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The sampler required fourteen shades of green. Elizabeth had counted them twice, laying each silk thread across the windowsill where the late-morning light could confirm what she already knew. Thirteen shades lay in neat parallel lines. The fourteenth, a deep moss that her mother claimed matched the tapestries in the great hall at Hever, was missing. She had not misplaced it. She had used the last length three days ago on the border of intertwined roses, and no one had thought to send for more.

She set the needle into the linen with more force than the stitch required. The thread pulled taut, then slackened as she lifted her hand. A knot had formed where none should be, a tiny imperfection that would require picking out and reworking. She left it.

"You're scowling at it," Edward said from the floor.

Elizabeth did not look up. "Samplers do not respond to scowls. They are impervious."

"Then why do you keep doing it?"

Her brother had arranged his wooden soldiers in two opposing lines across the Turkey carpet, a battle formation that he had been adjusting for the better part of an hour. At eight, Edward still approached warfare as a problem of spacing. Each figure stood exactly two finger-widths from its neighbor. The cavalry waited at the flanks with a precision that would have pleased any field commander, had any field commander ever been asked to deploy painted ash-wood horsemen across a nursery floor.

"Because," Elizabeth said, "if I stop scowling, I will have to admit that I have run out of moss-green thread and cannot finish the ivy border, and then I will have to decide whether that matters."

Edward considered this. "Does it?"

"It shouldn't."

"But it does."

She set the embroidery hoop aside. The linen held its tension in the frame, the half-finished pattern of vines and Tudor roses arrested mid-growth. Through the window, the Thames lay flat and grey under a sky that could not decide whether to rain. Barges moved slowly downstream, their cargoes hidden under oiled canvas. Everything on the river looked heavier than it should, as if the water itself were reluctant to carry it.

"Mother is resting," Edward said. He had returned to his soldiers, shifting a pikeman half an inch to the left. "Lady Margaret told me. She said the Queen requires quiet this morning."

"Lady Margaret." Elizabeth tested the name. "Which one is Lady Margaret?"

"The new one. She arrived yesterday, I think. Or the day before." Edward shrugged, the gesture too large for his narrow shoulders. "She has very yellow hair."

Elizabeth had not been informed of any new appointments to the Queen's household. This was not, in itself, unusual. She was twelve, and twelve-year-old princesses were not consulted on matters of household staffing. But her mother usually mentioned such things in passing, a name dropped into conversation, a brief assessment delivered over needlework or during the quiet hour after supper when the court's demands loosened their grip. That Anne had said nothing about a new lady-in-waiting with very yellow hair suggested either that the appointment was too trivial to mention or that it was not trivial at all.

"How many new ones?" Elizabeth asked.

"Three." Edward held up three fingers without looking away from his battle lines. "I counted them at breakfast. They sat at the far end of the table, near the chaplain."

Three new ladies-in-waiting. Elizabeth retrieved her embroidery hoop and began picking at the knot with the tip of her needle. The thread resisted. She worked the point beneath the snarl and lifted, slowly, so the silk would not fray.

"Did you speak to any of them?"

"The yellow-haired one asked if I liked my lessons. I said yes. She smiled." Edward paused, a cavalry officer suspended between his fingers. "Her smile was like the one Father gives ambassadors when he wants them to leave."

Elizabeth set the needle down. "Edward."

"What?"

"Come here."

He rose obediently, stepping over his soldiers with the care of a boy who had spent years navigating a world arranged for adults. When he reached her chair, Elizabeth took his hand. His fingers were ink-stained, the middle finger of his right hand bearing the smudge that always appeared by mid-morning, no matter how carefully his tutor supervised his penmanship.

"You must be careful," she said. "With new people."

"I am always careful."

"You told Lady Margaret that Mother was resting. That is information about the Queen's health. You do not know where that information will travel."

Edward's face shifted, the openness closing like a shutter drawn across a window. "I didn't think."

"I know." She squeezed his hand, then released it. "That is why I am telling you to think now. The court is not a nursery. Every word you speak is a stone dropped into water. The ripples go farther than you can see."

He looked at her for a long moment, his dark eyes searching her face for something she could not name. Then he nodded, once, and returned to his soldiers. He did not resume his adjustments. He sat cross-legged behind the battle lines and stared at them as if they had become strangers to him.

