, squeezing them with a giddy, glittering energy. “If only the world had more killer queens,” she said, pulling them deeper into the garden.

			Killer queens. This time, even Parr grinned.
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					*1  If only shame were enough to motivate men like these to create change.

				

				
					*2 Even at this hour, I doubted whether toppling a king was the right move. But knowing that Mary and Elizabeth were restored to their birthright, and that Anne would eventually kill Henry anyway, I gave my blessing, as it were. All of Gisa’s prophecy had come true so far—why should this be any different?
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			Lina

			January 28, 1542

			The clocks at Hampton Court had long since struck midnight, and the castle was quiet. The only sounds Lina could hear were the taps of their shoes and the whispers of their gowns against the stone floor. They wore a new glamour like assassins wore masks, and the few people they passed did not see undead queens but two unfamiliar women walking with the purpose of military generals on the eve of battle.

			No one stood guard at the entrance to Henry’s suite, and the door handle turned easily under Lina’s grip. Inside, Parr’s poison had done its work, and the handful of remaining courtiers, guards, and musicians were slumped over, unconscious, wherever they had been sitting or standing. As they passed, Anne even kicked the foot of one of the privy chamber gentlemen—rather hard, Lina noted—just to be sure. He didn’t so much as twitch. Lina felt Anne release her hold on the glamour a second later, the magick slipping off her face like water, and they marched forward as their true selves.

			It was only at the threshold of Henry’s bedroom that Lina paused. So many choices had led her to this moment, so many triumphs and losses. What if she had never heard of the Hellebore Sisterhood? What if she had let her anger win and hadn’t intervened to save Anne? What if they hadn’t gone to Spain, or rescued Kat, or stopped Norfolk or Cromwell from ruining another woman’s future?

			Lina did not think she had lived a happy life. There was too much sorrow and ice in her heart for that to be true. But these last few years, they had been good. Hard and tiring, but good.

			She turned to Anne and took her hands. “I love you,” she said simply. “You are a wise and powerful woman, and it is my honor to call you my friend.”

			Anne looked back at her, bloodlust and affection and anticipation all woven into the features Lina had come to know so well. “I would not be here if not for you,” the witch said. “You gave me everything—life and hope and purpose. I am the one who is honored to have gained your trust after all we’ve been through.”

			Lina squeezed Anne’s fingers, blinking away a sudden mistiness in her eyes. “We end this the way we should have started it: together.”

			Anne nodded. “Together.”

			Anne would be the one to kill Henry. They had discussed it, and it was the conclusion they both agreed to, even though Lina felt guilty that she was less willing to get her hands dirty. But Anne wanted to do it, she’d said, and had researched the perfect curse, one that would stop his heart and leave the physicians with no suspicions. His death would be swift, a mercy neither of them believed he deserved. But at least it would come at the hands of the woman who had been not just a victim but a survivor. There was justice in that.

			With a deep breath, Lina stepped forward and rapped her knuckles against the door in the pattern Parr had taught her. Short, short, long, long.

			Parr’s soft voice answered. “Come in.”

			The bedroom was dim, with only a candle by the bedside to offer a pale, flickering light. Almost every surface—from the gold-spun tapestries to the gilt ceiling to the ancient, unsheathed swords decorating one wall—reflected the firelight back, casting them all in an unearthly glow. At the sound of the door opening and closing, Henry sat up, peering into the darkness.

			“Who’s there?” he asked.

			As one, Lina and Anne stepped forward into the light, malevolent sentinels standing at the foot of the bed. Lina’s pulse pounded with anger and fear and something else she couldn’t name, a drumbeat echoing deep inside her. She watched as recognition dawned on Henry, followed swiftly by disbelief.

			“N-no…” he stammered. “It can’t be.”

			He looked to Parr. “Do you see them? Do you see them standing there?”

			Parr nodded calmly. “I do.”

			Her composure did not ease Henry’s fears. “Those are my wives,” he whispered to Parr, the word wives cracking in his throat. “They’re dead.” He reached for Parr, but she pulled her hand away.

