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There are few queens in European history whose life has been recounted, discussed, admired and condemned as often as that of Mary Stuart. Her name conjures up images of palaces and prisons, of coronations and executions, of love, betrayal, power and tragedy. For more than four centuries, historians, writers, poets and artists have sought to understand her. Yet even today she remains one of history’s most fascinating and controversial figures.

Mary Stuart was born a princess, became Queen of Scotland at the age of six days, grew up at the splendid court of France, became Queen of France, returned to a divided Scotland, lost her crown, spent nearly twenty years in captivity and ended her life on the scaffold. Few have experienced so many highs and lows in a single lifetime. Few have wielded so much power and then lost it so completely.

Yet this book is not merely the story of a queen.

It is also the story of a woman who, from the moment of her birth, was trapped by expectations that were greater than herself. Even before she could walk, speak or understand what a crown meant, kings, nobles, diplomats and clergy had already made plans for her future. Her marriages, her faith, her friendships and even her personal feelings were constantly influenced by political interests that spanned the whole of Europe.

In the world in which Mary lived, kings and queens were not merely flesh-and-blood human beings. They were symbols, pawns and instruments of power. Their personal happiness often carried less weight than the interests of their dynasty. That is precisely why Mary’s story is so moving. Behind the affairs of state, the wars and the diplomacy, we see time and again a woman trying to find her own way in a world that left her scarcely any room to be truly free.

This book traces her life from her birth at Linlithgow Palace in 1542 to her execution at Fotheringhay Castle in 1587. It focuses not only on the major political events that shaped her era, but also on the people who loved her, betrayed her, admired her or feared her. For the history of Mary Stuart is not merely the history of one person; it is also the history of a Europe torn apart by religious conflicts, dynastic rivalries and the constant struggle for power.

Where possible, modern historical insights have been drawn upon, as many of the stories told about Mary over the centuries later proved to be exaggerated, romanticised or even entirely false. At the same time, parts of her life remain shrouded in uncertainty. Some questions will probably never be definitively answered. Was she really involved in the death of her husband, Lord Darnley? How voluntary was her marriage to Bothwell? And to what extent did she actually pose a threat to Elizabeth I of England? There are still differing interpretations of these and other questions.

It is precisely this uncertainty that makes her story so fascinating.

Mary Stuart was no saint. She made mistakes, sometimes serious ones. She could be impulsive, stubborn, emotional and politically imprudent. But she was also intelligent, courageous, charismatic and remarkably resilient. Her life illustrates just how fine the line can be between success and ruin, between power and powerlessness, between a crown and a prison cell.

More than four hundred years after her death, her story continues to resonate with people because it touches on timeless human themes: love and loss, ambition and disappointment, loyalty and betrayal, hope and fate.

This is the story of Mary Stuart.

The story of a queen who was born for a throne, lived under a crown of thorns and died with a dignity that even her enemies could not take from her in her final hours.

Welcome to the life of Mary Stuart.
Welcome to *Blood Crown*.
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Chapter I — A Child Before the Storm

In the cold December days of the year 1542, a grey winter sky hung over the hills, lakes and castles of Scotland. Dark clouds swept across the land and the wind howled ceaselessly along the palace walls. In the royal chambers of Linlithgow Palace, a girl was born. No one could have imagined at the time that this child would later grow up to become one of the most famous and tragic women in European history.

At the time of her birth, however, no one seemed to take this into account. She was merely a newborn baby, swaddled in soft cloths, whilst outside the storm lashed against the palace walls and, inside, the court’s worries outweighed the joy at her arrival.

The girl was named Mary Stuart, after her mother Mary of Guise, a French princess from the influential House of Guise. At first, her birth seemed nothing more than a footnote in the long history of the Scottish monarchy. Yet the days that followed would change her life forever. What began as the birth of a princess would, within a week, develop into the start of one of the most remarkable reigns in European history.

Her father, James V of Scotland, was in poor health. Years of political tensions, military defeats and personal disappointments had taken their toll. Whilst his newborn daughter still lay safe in her cradle, the end was drawing near for him. According to a famous tradition, when the king heard that his youngest child was a daughter and not a son, he is said to have remarked gloomily that the House of Stuart had begun with a woman and would probably end with one too. Historians are not certain whether he actually uttered these words. Nevertheless, the story lived on for centuries, as it seemed to fit so well with the tragic fate that would later befall his daughter.

On 14 December 1542, James V died. His daughter was not yet a week old at the time. Whilst she was still unable to walk, speak or understand what was happening around her, she became Queen of Scotland. One of the oldest kingdoms in Europe was thus ruled in the name of a baby still lying in a cradle. It was a situation that was both exceptional and dangerous.

The king’s death brought not only grief; it also opened the door to uncertainty and political strife. A country ruled by an infant inevitably attracts the attention of ambitious nobles, influential families and foreign monarchs. Soon, Scotland’s most powerful men began to wonder who should take charge of the kingdom until the young queen came of age. At the same time, debates arose about her upbringing, her faith and the question of whom she might one day marry. Even before Mary had uttered her first word, a struggle was already underway over her future.

Her birth was also followed with great interest outside Scotland. South of the border, Henry VIII of England was watching developments closely. The English king saw in little Mary a unique opportunity to extend his influence. Should she later marry his son Edward, this might lead to the union of England and Scotland under a single dynasty. To Henry, this seemed a shrewd political solution to centuries of rivalry between the two countries.

Many Scots, however, felt quite differently about this. They feared that a marriage to the English crown would ultimately lead to the loss of their independence. What was a diplomatic plan for Henry VIII was often seen as a threat in Scotland. As a result, a conflict arose in the very early years of Mary’s life that would not only shape her childhood but also have far-reaching consequences for the future of both kingdoms.