A knock at the chamber door broke the silence. Elizabeth straightened in her chair, smoothing her skirts with a motion that had become habit before she could remember learning it. "Enter."

The door opened to admit a liveried servant, a man whose face Elizabeth recognized but whose name she had never been told. He bowed with the mechanical precision of someone who had performed the gesture ten thousand times and would perform it ten thousand more before his knees gave out.

"Her Majesty the Queen requests the presence of the Princess Elizabeth and Prince Edward in the Great Hall," he said. "The new ladies-in-waiting are to be formally presented."

Elizabeth rose. Edward scrambled to his feet, glancing back at his soldiers with the expression of a general abandoning his post.

"Leave them," Elizabeth said. "They'll hold the line."

Edward smiled, the first real smile she had seen from him since breakfast, and fell into step beside her as they followed the servant into the corridor.

The walk from the royal apartments to the Great Hall took them through three galleries and down a staircase whose walls were hung with portraits of Tudors who had come before. Elizabeth's grandfather stared down at her from the largest frame, his narrow face and pursed mouth suggesting a man who had found the world perpetually disappointing. She had always thought he looked like someone who had bitten into an unripe apple and blamed the tree. Her father's portrait hung farther down, painted before the weight of kingship had settled into his jaw and shoulders, and in that younger face Elizabeth could see something of Edward's openness, a quality that the years had since worn away.

The Great Hall was nearly empty when they arrived, the long tables pushed against the walls and the rushes on the floor giving off the faint, dry smell of lavender and stale ale. A few servants moved along the perimeter, replacing candles in the iron sconces. At the far end of the hall, beneath the great window whose stained glass threw panels of ruby and sapphire light across the flagstones, Queen Anne Boleyn sat in a chair of estate that had been brought down from her withdrawing room.

Elizabeth stopped three paces into the hall. Her mother's condition had become impossible to ignore. The Queen's belly rose beneath her gown like a ship's sail catching wind, the silk stretched taut across the curve of her pregnancy. Anne's face, always sharp and quick with intelligence, had softened at the edges, her cheeks fuller than they had been six months ago, her dark eyes shadowed with a fatigue that no amount of rest seemed to ease. She held one hand pressed against her lower back, the gesture of a woman who had been carrying weight too long and knew she would carry it longer still.

Twins. The word had rippled through the court in whispers that stopped whenever Elizabeth drew near. A double pregnancy was rare. A double pregnancy in a queen whose husband had already set aside one wife for failing to produce a living son was a gamble of terrifying proportions. If both children were healthy, if at least one was a boy, Anne's position would be unassailable. If something went wrong, if either child faltered, the whispers would find new fuel.

Elizabeth approached the chair of estate and curtsied, the motion precise and unhurried. Beside her, Edward bowed with the careful dignity of a boy who had been practicing.

"Your Grace," Elizabeth said.

"My darlings." Anne's voice was warm but thin, the warmth of a fire that had burned low overnight and needed fresh fuel. She extended her free hand, and Elizabeth took it, feeling the cool dryness of her mother's fingers. "I have a surprise for you. Or rather, three surprises."

Anne nodded to a steward standing near the door, who withdrew and returned a moment later with three women walking in single file. They moved with the synchronized grace of performers who had rehearsed their entrance, each step measured, each hem clearing the rushes by the same precise margin.

The first woman was young, perhaps nineteen, with a round face and eyes that seemed to apologize for the imposition of being looked at. Her gown was dove-grey, modestly cut, and she clutched a small prayer book in both hands as if it were a shield. When she reached the chair of estate, she sank into a curtsy so deep that Elizabeth could hear her knees creak.

"Lady Cecily Harrow," the steward announced.

"Your Grace," Lady Cecily said. Her voice was soft, barely carrying past the first row of empty tables. "I am honored beyond words to serve Your Majesty."

Anne smiled, the practiced smile of a queen who had learned to receive homage without appearing to require it. "You are most welcome, Lady Cecily. My daughter, the Princess Elizabeth. My son, Prince Edward."

Lady Cecily turned and curtsied again, first to Elizabeth, then to Edward. Her eyes, when they met Elizabeth's, held nothing but earnest goodwill. Elizabeth had seen that expression before, on the faces of young women who arrived at court believing that virtue and diligence would protect them. Most of them learned otherwise within a season.