			“We all face disappointment, Henry.” Parr swung herself smoothly out of the bed and wrapped a dressing gown around her nightclothes. To Anne and Lina, she gave a businesslike nod. “Welcome, Your Majesties.”

			“What are you doing?” Henry called. His voice rose in panic. “Get help! A guard, a priest—someone!”

			Parr looked back over her shoulder. “I don’t think anyone could help you now.”

			And with that, she walked out of the room, closing the door to make sure no one interrupted them.

			Henry had pushed himself up to sitting, his face turning a mottled red. “You,” he said, extending a shaking finger at Anne. “You’ve done this. You’re a witch, I always knew it, always knew you were a lowborn, spiteful—”

			Henry didn’t see the flash of Anne’s knife or hear her whispered curse, but Lina did. The words died in Henry’s mouth, and he clutched his throat as Anne’s spell pulled away his breath.

			“Congratulations,” Anne said, her smile deadly. “You were right. I am a witch, and I can kill you far more quickly and creatively than you can insult me, so I recommend you keep your hate to yourself.”

			Henry wheezed, the air still vanishing from his lungs, then nodded hastily. Anne hesitated a moment longer, and Lina thought she might just kill him then and there…but then she released the curse and Henry sucked in huge, gulping breaths.

			“Have you come to kill me?” he rasped.

			“Yes,” Lina answered. There was no point in sugarcoating the truth.

			With painstaking slowness, Henry lumbered out of bed and onto his feet. They all knew he couldn’t run. He couldn’t even fight them, not with Anne’s magick at her fingers or Lina’s dagger at her side. But still, Lina was glad to meet her enemy face-to-face—she had not wanted to kill a helpless man asleep in his bed. That felt like a coward’s work, and she was no coward.

			“I’m sure you’re curious how we came to be here, to be alive,” Anne said, her bloodletting knife at the ready once more. “But I’m afraid you’ll have to live the rest of your very short life wondering. Still, I’ll give you the courtesy the priest gave to me before my execution. Do you have any last words?”

			Henry stared at them. “This is a dream,” he said, mostly to himself. “I’m having a nightmare.”

			Anne rolled her eyes. “Why does everyone always say that when they see us?”

			It seemed to hit Henry then, the reality of his situation. Maybe he realized no dream could so perfectly replicate Anne’s mixture of exasperation and disdain. Maybe he had finally concluded that he was very much awake. But either way, any command he had on his temper snapped, and the words Anne had deemed to be his last turned sharp and vicious.

			“I should have killed you both myself,” he said, rage clouding his face. “I should have throttled you in your sleep and no one would have cared. You always believed you were better than me, smarter than me, and yet I won. I rid myself of both of you, and your daughters too.” A hysterical laugh escaped him. “Daughters! Useless and weak. Given to me by my brother’s cold, tiresome castoff and a treasonous witch. You want to know my last words? I hope they grow up to be just like you, bitter and alone.”

			It happened again, the ice melting around Lina’s heart to give way to pure, burning fury. In a second, she was across the room, her dagger at Henry’s throat. She wasn’t going to use it—she didn’t think—but she wanted him to believe she could.

			“I will be proud if Mary decides to be anything like me,” Lina proclaimed. “And even prouder if she’s nothing like you.”

			Lina had seen Anne’s knife, but she hadn’t seen Henry’s. He must have kept a weapon under his pillow or hidden on his nightstand. As the blade bit into the tender place between her ribs, she slashed out with her dagger, cutting him across the chest, deep into the meat of his shoulder and skating along his collarbone. With a bark of pain, Henry let go of his knife, leaving it lodged just below Lina’s frozen heart.
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			Anne

			Anne caught Lina as she stumbled backward. The two of them sank to the floor, and immediately Anne’s hands were slick with blood. The hilt of Henry’s knife was buried in Lina’s chest, and all Anne could think was no, no, no, not now, not like this.

			Distantly, she saw Henry fall, clutching his shoulder. But she refocused on Lina, whose blue eyes stared up at her in shock and pain and something that scared Anne even more…resignation.

