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The physicians had come and gone, leaving behind the smell of burnt rosemary and the particular quiet that follows a verdict no one will speak aloud.

Cecily Harrow sat on a low stool beside the great canopied bed, her hands folded in her lap, her spine held in the posture hours of stillness demanded. The King’s bedchamber at Whitehall was stifling despite the late hour, the windows shut tight against the autumn damp, the fire banked high enough to make the air swim. Tapestries heavy with gold thread muffled every sound, so that even the rustle of a sleeve seemed an intrusion. She had been sitting here since the bells rang Sext, and now the candles had burned past their ninth hour, wax pooling in white skirts around each iron holder.

On the bed, Edward Tudor drew breath in shallow, audible pulls, the sound wet and wrong. His skin had taken on the color of old parchment these past weeks, stretched thin over the bones of a face that had once been called beautiful, then merely handsome, and now simply young. He was nineteen. The king who had written theological treatises in Greek and reformed the English Church before his voice had finished breaking. The husband who had kissed her forehead on their wedding night and apologized for the chill in the sheets.

She watched the pulse beat in his throat, a thread of movement beneath translucent skin, and felt nothing she could name. Gratitude, perhaps, for his courtesy. A dull ache at the waste of it. But love, the kind the court poets sang of, the kind that made women throw themselves on funeral pyres, that had never been part of the arrangement. The marriage had been a transaction, brokered by regents and ambassadors, sealed with a ring and a public blessing. Edward had needed a queen to stabilize the succession, and Cecily Harrow, daughter of a minor but well-connected house, had been young enough, Protestant enough, and sufficiently without ambition to suit the council’s purposes. She had understood this from the first. She had made her peace with it.

What she had not made peace with was the warmth.

It had begun three evenings past, a sensation so faint she had dismissed it as the effect of too little sleep and too much spiced wine. A slow heat that started at the base of her spine and uncoiled upward, as if something long dormant had shifted in its sleep. Tonight it was stronger, a definite current moving beneath her skin, and she could no longer pretend it was indigestion or nerves. It pressed against the inside of her ribs. It pooled in her palms. When she breathed too deeply, it pulsed.

Cecily pressed her hands flat against her thighs and focused on the King’s breathing. In. Out. The rattle of phlegm in his chest. The faint whistle at the end of each exhale. These were solid things, observable things, the province of physicians and herbalists and priests. Not the other thing, the thing she had no words for, the thing that felt like a second heartbeat beating just out of time with her own.

“Your Grace.”

The voice came from the doorway. Cecily turned, too quickly, and the warmth flared, a coil of heat behind her navel. She forced her face still.

Sir Gideon Wexford stood at the threshold, a tall man in his middle years, his doublet the color of slate, his beard trimmed to a precise point. He held a sheaf of documents in one hand, and his expression was the careful blankness of a man who had spent decades in royal service and had learned never to be the first to react. He had been Edward’s secretary before Cecily’s marriage, and he had remained in the household afterward, a fixture as permanent as the paneling, as the stone, as the draft that blew perpetually through the great hall.

“The council requires your signature on the wool subsidy,” he said. “It can wait until morning.”

“Leave it on the table.”

Wexford crossed the room with the silent step of a man who had learned to walk on stone floors without making a sound. He set the documents beside the silver basin, his gaze passing over the King with the briefest flicker of assessment, and then he straightened and met Cecily’s eyes.

“You have been here since noon, Your Grace. The physicians have retired. There is nothing more to be done tonight.”

“I am aware.”

“The Lady Elizabeth sent a messenger. She inquires after her brother’s health.”

Cecily filed the information away. Elizabeth Tudor, the Protestant princess, the one the reformers pinned their hopes on. A messenger, not a personal visit. That was interesting. “What did you tell her?”

“That the King rests comfortably.”

Which was a lie, and everyone in the room knew it was a lie, and the lie itself was a kind of truth about how the court was operating now. Edward was dying. The realm was a ship with a rotting hull, and every passenger was quietly calculating how close they stood to the lifeboats.

Wexford bowed and withdrew. The door closed behind him with a soft click, and Cecily was alone again with the fire and the breathing and the thing moving under her skin.

She stood. Her legs had gone stiff from the long sitting, and she steadied herself on the bedpost, the carved oak cool and solid under her hand. Edward did not stir. His lips were cracked, his eyelids blue-veined and fragile as moth wings. She looked at him for a long moment, at the rise and fall of his chest beneath the coverlet, and then she bent and pressed her lips to his forehead. The skin was dry and hot, the fever still burning through him despite the physicians’ bleedings and purges.