The second woman stepped forward before Lady Cecily had fully risen, a breach of protocol so slight that only someone watching for it would notice. She was beautiful in the way that made other women touch their own hair unconsciously, a cascade of pale gold pinned beneath a French hood that sat at a slightly more fashionable angle than strict modesty permitted. Her gown was the color of new copper, and her eyes, when they swept the hall, moved with the quick assessment of a merchant tallying goods.

"Lady Margaret Lynford," the steward said.

Lady Margaret's curtsy was flawless, the deep bend of someone who had been trained in the French style and knew exactly how long to hold the pose before rising. When she straightened, her gaze found Elizabeth's and held it. The smile that accompanied the look was correct in every particular. The lips curved. The eyes crinkled at the corners. And yet something in the expression made Elizabeth want to step backward, the same instinct that warned her not to touch a pan that had been sitting too near the fire.

"Princess Elizabeth," Lady Margaret said. "What an honor to meet you at last. Your mother has spoken of you with such affection."

Elizabeth inclined her head. "You are kind to say so."

The words were correct. The tone was correct. But as Lady Margaret turned to curtsy to Edward, Elizabeth caught the flicker of something else beneath the courtesy, a calculation so swift and so cold that it vanished before she could name it. Edward's description returned to her: a smile like the one Father gives ambassadors when he wants them to leave. He had seen it too, with the unerring instinct of a child who had not yet learned to doubt his own perceptions.

The third woman had been waiting in the shadows near the door, and now she moved forward with a deliberation that made the other entrances seem hurried. She was older than Lady Cecily, perhaps twenty-four, with dark hair pulled back from a face that was not beautiful in the conventional sense but was impossible to look away from. Her features were arranged with an economy that suggested intelligence, the high cheekbones and wide-set eyes of someone who missed nothing. Her gown was deep blue, almost black where the light failed to reach it, and she wore no jewelry except a single pearl suspended from a silver chain.

"Lady Élodie de Valois," the steward announced, and the French syllables rolled through the hall like water over stones.

Lady Élodie's curtsy was the deepest of the three, held for exactly the right duration, and when she rose, she did not look at Anne first. She looked at Elizabeth.

The gaze lasted no more than three heartbeats. It was not hostile. It was not warm. It was unreadable in a way that Elizabeth had never encountered before, a depth that offered nothing and asked everything. Elizabeth felt, in that moment, as if someone had opened a door inside her mind and glanced briefly at its contents before closing it again.

"Princess Elizabeth," Lady Élodie said. Her English was flawless, touched with an accent that shaped the vowels differently, rounding them at the edges. "I have heard much of your learning. They say you read Greek as easily as most girls read French."

"They say many things," Elizabeth replied. "Not all of them true."

Lady Élodie's mouth curved, not quite a smile. "I imagine the true things are more interesting than the false ones."

Anne laughed, a brief sound that ended in a cough she tried to suppress. "Lady Élodie comes to us from the French court," she said, pressing a handkerchief to her lips. "Her father served King François as a diplomat. We are fortunate to have her."

Fortunate. Elizabeth stored the word away for later examination. Her mother did not use words carelessly. If Anne considered herself fortunate to have a French diplomat's daughter in her household, there were reasons for that assessment, and Elizabeth intended to discover them.

The formal presentation concluded with murmured pleasantries and a brief prayer offered by Lady Cecily, who seemed to believe that God was personally invested in the staffing decisions of the English court. Anne dismissed them with a wave of her hand, and the three women withdrew in the same order they had entered, Lady Margaret's copper skirts brushing the rushes with a sound like wind through dry grass.

Elizabeth remained beside her mother's chair as Edward was escorted back to his tutor. Anne's hand found hers again, the grip stronger this time.

"What do you think of them?" Anne asked.

"It is too soon to think anything."

"Elizabeth." The word was gentle, but it carried the weight of a command. "I am asking you."

Elizabeth considered her answer. The hall was quiet now; the servants retreated to their tasks, the stained-glass light shifting as clouds passed over the sun. "Lady Cecily seems kind. Lady Margaret seems ambitious. Lady Élodie seems..." She paused. "I do not know what Lady Élodie seems."

"Good," Anne said. "That is exactly what I hoped you would say."