			“I can fix this,” Anne said, combing through her memories for a spell from her days at Santa Cruz, even though she already knew she could not heal a wound like Lina’s. There was too much blood, and there would be even more if she removed the knife to try to knit Lina’s organs and muscles and skin back together.

			Lina shook her head. “No. Let us not lie to each other now. We wasted enough time doing that in the beginning.”

			Anne was torn between holding Lina in her arms and rising to her feet to curse Henry into oblivion. “He has taken everything from me,” Anne whispered to Lina, tears beginning to fall. “He can’t have you too.”

			“Silly girl. He never had me, and he doesn’t now.” Lina took a shuddering breath, and Anne tried not to notice how each rise and fall of her chest spilled more blood. “No. He doesn’t have me. We have each other.”

			“Yes. Yes, we do.” Anne wove her fingers through Lina’s, gripping tight.

			“Promise me one thing,” Lina said. How had her voice already grown so faint? “Watch over Mary. Keep her safe for me.”

			Anne pressed her lips together to hold back a sob, then nodded. “Of course I will. And one day, when the time is right, I’ll tell her all about us, and the Sisterhood, and everything we did together.”

			Lina’s smile was tight. “Thank you. I have a feeling she’ll need you, just as I did.”

			It seemed to happen in an instant. Lina was smiling, her eyes bright. If Anne hadn’t looked beyond her friend’s face, she wouldn’t have known there was anything amiss. And then Lina’s smile faded. The light in her eyes went out. And she was gone.

			Lina had always said her heart was frozen, that the ice inside kept everything—emotions and pain and suffering—at bay. Anne had known it wasn’t true, for though Lina could be cold, she could also be loving and generous and kind and warm. But now, now she wished for a drop of Lina’s ice to soothe her own broken, burning heart. Anne could have sat there for a thousand years, until Lina’s blood dried and her body went stiff and cold. She could have sat there until her own body wasted away, until she and Lina were nothing more than bones and dust.

			But Henry had gotten to his feet and was calling for his guards.

			The door opened behind Anne, and she turned, expecting to see soldiers come pouring inside. But it was only Parr, whose face bore confusion, then shock and sorrow when she saw Lina lying in Anne’s arms. Parr reached for something at her waist—a knife or a vial of poison, Anne wasn’t sure—but Anne shook her head.

			“No,” she croaked. “Leave us.”

			“Catherine!” Henry shouted, turning his rage on her. “Have you lost your damned mind? Get me my guards!”

			Parr’s eyes flicked from Henry to Lina to Anne, who nodded. And then she closed the door once more. This time, Anne heard the click of the lock.

			Henry hobbled past her, clutching his shoulder, red seeping between his fingers. He didn’t even look at Lina. With his good hand, he banged on the door, yelling for Parr or anyone else who could hear. Anne knew it was only a matter of time before someone heard him or the sleeping potion Parr had given his men wore off.

			With heart-wrenching care, she lowered Lina’s body to the ground. She didn’t want to let her go, didn’t want to move or stand or walk. But she did.

			“You,” she said, the sharpness of her voice enough to stop Henry’s shouting.

			He looked at her as though he had forgotten she was there, then glanced toward the wall where he had hung the old swords of his ancestors. Anne remembered how he would brag about the collection, how much needless war and death those blades represented. Henry made a move toward the nearest sword, but Anne froze him in place with a guttural curse, the cut she’d made earlier to steal his breath still open and bleeding.

			“Don’t move,” she whispered, and nearly laughed at the sight of Henry’s horror.

			The king was a statue of agony, teeth gritted, chest torn open, and his uninjured arm reaching toward the salvation of a blade. Only the blood dripping from his shoulder and his wild eyes marked him as a living man.

			A dark, dangerous energy crackled in the air around Anne. She could kill him a thousand ways with a thousand curses. But she followed his gaze to the swords, and she smiled.

