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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.)




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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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.fn1 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.fn2

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.
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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.fn1

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.”fn2 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.fn3

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.
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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 rested its neck on the block. 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 against the block. 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.”fn1

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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