“God keep you,” she whispered, because it was what a wife should say.

The warmth in her veins surged, sudden and sharp, and she pulled back as if burned.

She left the bedchamber at a pace that was not quite a walk and not quite a flight, her skirts hissing over the stone flags. The corridor outside was empty, the torches burning low in their sconces, and the shadows they cast were long and wrong, the kind of shadows that seemed to move just at the edge of vision. Cecily did not look at them. She knew this palace, knew every turn and stair and hidden passage, and she moved through it now without thought, her body navigating while her mind spun in tight, panicked circles.

The royal apartments lay in the east wing, a suite of rooms that had been hers since the wedding. She pushed through the outer chamber, past the startled maid who rose from a stool by the dying fire, and into the privy chamber beyond. The door she shut with her own hands. The bolt she threw with her own hands.

Then she stood in the center of the room, breathing hard, and let herself feel it.

The warmth was everywhere now. It ran along her limbs like water finding its level. It coiled at the base of her skull. It sang in her teeth. She pressed a hand to her stomach, half expecting to feel movement beneath the skin, some physical evidence of whatever had taken up residence inside her, but there was only the steady heat, the sense of pressure building toward something she could not name.

She crossed to the dressing table, where a polished silver mirror stood on a carved stand. The glass was imperfect, the reflection slightly warped, but it was clear enough. She leaned close and studied her own face.

Her skin was flushed, her pupils wide. She looked, she thought, like a woman in the grip of a fever, and for a moment she was almost relieved. A fever could be explained. A fever could be treated with leeches and cold compresses and prayer. A fever was a thing that happened to bodies, and bodies could be healed or buried, and either way the matter was settled.

Then her eyes flickered.

It was not a trick of the candlelight. She saw it clearly, the way the green moved across her irises like oil spreading on water, a shimmer that had no source in the room. Her eyes were grey. They had always been grey, a pale northern grey like the sky over the moors in winter. But for that one moment, that single held breath, they were green. Not the green of grass or leaves or any growing thing. The green of something old. The green of deep water. The green of a serpent’s scale catching the light.

Cecily lurched back from the mirror. The stool toppled, clattering against the floorboards, and she heard the maid call out from the outer chamber, a questioning sound she did not answer. She pressed her knuckles to her mouth and stood there, trembling, while the warmth in her veins pulsed once, twice, and then subsided into a low, waiting heat.

Serpentine magic. She did not know where the words came from, only that they surfaced in her mind like a memory she had not known she possessed. Ancient and cold and coiled at the root of her. She had heard tales as a child, the kind of stories old women told by the kitchen fire, stories of the first women who had come to the island before the Romans, before the Saxons, before any king or Christ. Women who had carried something in their blood, a power that moved like a snake through the generations, sleeping and waking and sleeping again. She had thought them fairy tales. She had been wrong.

She righted the stool. She smoothed her skirts. She called out to the maid that all was well, a dropped mirror, nothing more, and her voice was steady enough that the girl did not question it. Then she stood at the window, looking out over the darkened gardens, and tried to think.

The King was dying. The succession was unresolved. The twin princes, Edmund and Henry, were Catholic and ambitious and waiting in the wings. Mary Tudor, the old king’s daughter by Katherine of Aragon, was Catholic and patient and gathering support in the eastern counties. Elizabeth Tudor, Anne Boleyn’s daughter, was Protestant and clever and sending messengers instead of coming herself. And somewhere beyond the Channel, Philip of Spain was watching, waiting, calculating how best to bring England back under Rome’s authority.

And she, Cecily Harrow, the childless queen, the political convenience, was standing in her privy chamber with a serpent uncoiling in her blood and no idea what it meant or what it wanted or how to stop it.

She needed air. She needed darkness. She needed to be somewhere that was not this room, with its tapestries and its candles and its suffocating weight of royal expectation.

The gardens were empty at this hour, the gravel paths silvered by a moon just past full. Cecily wrapped a cloak around her shoulders and slipped out through a side door, past the dozing guard who did not quite manage to straighten before she waved him back to his post. The cold air hit her face like a slap, clean and sharp and blessedly ordinary. She walked without direction, letting her feet choose the path, the gravel crunching under her slippers, the hedges rising dark on either side.

She had almost reached the far end of the garden, where the yew trees grew thick and the palace wall gave way to the outer precincts, when she heard the voices.