			She crossed the floor slowly, intentionally, letting Henry watch her and put the pieces together. Blood trailed in her wake—her own and Lina’s—leaving a smear of scarlet along the floor. Anne chose the largest, sharpest blade, one she never could wield on her own, not if she hadn’t studied with Gisa all those months. It was made of heavy, shining steel with a golden handle inlaid with three dark sapphires the color of Lina’s eyes. Anne wrapped her hand around the blade, letting it cut into her skin. A spell for strength flowed from her lips, and Anne felt new power race through her veins.

			She raised the sword with a single hand, its weight lighter than a walking stick in her grip. When she walked back toward Henry, she pointed the blade at his heart and met his terrified eyes with her own.

			“This is for all of us,” she said. She put every shard of Lina’s ice and every spark of her own fire into the words. She thought of Elizabeth, of Mary, of Anna, of Kat, of Parr…even of Jane Seymour, so long dead and buried that she was nothing more than memory.

			And then, with one smooth, terrible motion, she beheaded King Henry VIII.
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			Parr

			April 21, 1542

			In the end, Henry’s murder was ascribed to the French, for he and François had always been enemies and everyone knew the French loved poisons and assassins and other silent instruments of death.[*] The French king denied the accusations, but Parr thought François was probably feeling rather gleeful at the thought of having his nemesis taken care of for him. The boy king Edward would be a far less formidable foe.

			Had Parr been a different sort of woman, or at least one with deeper wells of patience, she would have pushed to rule as queen regent while Edward grew up. But Parr did not want to wear a crown any longer, and anyway, Edward would have his regency council in place to guide him through his youth. Both Mary and Elizabeth would be well taken care of, just as had been planned. Parr missed her forests and bogs and quiet places. She missed taking on new jobs for the Sisterhood. The one thing that Hampton Court Palace had to hold her was its library, but Parr figured she could simply steal the books she wanted and go home.

			Her only regret was that Lina had died.

			Every night when Parr closed her eyes, she saw the scene again: Lina limp on the floor, Henry’s head and body fallen in different directions, Anne leaning heavily on a sword she should not have been able to raise, and the blood. So much blood. It coated the ground like rainwater. It was splashed on the walls. It had turned Anne’s silvery dress a macabre brown. Even Parr, who did not balk at poison or death, felt faint at the sight of all that blood.

			“You need to go,” she’d said to Anne, hoping her voice sounded steady.

			The witch was staring at Henry’s head, his mouth open in a soundless scream, as though unsure how it had come apart from his neck. She said nothing.

			“You need to go now,” Parr amended.

			Slowly, Anne met her gaze. “I won’t leave her.”

			Parr had nodded, expecting as much. Together, they removed the knife from Lina’s chest and wrapped her body in the sheets from Henry’s bed, then carried her through the passageway connecting the king’s and queen’s suites. Anne had seemed miraculously strong then, bearing nearly all of Lina’s weight. A curse had lent her strength, Parr realized later, allowing her to heft that sword and hold Lina like she was a child. No poison could do that, and Parr found herself wishing for magick of her own. She liked to do impossible things.

			Anne was too conspicuous in her bloody gown, so Parr had helped her change and wash the worst of it off her hands and face. Then they brought Lina’s body down to the carriage at the queen’s gate. The driver placed Lina inside, his hands as gentle as Anne’s, as though he knew the value of the woman wrapped in the red-stained sheets.

			Parr did not have many friends. Connection had never come naturally to her, and her line of work had made distance and secrecy important. But she had believed that Anne and Lina could have been her friends. There was a fierceness in those women that Parr admired, and she would mourn Lina, when there was time. But time was something they had precious little of.

			“I will go back,” Parr had told Anne. “I’ll scream until the guards come and tell them a masked man came into the room, slew Henry, and escaped toward my rooms.”

			Anne nodded. She held out a hand and Parr clasped it, both of them holding tight. Then Anne stepped into the carriage and disappeared into the night, and Parr returned to the palace to play her final role as the queen of England.

			Three months had passed, and now that Edward’s coronation was complete and the regency council was functioning as well as any government of ambitious men could, there was no reason for Parr to stay. She was ready to return to Kendal Castle, to wander the woods and be among the trees that felt like home. Eilíse had died a few years earlier from a disease neither of them could cure, and it had been the second time Parr had felt true loss—the first being when her mother had passed a decade earlier. Now Lina had been added to that tally, and Parr found herself wondering how anyone managed to care about one another at all when they knew it would only end in heartbreak.