She did not explain further. A spasm crossed her face, a tightening around the mouth that spoke of pain held in check, and she released Elizabeth's hand to press both palms against the arms of her chair. "Help me rise. I have letters to dictate before the noon meal, and your father wants to discuss the Scottish envoy's visit."

Elizabeth offered her arm, and Anne leaned on it heavily as she stood. For a moment, the Queen of England was simply a woman whose body was straining under the demands placed upon it, her breath coming short, her knuckles white where she gripped her daughter's sleeve. Then the moment passed, and Anne straightened, and the mask of composure settled back into place.

"Go," Anne said. "Find your brother. Make sure he has eaten something."

Elizabeth curtsied and withdrew, but she did not go directly to Edward's chambers. Instead, she took the long way through the east corridor, a route that passed the small chapel where the Queen's ladies sometimes gathered for private prayer. The corridor was empty, the sconces unlit, the only illumination coming from narrow windows set high in the stone walls.

She heard the voices before she saw the speakers. Lady Margaret Lynford's tone was unmistakable, the musical cadence stripped of its public polish, reduced to something urgent and low. Elizabeth pressed herself against the wall, in the shadow of a pillar where a statue of Saint Catherine stood with her broken wheel, and listened.

"...cannot afford to wait," Lady Margaret was saying. "The situation is more delicate than you understand."

A man's voice answered, too quiet for Elizabeth to make out the words. She caught only the rhythm of it, a measured assurance that spoke of long familiarity.

"I am not afraid," Lady Margaret said. "I am prudent. There is a difference."

The man murmured something else. Lady Margaret laughed, a short, unlovely sound that bore no resemblance to the gracious laughter she had offered in the Great Hall.

"Tell him to be patient," she said. "These things cannot be rushed. The Queen's condition makes everything more complicated, but it also makes everything more possible. He will understand that, if he is as clever as you claim."

Footsteps. Elizabeth shrank deeper into the shadow, holding her breath until the sound faded. When she finally stepped out from behind the pillar, the corridor was empty. The scent of Lady Margaret's perfume lingered in the air, rosewater and something sharper beneath it, like cloves.

The Queen's condition makes everything more complicated, but it also makes everything more possible.

Elizabeth walked the rest of the way to Edward's chambers with the words repeating in her mind, a thread she could not stop picking at. The court had always been a place of hidden currents, of alliances formed and broken in the space between a glance and a smile. But this felt different. This felt like the first cold draft from a window someone had opened in another room, too far away to see but close enough to feel.

She found Edward in his study, a small room adjacent to his bedchamber, bent over a Latin text with his tutor droning beside him. The tutor, a thin man whose name Elizabeth could never remember, looked up at her entrance and rose to bow.

"I have come to collect my brother for the noon meal," Elizabeth said. "Our mother's orders."

The tutor hesitated, then nodded and began gathering his materials. Edward closed his book with a relief he did not bother to conceal.

"You were gone a long time," he said as they walked toward the dining hall. "Did you like them? The new ladies?"

"I liked Lady Cecily. She seems gentle."

"And the others?"

Elizabeth thought of Lady Margaret's perfume in the empty corridor, the man's voice too low to identify, the laugh that had sounded nothing like the laugh she had offered the Queen. She thought of Lady Élodie's eyes meeting hers with that unreadable depth, the French accent shaping English words into something that felt like a question she had not yet learned to answer.

"The others," she said, "require more study."

Edward looked at her, his brow furrowing in the way it always did when he sensed she was not telling him everything. "You look worried."

Elizabeth forced her face into a smile, the muscles remembering their duty even as her mind raced elsewhere. "I am not worried. I am thinking. There is a difference."

"That's what you always say."

"Because it is always true."

They reached the dining hall, and Edward was swept into the current of servants and courtiers arranging themselves for the meal. Elizabeth watched him take his place at the table, his small figure dwarfed by the high-backed chair, his dark head bent attentively as a server filled his cup. He looked so young. He was so young. And the court was not a nursery, no matter how carefully she tried to make it one for him.

She took her own seat and unfolded her napkin across her lap. The food arrived in its usual procession of silver dishes, and she ate without tasting it. Her thoughts kept returning to the three women who had walked into the Great Hall that morning and, with their curtsies and their courtesies, had shifted something fundamental in the architecture of her world.