Whilst diplomats negotiated, soldiers prepared for war and nobles hatched plans behind closed doors, the young queen grew up under her mother’s protection. Mary of Guise understood better than anyone how vulnerable her daughter’s position was. She therefore sought by every means to shield her from the political storms gathering over Scotland.

Yet even she could not prevent Mary’s life from being determined, from the very outset, by the interests of others. Even before the girl had formed her first memories, powerful men had already decided that she was a pawn in a much bigger game. Plans were made for her marriage, her faith, her throne and her future. As a result, her life scarcely belonged to her. It was shaped by the interests of kings, nobles, dynasties and religions that were constantly at odds with one another.

Mary Stuart was still just a baby. She knew nothing of power, politics or war. Yet the struggle for her future had already begun. And whilst she slept peacefully in her cradle, unaware of the fate that awaited her, the first dark clouds of a storm that would last her entire life began to gather over Scotland.
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Chapter II — The War for the Little Queen

Mary Stuart still lay safe in her cradle. She was completely unaware of the struggle that was now being waged in her name. Whilst she spent her early years under the protection of her carers, Scotland was slowly but inevitably becoming the centre of a diplomatic and military conflict. That conflict extended far beyond the borders of her own kingdom. The great powers of Western Europe realised that the fate of this little girl could ultimately affect the balance of power between England, France and Scotland. These three countries had been linked for centuries by alliances, wars and rivalries whose roots lay deep in the past.

In London, King Henry VIII followed every development with great interest. Although he was now growing older and his health was failing, his political ambition remained as strong as ever. He believed that a unique opportunity had presented itself to finally achieve what many English monarchs before him could only have dreamt of: bringing Scotland permanently under English influence. Despite countless invasions, battles and attempts at diplomatic pressure, that kingdom had always managed to retain its independence.

At first glance, the plan Henry had in mind seemed simple. Behind that simplicity, however, lay an extremely sophisticated political calculation. If little Mary were to marry his son Edward, the crowns of England and Scotland could eventually be united. According to Henry, this would bring an end to centuries of enmity, whilst at the same time enabling England to secure its northern border once and for all.

Initially, such an arrangement even seemed feasible. Several Scottish nobles were prepared to enter into negotiations, as they longed for peace after years of unrest and conflict. Yet fierce opposition soon arose. Many Scots feared that a marriage to the English crown prince would ultimately lead to the loss of their independence. Among the opponents were not only powerful nobles, but also Mary’s mother, Mary of Guise. As a French princess, she relied on the centuries-old bond between Scotland and France and saw little benefit in a rapprochement with England.

This alliance, known as the Auld Alliance, had bound the two countries together for generations in their joint resistance against England. For many Scots, it was far more than a diplomatic treaty; it formed an essential part of their national identity. Any attempt to sever that bond was therefore seen as an attack on the very heart of the kingdom itself.

When the negotiations eventually broke down, Henry VIII lost his patience. As so often happened when diplomacy failed to yield the desired result, he decided to resort to force. This marked the start of a series of military campaigns that would later become known as the Rough Wooing. The name sounds almost ironic, as it refers to a marriage proposal backed by arson, pillaging and war.

English armies crossed the border. Towns were attacked. Villages went up in flames. Large parts of southern Scotland were ravaged by a wave of violence that left deep scars on the country’s collective memory. Whilst soldiers fought and castles were besieged, the young queen was constantly moved from one safe haven to another to prevent her from falling into English hands.

During these years, Mary grew to be much more than just a child. She became the symbol of Scottish independence. At the same time, she was a precious political asset whose fate could determine the future of the entire kingdom. Every move the young queen made was therefore planned with the utmost care. Her protectors realised all too well that her capture could seriously weaken Scotland’s position.

As the war continued, a conviction grew within the Scottish government that only one solution could truly offer security. Mary had to be sent to France. There she would be protected by one of the most powerful monarchies in Europe. Moreover, arrangements could be made there for her marriage to the young Dauphin Francis, the future Francis II of France.

For Mary’s mother, this proposal was particularly appealing. Not only because of her French heritage, but also because she knew that in France her daughter would receive an upbringing befitting her position as future queen. After all, in war-torn Scotland, she remained in constant danger.

In the summer of 1548, it was finally decided that Mary must leave her native country. It was a decision that weighed heavily on her, both practically and emotionally. Although she was still only a child, her departure meant she would be leaving Scotland behind for many years. Perhaps later on she would barely remember anything of the hills, lakes and castles of the country of which she was officially the sovereign.

The journey to France was prepared with a care that reflected the girl’s exceptional importance. When the day of departure finally arrived, courtiers, soldiers and clergy gathered to bid farewell to their young queen. Mary was barely six years old. She probably could not have realised that she was closing a chapter of her life that would never return.

From the shore, people gazed out across the grey sea as the ships were made ready for departure. Many wondered when they would see their queen again. Would she return as a Scottish monarch? Or would she by then have become more of a French princess than a Scottish queen? No one knew the answer.

When the sails were finally hoisted and the fleet slowly disappeared from view off the Scottish coast, no one could have guessed what the future held for her. The little girl on board would grow up to become one of the most famous women of her century. Centuries later, her name would still be spoken whenever people spoke of royal glory, political tragedy and the high price sometimes paid by those born with a crown upon their heads.

Chapter III — The Four Marys and the French Court

As the coast of Scotland slowly vanished behind the horizon and the last outlines of hills, castles and rocky cliffs dissolved into the grey mist over the sea, an important chapter in young Mary Stuart’s life came to an end. A new journey began, one
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