			Eilíse had left Parr her cottage in the forest, and that was where Parr would go now, to rest and wait until she didn’t see a room full of blood when she closed her eyes. The image was already starting to fade, and Parr knew that merely a ghost of a memory would haunt her a few months from now. Then, when she was ready, she would write to Marguerite and ask for her next assignment, for there was always work in the Sisterhood for a poisoner.
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					*  It is true; we do. François was concerned that the English would declare war, but there was no hard proof of French involvement, and they had a royal court to get in order with their king dead and their new monarch just a child.
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			Anne

			June 2, 1542

			Somehow, life went on.

			Most nights, Anne still woke in a cold sweat, certain she held Lina’s body in her arms or had Henry’s blood sprayed across her chest. The latter was disturbing enough, but whenever Anne dreamed of Lina, she would wake up near tears. What was she supposed to do now without Lina there by her side? Who else would talk her out of bad ideas or commiserate when she missed her daughter? Who else could know her, truly know her, in this strange half-life she lived: part spy, part queen, part ghost?

			There was nothing for it. Anne was heartbroken.

			She’d had to burn Lina’s body on a cold February morning, for the ground was frozen solid and she could not dig a grave. The ashes had sat in the study until spring, close to the books Lina had loved. One day in May, Anna von Kleve, Brigid, and Parr all arrived at St. Margaret’s without notice or invitation. They held a funeral devoid of any religion but full of love, and buried Lina’s ashes by the garden. After, Anna begged Anne to return to Hever Castle. Parr offered to teach her the art of poisons at Kendal. Gisa wrote to her from Spain, inviting her to come and stay for the summer, and although Kat did not write her own letter, she added a postscript to Gisa’s with her sympathies. Even Marguerite’s letters included repeated requests for her to visit Paris to recuperate. But Anne declined them all.

			Instead, she drifted around the convent, reading books she’d read a hundred times before, weeding the garden, and spending every sunset sitting next to Lina’s resting place. The grass had started to grow back, though Anne could still see the lines in the soil marking her friend’s small rectangle of eternity. There was no headstone, no name or dates or inscription, for those things were all in place at Peterborough Cathedral, placed above the body of Sister Agnes. But Anne had transplanted a rosebush at the head of the grave, one that bloomed with delicate, peachy flowers every summer. It reminded Anne of Lina: beautiful, thorny, and strong enough to last through countless changes and English winters. Already, the bush had taken to its new home, and as Anne sat beside it, she saw that the first rosebud had appeared.

			“It’s beautiful.”

			Anne turned at the sound of the familiar voice. Marguerite was watching her from the back door, a bittersweet smile on her face. Anne wasn’t even that surprised—Marguerite was always popping into her life when Anne least expected it, and she was a welcome sight after years spent apart. The Frenchwoman crossed the grass and sat at Anne’s side, and before Anne could think better of it, she buried her face in her friend’s shoulder and began to cry.

			“There, there,” Marguerite said, rubbing Anne’s back in gentle circles. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t come sooner. With François under suspicion for Henry’s murder, I didn’t want to draw any undue attention.”

			Anne drew a shaky breath and sat up, wiping her eyes. “I miss her so much.”

			Marguerite nodded. “I know. I miss her too.”

			They were silent for a while as the evening shadows stretched their limbs across the garden and the sky turned blush and gold.

			“What do I do now?” Anne said, her voice small.

			“You don’t have to do anything,” Marguerite replied. “You can stay here forever if you want—the convent is yours. Or, when you’re ready, you can begin working for the Sisterhood again. But, Anne”—Marguerite gave her a serious look—“believe me when I say you have done enough.”

			Anne looked away. Yes, she and Lina had done everything they’d been asked and more. But even now, it felt like something was still missing.

			“Why isn’t every woman around the world part of the Sisterhood?” Anne asked as she stared at the patch of earth that marked Lina’s grave.