A gilded cage, she thought. That was what people called the court, usually with a sigh and a wistful glance toward the windows. But cages were meant to keep things in. And the bars of this one, she was beginning to understand, were also meant to keep things out. The question was which side of the bars she was standing on, and whether the door had already been opened by someone she had not yet learned to see.

She finished her meal in silence, and when Edward asked if she wanted to see his soldiers after supper, she said yes with a warmth she did not have to force. Some things were still simple. Some things were still safe. She would hold onto those things for as long as she could, even as she felt the first cold currents of a conspiracy she could not yet name, a betrayal whose shape she could only guess at, moving through the corridors of Greenwich like a slow and patient tide.
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Two days of watching, and Elizabeth had learned more than she had in two years of lessons.

The sampler lay in her lap, half-finished, the needle idle between her fingers. Lady Cecily had been assigned to supervise her embroidery that afternoon, a duty the girl performed with such earnest attention that Elizabeth almost felt guilty for ignoring her. Almost. The withdrawing room at Greenwich was warm with the heat of a well-stoked fire, the windows fogged against the February chill, and the Queen's ladies sat in a loose crescent around Anne Boleyn's chair, their heads bent over their own needlework or their voices pitched low in private conversation. It was the kind of scene Elizabeth had once found tedious. Now she understood that tedium was a kind of blindness, and she was determined to see clearly.

"Your stitches are growing uneven, Your Highness," Lady Cecily said, leaning close enough that Elizabeth could smell the lavender water on her collar. "Shall I unpick the last row?"

"No." Elizabeth pulled the thread through and set the needle down. "I think I have been at it too long. My eyes are tired."

Lady Cecily nodded, her round face softening with sympathy. She was nineteen, only seven years older than Elizabeth herself, and she had not yet learned to hide her feelings behind the smooth mask that the other ladies wore. It made her a poor spy, but a comfortable companion, and Elizabeth filed that observation away with the others she had been collecting since the new ladies arrived. Lady Cecily Harrow: kind, guileless, unlikely to be part of any conspiracy. Lady Margaret Lynford: ambitious, watchful, already caught whispering in corridors. Lady Élodie de Valois: elegant, unreadable, French. Each of them a thread in a pattern Elizabeth could not yet see whole.

But it was the thread she had not been looking for that now held her attention.

Jane Seymour sat near the window, the grey winter light falling across her bowed head. She was not one of the new arrivals. She had been in the Queen's household for months, a quiet presence so self-effacing that Elizabeth had barely registered her existence before this week. That, she now understood, was the first mistake she had made. The second was assuming that quiet meant harmless.

The prayer book in Jane's hands was small, bound in dark leather, its pages worn at the edges from frequent use. She held it open but did not appear to be reading. Her lips moved faintly, shaping words Elizabeth could not hear, and her posture was a study in humility: shoulders curved inward, spine bent just enough to suggest submission without weakness, head inclined at an angle that exposed the pale column of her throat. It was the posture of a woman who wished to be seen as devout, as modest, as utterly without ambition. Elizabeth had watched her hold that exact pose for nearly an hour without shifting, and she found herself wondering how much practice it had taken to make stillness look so natural.

"Lady Cecily," Elizabeth said, keeping her voice light, "is Lady Jane always so devoted to her prayers?"

Lady Cecily glanced toward the window, then back at Elizabeth with a small shrug. "She is very pious, Your Highness. She attends Mass every morning and spends much of her free time in the chapel. Some of the other ladies find it excessive, but I think it is simply her nature."

"Her nature," Elizabeth repeated.

"She comes from a devout family. Her brother, I am told, is much the same."

Elizabeth had seen Edward Seymour only twice, both times at a distance, but she remembered him clearly: a tall man with a face that gave nothing away, his eyes moving across a room the way a steward might count silver. He did not look like a man given to excessive prayer. He looked like a man who calculated odds.

The door to the withdrawing room opened, and Sir John Seymour entered with the quiet confidence of someone who had been invited but did not wish to appear eager. He was older than his son, his hair grey at the temples, his bearing that of a man accustomed to authority without needing to raise his voice. He bowed to the Queen, who acknowledged him with a slight inclination of her head, and then his gaze swept the room. It paused on Elizabeth for a fraction of a second longer than courtesy required, and his mouth curved into a smile so thin it was barely more than a line.