			Marguerite considered this. “Well, for one thing, I only just began it twenty years ago. You can’t expect everything to change overnight.”

			Anne smiled faintly. “Certainly, I can.”

			Marguerite smiled back, looking relieved that Anne could still make a joke. “Not everyone is ready. Not just the men—many of them will never be ready to see women as their equals. But there are thousands upon thousands of women who have been told all their lives they are less clever, less important, less valuable than men. They’ve been told to hide their bodies and limit their minds and ignore their desires. Generations of women have been shoved aside to make room for men, and it is hard to undo that way of thinking.”

			“It is built into the fabric of our society,” Anne agreed, conscious of the holy building behind them. “The Bible says we’re good for cooking and cleaning and breeding, virtuous only when obeying the orders of our husbands and fathers. Or our gods, who are also men.”

			“Precisely. So it’s up to us to start a movement that convinces women to question or reject what society has told them, has told their mothers and grandmothers through time immemorial.” Marguerite winked. “But it might take more than a few years to accomplish that.”

			Anne acknowledged this with a nod, though her soul still felt restless. “I just want Elizabeth to be part of a better world. I don’t want her to fight the same wars I had to fight.” The last part, she whispered. “I don’t want her to end up like me.”

			Marguerite reached out and put her hand on Anne’s arm. “She will, and she won’t. Our daughters are destined to follow in our footsteps until they can forge a new path. And they will. Think of what they might see fifty or one hundred or even five hundred years from now.”

			Five hundred years was a long time. By then, surely, there would be no need for the Hellebore Sisterhood, for the daily battles for dignity and fairness and safety.

			“One day, England will have a queen,” Anne mused, hoping the words would make it true. It was, after all, what Gisa d’Arc had foreseen. Three more queens one day shall rise. The mystic had not been wrong yet.

			“One day,” Marguerite said decisively, sounding like a prophetess herself, “women will rule the world.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Marguerite d’Angoulême

			December 1, 1544

			I finish the writing of this story—the story of my dearest, bravest friends—as winter steals into France. Lina would like, I think, that I am sitting here in my rooms at Château de Navarre with a chill in the air. She tried to believe the lies she told herself about her cold heart, but you and I know better. Still, I like to imagine she is with me when winter comes, that the first lacy curtain of snow is her way of saying hello from the beyond.

			I miss her still, almost three years later. Would that I could have stopped it all or changed the course of that awful day.

			But she is with us, and not just in snowfall. She is with Gisa d’Arc, forever tattooed in prophecy on the mystic’s skin. She is with Katherine Howard in Madrid, where she now teaches at the convent. She is with Anna von Kleve, who travels throughout England using the considerable sums bequeathed to her by Henry to bestow patronage on women in the arts.

			And she is with Anne Boleyn, always.

			Anne remains at St. Margaret’s, taking the odd bit of work from the Hellebore Sisterhood here and there when I can convince her of it, but mostly tending to Lina’s garden, collecting obscure spell books, and watching the throne of England. I do not know how often she slips into London or finds her way to one of the royal residences. But I know she watches over Mary and Elizabeth like a guardian angel, one who has lost her wings in the fires of hell and grown all the stronger for it.

			Soon, I think, her waiting will be over. Soon, she will be ready to fight again.
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			Grace, I’m sorry you’re third, but I’ll build you another gazebo to make up for it. Thank you for the title, for always being my beta reader, and for understanding every unhinged Jane Austen meme I send you. (I can’t wait for you to thank me in your acknowledgments!) To the other beautiful friends who have cheered me on along the way, my soulfriend / cat twin KKB, The Most Excellent Group, Melissa (hi, Cole!), Kelly (hi, PJ and JoJo!), Layla (hi, Hank!), McCall, and so many others, thank you for believing that one day, this really would happen!

			To Liz Winick Rubinstein and the team at McIntosh and Otis, thank you for the eight words that changed my life: “I love and would desperately like to represent.” What a whirlwind start to my career, and I look forward to many books to come.

			Sarah Blumenstock, how cool that our paths overlapped again so we could bring Anne, Lina, and the rest of this vengeful (but bighearted) crew to life. You made this book better with every suggestion and GIF, and I can’t wait to see what we create next!

			Thank you to Liz Sellers, Monica White, Amy J. Schneider, Andrea Monagle, Alicia Lea, Christine Legon, Jessica Plummer, Lauren Burnstein, Chelsea Pascoe, and everyone else at Berkley who used their time and talents to get Henry Tudor Must Die out into the world. Special cheers to cover designer Lila Selle and interior designer Kristin del Rosario for making this book beautiful inside and out.

			And to the UK team at Penguin Michael Joseph, I cannot wait to cross the pond and explore the Tower of London with you! Phillipa Walker, I’ll always cherish that first letter and your vision for these queens to return to England.

			I am so grateful to all of the other bookish folks who have championed this story, from the authors who graciously offered blurbs to the booksellers who put it front and center (shout-out to Horizon Books!). And to you, reader, for taking a chance on a witchy tale of long-dead queens. Spoiler alert: I look forward to picking up where Anne Boleyn left off soon…

			Last but not least, thank you to the journalists who are out there telling the truth, the librarians who are protecting our knowledge, and the people from every walk of life who are standing up for what is right and good. The Hellebore Sisterhood would be proud of the work you’re doing.

		

	
		
			Henry Tudor Must Die

			Jillian Laine
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			Questions for Discussion

			How fun to get to talk a bit more about my favorite queens! As ever, we’ll mix the historical with the fictional (and the magickal) in the questions below.

			
					
					At an extended-family dinner when I was in my twenties, I decided to pose a “controversial” topic to those at the dinner table. I said to the nine or so assembled folks, “Raise your hand if you’re a feminist.” Despite there being three other women at the table, the only people who raised their hands were me, my husband (who, at that time, may have still been my boyfriend), and my brother. I remember feeling shocked that the other women—all of whom were one or two generations older than me and had degrees or careers or both—had not joined us.

					In real life and in Henry Tudor Must Die, Marguerite was what we would today call a protofeminist. What feelings or connotations does the word feminist bring up for you? How do the goals of Hellebore Sisterhood align or clash with your interpretation of that term? If I asked you that original question at the dinner table, would you raise your hand?

					

					
					Lina was an incredibly accomplished woman: one of the world’s first female ambassadors, an advocate for education, and a patron of the poor and the sick. But Henry VIII’s cruelty froze her generous heart and limited her ability to enact change. Are there people in your personal or professional life who keep you from being the best version of yourself or wearing your true heart on your sleeve?

				

					
					Anne Boleyn is one of the most infamous figures in British history. What preconceptions about her did you bring to this book? How did those thoughts—whether rooted in fact or fiction—align with the version of Anne you met in Henry Tudor Must Die? How does thinking of her as a witch, a rebel, and a mother reframe the history you know?

				

					
					Ah, Jane. Apologies you could not get revenge with the other queens! Jane did indeed broker peace between Princess Mary and King Henry, but she lacked the education, influence, and charisma of her predecessors. In fact, her motto as queen was “Bound to obey and serve.” What do you make of that motto and of Jane’s brief time as queen?

				

					
					While not a queen, Gisa d’Arc was one of my favorite characters to write. I loved her certainty and her sense of self, and that she was smart about how she used her powerful but unpredictable gift. Would you wish for the gift of prophecy? What would you want to know about your future?

				

					
					Anna made the best of a bad situation and built an intentional, beautiful life for herself far from Henry and his court . . . and then Anne and Lina dragged her back in. What would you have done in that situation? Would you risk your happiness (and your life) to help a virtual stranger escape a bad situation?

				

					
					When writing Kat, I thought back to all those impulsive moments of my teenage years, when I thought myself invincible and often ignored the advice of older, wiser people. If you could go back, what advice would you give to your teenage self? What do you wish you had known then that you know now?