Elizabeth did not look away. She had learned, in the two days since the new ladies arrived, that looking away was a kind of surrender, and she was not prepared to surrender anything to a man whose smile felt like a move in a game she did not yet know the rules of.

Sir John crossed to where Jane sat and bent to murmur something in her ear. Jane closed her prayer book with careful deliberation and rose, her movements as unhurried as water finding its level. Together they moved toward the far end of the room, where a small cluster of courtiers had gathered near the door that led to the King's privy chambers. Elizabeth watched them go, noting the way Sir John's hand rested at Jane's elbow, not guiding her so much as presenting her, the way a merchant might display a bolt of fine cloth.

"The King will be joining us shortly," Lady Cecily said, misreading Elizabeth's attention. "There is to be a brief audience before supper. Nothing formal."

Nothing formal. Elizabeth turned the words over in her mind. She had heard her mother use that phrase before, always with a particular edge to her voice, as if informality were a weapon that could be wielded by anyone who knew how to hold it. The King's informal audiences were where the real business of the court was conducted, away from the rigid protocols of the Great Hall, away from the Queen's watchful eye. And here was Jane Seymour, positioned by her father at the precise point where the King would pass, her prayer book still in her hands, her head still bowed in that studied attitude of devotion.

Elizabeth picked up her needle again, not because she intended to sew but because it gave her an excuse to keep her head down while her eyes remained lifted. The sampler required fourteen shades of green. She had not yet found the right one for the border, and the thought of it, trivial and persistent, anchored her to the ordinary surface of the afternoon while beneath it something far more dangerous was taking shape.

The King entered without ceremony, as he often did when the gathering was meant to be intimate. He was a large man, taller than most of his courtiers, and the room seemed to contract around him the moment he stepped through the door. His doublet was velvet, deep crimson, and the gold chain across his chest caught the firelight and threw it back in sharp glints. Anne rose to greet him, her pregnancy moving slower than it once would have been, and he took her hand and pressed it briefly before turning to survey the room.

Elizabeth saw the exact moment his gaze found Jane Seymour.

It was not a dramatic thing. There was no sudden stillness, no sharp intake of breath. But the King's eyes paused, and his attention, which had been drifting across the assembled ladies with the distracted benevolence of a man who knew he was being watched, sharpened into something more focused. Jane did not look up. She remained exactly as she had been, her head bowed over her prayer book, her lips still moving in what appeared to be silent devotion. She did not acknowledge the King's presence at all, and Elizabeth understood with a cold clarity that this was precisely the point.

Her mother had always met the King's gaze directly. Anne Boleyn had never bowed her head to anyone, not even to Henry himself, and that had been part of what drew him to her. But a man who had once been captivated by a woman's fire might, after years of marriage and the strain of a kingdom that still whispered about the legitimacy of his heir, find himself drawn to something cooler. Something quieter. A woman who did not demand his attention but seemed, instead, to be entirely unaware of it.

"Lady Jane," the King said, and his voice carried across the room with the easy authority of a man who expected to be heard. "Still at your devotions, I see."

Jane looked up then, and her expression was one of mild surprise, as if she had genuinely not noticed the King's arrival. It was so perfectly done that Elizabeth felt a grudging flicker of admiration. "Your Majesty," Jane said, and curtsied with a grace that managed to seem both deferential and entirely natural. "I find that prayer offers comfort in these troubled times."

"Troubled times," the King repeated, and something in his face shifted. "You think the times are troubled, Lady Jane?"

"I think all times are troubled, Your Majesty, for those who seek to live righteously." She held his gaze for a moment, her expression serene, and then lowered her eyes again as if the conversation had already demanded more boldness than she was comfortable with. "But I did not mean to speak out of turn."

Sir John Seymour stepped forward, his hand once again finding Jane's elbow. "My daughter forgets herself, Your Majesty. She spends so much time in contemplation that she sometimes forgets the company she keeps is not all gathered for the same purpose."

The King waved a hand. "Let her speak. It is refreshing to hear a voice that does not calculate every syllable." He looked at Jane again, and Elizabeth saw something in his expression that made her stomach tighten. It was not desire, not yet. It was curiosity. And curiosity, in a king, was a seed that could grow into anything. "You have a gentle spirit, Lady Jane. The court could use more of that."

"The court could use more of God's grace, Your Majesty," Jane said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I am merely its vessel."