				

					
					Parr! My woodland nymph, my poisoner, my delightfully detached queen of darkness. It’s little wonder she wanted to return to her forest, but what would you have done if you’d found yourself in Parr’s shoes at the end of the book? Would you have stayed on as queen regent to help guide England toward a different future, or would you have left the toxicity of court behind?

				

					
					Which queen (or character) did you relate to the most and why? (I’ll admit that I’m a Lina—though she’s not an eldest daughter like I am, she certainly acts like one—but I am becoming more and more like Anne every day.)

				

					
					In the final chapter, Anne and Marguerite imagine what the world will be like for women in five hundred years. At that time, the year is 1542, or 484 years from 2026, when this book will be published. How much has changed for women in the last half millennium? What roadblocks still exist in our path to achieving the freedom, safety, and power that the Hellebore Sisterhood imagined for us?

				

			

		

	
		About the Author

		Jillian Laine is an author and journalist. She has written multiple children’s books and has worked as an acquisitions editor, book festival director, and literary award judge. She and her husband live with their pride of cats in the Great Lakes State. Henry Tudor Must Die is her first novel.

	
		
			[image: Penguin Random House publisher logo.]

			
				What’s next on
 your reading list?

			Discover your next
 great read!

			 

			Get personalized book picks and up-to-date news about this author.

			Sign up now.

		

		_156751519_

	
OEBPS/images/page_3.jpg







OEBPS/9798217189724_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Content Warning


						Cast of Characters


						Introduction


						Part I: The Execution
					
								Chapter 1


								Chapter 2


								Chapter 3


								Chapter 4


								Chapter 5


								Chapter 6


								Chapter 7


								Chapter 8


								Chapter 9


					


			


						Part II: The Hellebore Sisterhood
					
								A Note from the Author


								Chapter 10


								Chapter 11


								Chapter 12


								Chapter 13


								Chapter 14


								Chapter 15


								Chapter 16


								Chapter 17


								Chapter 18


								Chapter 19


					


			


						Part III: The Queens
					
								A Note from the Author


								Chapter 20


								Chapter 21


								Chapter 22


								Chapter 23


								Chapter 24


								Chapter 25


								Chapter 26


								Chapter 27


								Chapter 28


								Chapter 29


								Chapter 30


								Chapter 31


								Chapter 32


								Chapter 33


								Chapter 34


								Chapter 35


								Chapter 36


					


			


						Part IV: The King
					
								A Note from the Author


								Chapter 37


								Chapter 38


								Chapter 39


								Chapter 40


								Chapter 41


								Chapter 42


								Chapter 43


								Chapter 44


								Epilogue


					


			


						Acknowledgments


						Readers Guide
					
								Discussion Questions


					


			


						About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Start


						Table of Contents


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						i


						ii


						iii


						iv


						v


						vi


						vii


						viii


						ix


						x


						xi


						xii


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						275


						276


						277


						278


						279


						280


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						286


						287


						288


						289


						290


						291


						292


						293


						294


						295


						296


						297


						298


						299


						300


						301


						302


						303


						304


						305


						306


						307


						308


						309


						310


						311


						312


						313


						314


						315


						316


						317


						318


						319


						320


						321


						322


						323


						324


						325


						326


						327


						328


						329


						330


						331


						332


						333


						334


						335


						336


						337


						338


						339


						340


						341


						342


						343


						344


						345


						346


						347


						348


						349


						350


						351


						352


						353


						354


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/9798217189724_title_page.jpg
Heury
Tudor
MUST pIE

JILLIAN LAINE





OEBPS/images/page_3.png







OEBPS/images/Penguin_Logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/9798217189724_cover.jpg
IT'S TIME FOR
SOMEONE ELSE’'S HEAD
T® ROLIS. .

JILLIAN LAINE

“Sharp, emotional, and deeply relevant.”
—-JODI MEADOWS, New York Times bestselling coauthor of My Lady Jane






OEBPS/images/RG_Logo_TR.jpg
READERS GUIDE






OEBPS/images/top.jpg






OEBPS/images/bottom.jpg





OEBPS/images/next-reads_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random House
PENGUIN PUBLISHING GROUP

0










OEBPS/images/page_61.jpg