Anne Boleyn had been watching this exchange with an expression of studied neutrality, but Elizabeth knew her mother's face well enough to see the tension in the set of her jaw. The Queen was no fool. She understood what was happening, perhaps better than anyone in the room. But she was also heavily pregnant with twins, her body a constant reminder of the succession she had fought so hard to secure, and she could not afford to show weakness or suspicion before a court that was always watching for both.

"Lady Jane is a credit to her family," Anne said, her voice smooth as polished wood. "We are fortunate to have her among our ladies."

Sir John bowed. "Your Majesty is too kind."

Elizabeth stabbed her needle into the sampler with more force than was necessary. The thread pulled tight and snapped, leaving a ragged end that would have to be cut away and rewoven. She stared at the broken stitch, and in that small tangle of silk she saw the whole shape of what was unfolding: the Seymours, father and son, positioning Jane like a piece on a chessboard. Jane's piety, so carefully displayed, so deliberately contrasted with Anne's worldliness. The King's attention, caught not by beauty or wit but by the promise of something softer, something that would not challenge him or demand his equal partnership. And her mother, trapped by her own body's promise of heirs, unable to fight back without appearing petty or jealous.

It was a coordinated attack. Elizabeth could feel it now, the way she could feel a storm building in the pressure behind her eyes. The new ladies-in-waiting had been the first move, a disruption designed to unsettle the Queen's household. But Jane Seymour had been in place for months, waiting, her quiet piety a weapon that had been sharpened long before anyone thought to look for it. The Seymours had not seized an opportunity. They had created one.

"Your Highness?" Lady Cecily's voice was gentle, concerned. "You have gone quite pale."

Elizabeth forced her face into something resembling calm. "I am only tired. The fire is too warm."

"Shall I ask for the window to be opened?"

"No." She could not afford to draw attention to herself, not now, not when the Seymours were watching. Sir John's thin smile had not been a greeting. It had been a warning, or perhaps an invitation. He wanted her to see what they were doing. He wanted her to know that the game was already in motion, and that by the time she understood the rules, it would be too late.

She would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her afraid.

The King had moved on from Jane Seymour and was now speaking with one of his gentlemen about a matter of horseflesh, his voice booming with the easy enthusiasm of a man who had already forgotten the brief exchange that had so unsettled his wife. Jane had returned to her seat by the window, her prayer book open once more, her posture unchanged. But Elizabeth noticed that Sir John had not moved from his position near the door, and that Edward Seymour had appeared at his father's side as if summoned by some invisible signal. The two men stood together, their heads inclined toward each other, their voices too low to carry. They did not look at Jane. They did not need to. The performance was over, and now they were merely waiting to see how the audience had received it.

Elizabeth made herself pick up the needle again. She rethreaded it with a strand of moss-green silk and began the slow work of repairing the broken stitch. Her hands were steady, steadier than she felt, and she concentrated on the rhythm of the needle passing through the linen as if it were the only thing in the world that mattered.

But her mind was racing, cataloguing, planning. She needed to know more. She needed to understand the full scope of the Seymour strategy, the connections between Jane's piety and her brother's cold calculation and her father's knowing smile. She needed to find out who else might be involved, what other pieces were already in motion on a board she had only just begun to see. And she needed to do it without anyone realizing that a twelve-year-old princess was paying attention at all.

The sampler, she thought, was a useful disguise. Everyone expected a girl to be absorbed in her needlework. No one looked twice at a child with a lap full of colored thread. She would be the weaver's daughter, patient and industrious, while she unpicked the threads of a conspiracy that might, if left unchecked, unravel everything her mother had fought to build.

She pulled the needle through and tied off the stitch. The repair was invisible, the broken thread replaced so neatly that no one would ever know it had snapped. Elizabeth looked at her work for a long moment, and then she looked up at Jane Seymour, who had not moved from her place by the window, whose lips still shaped silent words of devotion, whose stillness was the most deliberate thing Elizabeth had ever seen.

She would watch. She would listen. And she would find the pattern before the Seymours could finish weaving it.
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The evening lessons had ended earlier than usual. Master Grindal had been summoned to the King's presence chamber to discuss some matter of theological translation, and Elizabeth had been dismissed with a nod and a reminder to complete her Latin exercises before morning. She had not gone directly to her chambers. The gallery on the eastern side of the palace was seldom used at this hour, its windows facing away from the river and catching only the last grey light that filtered through the leaded glass, and she had learned in recent days that the less-frequented corridors of Greenwich offered something the Great Hall never could.

Quiet. Not the staged quiet of a chapel or the held-breath quiet of a room awaiting the King's entrance, but the genuine, unguarded quiet of a place where no one expected to be overheard.

She walked slowly, her shoes making no sound on the worn stone. Four days had passed since she had watched Jane Seymour at her prayers, and in those four days Elizabeth had found herself returning again and again to the same uncomfortable thought: that she was watching the wrong people. The Seymours were visible. Their campaign was methodical, almost transparent in its design. Jane's piety displayed like a merchant's wares. Sir John's careful positioning of his daughter at every occasion where the King might notice her. Edward Seymour's cold, assessing gaze that followed the Queen the way a steward might follow a leaking roof, calculating the cost of repair against the cost of replacement.

But a family so openly maneuvering could not be the only threat. The court was not a game of chess with two players. It was a market square at dusk, full of hands reaching for purses the owners had not yet felt loosen.

She thought of Edward, her brother, who at eight years old still believed that the worst thing that could happen in the world was a Latin declension he could not remember. He had asked her that morning, over bread and honey, whether the twins would be boys or girls or one of each, and whether they would all still share the same nursery. Elizabeth had told him that of course they would, that nothing would change, and she had made her voice light and careless because the alternative was to let him see the thing she was beginning to understand: that everything could change, and quickly, and without warning.

The gallery curved ahead of her, and she heard the voices before she saw the door.

It stood a hand's width ajar, and the light that spilled through the gap was the colour of old candle wax, dim and unsteady. Elizabeth stopped. She did not press herself against the wall or hold her breath. She simply stood, her hands loose at her sides, and let the sound reach her.

"...cannot continue to ignore what is plain to every honest Christian in this realm."

The voice was Princess Mary's. Elizabeth had not heard it in more than a year, not since her half-sister had last been permitted at court, but she recognized it immediately. It was a voice that carried conviction the way other voices carried melody, each word weighted with a certainty that seemed to cost the speaker nothing. Mary had their father's stubbornness, people said, though never within the King's hearing. Elizabeth had always thought it was something else: not stubbornness but a kind of spiritual immobility, a refusal to bend that looked like strength but might simply be an inability to see the wind coming.

"Her Majesty at Kimbolton," another voice said, and Elizabeth placed it after a moment: Lady Margaret Douglas, the King's niece by his elder sister, a woman whose loyalty to Katherine of Aragon was an open secret that no one had yet found advantageous to punish. "She grows weaker. Every letter I receive speaks of her declining health. And yet the King will not permit her daughter to attend her."

"The King permits nothing that the concubine does not first approve."

The word landed in the quiet of the gallery like a stone dropped onto the floor between them. Concubine. Not Queen. Not even the Boleyn woman, the careful, deniable phrasing that most of Katherine's supporters used in public. Concubine, spoken in a room where the door was not quite closed, where anyone might pass.

Elizabeth felt her jaw tighten. She did not move.

"Mary," Lady Cecily Harrow's voice came then, softer and more hesitant than the others. Elizabeth had not expected to hear Cecily in that room. Cecily, who had been kind to her, who had helped her search for the moss-green thread on that first afternoon, who had seemed so guileless that Elizabeth had nearly dismissed her as irrelevant. "I do not dispute the rightness of your cause. But to speak so openly, even here..."

"Even here?" Mary's voice sharpened. "Even in my own father's palace, I must whisper prayers for my mother as though I were plotting treason? She is the Queen. She has always been the Queen. No act of Parliament can undo a marriage that God Himself witnessed."

"The succession," Lady Margaret said, and Elizabeth heard the rustle of fabric, the scrape of a chair leg against stone. "The boy is one thing. A son, however gotten, is still a son. But the girl... to call her Princess, to place her before Mary in the line of succession, when her mother's marriage is a fiction and her birth a scandal..."

Elizabeth did not flinch. She had heard worse. She had heard it in the way certain courtiers looked at her, in the pause before they said her title, in the careful neutrality of ambassadors who did not wish to commit to recognizing her until they saw which way the wind blew. She was twelve years old, and she had been a princess for most of those years, and she had learned that a title was a thing other people decided to give you
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