Cecily stopped. The sound came from beyond the hedge, near the wall that bordered the Spanish embassy’s grounds. Two men, speaking low and fast, the words too quiet to distinguish but the tone unmistakable. Conspiratorial. Urgent. The kind of conversation that stopped when footsteps approached.

She moved closer, placing her feet with the care of a woman who had learned to walk silently in a court where walls had ears. Through a gap in the hedge she saw them. Sir Gideon Wexford, still in his slate-grey doublet, his back to her, his shoulders set in a line of tension she had never seen on him before. And facing him, a second figure, shorter, cloaked, the hood pulled forward so that the face was entirely hidden. The cloak was dark, unadorned, the kind of garment a servant might wear, or someone who did not wish to be recognized.

Wexford was speaking, his head bent close to the hooded figure’s ear. The figure nodded once, a sharp, economical movement, and then drew something from within the cloak. A letter, folded small. Wexford took it and tucked it into his doublet, and then the two of them separated, the cloaked figure melting into the shadows along the embassy wall, Wexford turning back toward the palace with the brisk stride of a man who had every right to be where he was.

Cecily did not move. She stood behind the hedge, her cloak pulled tight, and watched Wexford disappear through a servants’ entrance near the kitchens. The Spanish embassy. A cloaked figure. A letter passed in the dark. The pieces arranged themselves in her mind with the clarity of a chessboard, and she did not like the pattern they made.

The warmth stirred again, a slow coil at the base of her spine, and this time she did not push it away. She let it rise, let it fill her, let the strange green shimmer pass across her vision like a veil. It did not frighten her now. Or rather, it did, but the fear was different. Sharper. More useful.

She was the Queen of England. Her husband was dying. The court was a nest of vipers, and she had just discovered that she was one of them.

Cecily turned from the hedge and walked back toward the palace, her slippers soundless on the gravel, her shadow long and thin in the moonlight. Behind her, the garden lay still. Ahead, the palace waited, its windows dark, its chambers full of sleeping ambition. Somewhere inside, a king was breathing his last hours. Somewhere inside, a serpent was waking.

She climbed the steps to the side door and did not look back.
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The morning light in the eastern corridor had a particular quality Cecily had never noticed before, thin and watery, the color of old pewter. She had slept poorly. The hours after returning from the garden had passed in a strange half-waking state, her body restless against the sheets, the warmth behind her breastbone ebbing and returning like a tide she could not predict. Twice she had risen to press her palm against the cold glass of the window, watching her breath fog the pane, waiting for the green to surface in her reflection. It had not come again. Not yet.

She walked now without destination, or nearly without one. The palace at this hour belonged to servants and clerks, men who carried ledgers and women who carried linens, and they stepped aside as she passed with the automatic deference reserved for royalty. Cecily acknowledged none of them. Her attention was elsewhere, split between the memory of the garden, the moonlight on Sir Gideon's cloak, the letter passing from hand to hand, and the newer, stranger thing that had unspooled inside her like something long asleep turning over in its bed.

The corridor narrowed as she approached the council wing. Here the tapestries grew denser, hunting scenes and biblical judgments rendered in thread, and the air carried the faint mineral smell of old stone. She had meant to continue past the council chambers toward the chapel, where she might sit alone and order her thoughts, but a voice stopped her.

"The physicians say a fortnight at most."

Cecily's feet stilled. The door to the council chamber stood a hand's width ajar, and through the gap came the particular acoustics of a room built for argument, the stone walls catching and throwing back every syllable. She recognized the voice at once: John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland, a man whose ambition had never troubled itself with subtlety.

"A fortnight," another voice repeated, younger and thinner. "And then we face Mary Tudor at the gates, or Elizabeth, or both, and God help us if they arrive together."

"God will help the side with the larger army," Dudley said, "and Mary has Spain behind her. Philip's ships could be in the Channel before we've finished mourning Edward."

Cecily did not move. The corridor behind her was empty, the servants having vanished into their own duties, and no one had seen her stop. She should walk on. She knew she should walk on. But the serpent warmth stirred against her ribs, a slow, almost inquisitive pressure, and she found herself leaning closer to the gap instead.

"The Spanish ambassador has been sending letters twice a week," the younger voice said. A clerk, she decided, or perhaps one of Dudley's sons. "He knows the King is failing. He knows before our own council does, I'd wager."

"He knows what everyone knows. The question is what he intends to do with the knowledge." A rustle of papers, the scrape of a chair. "Mary Tudor is Philip's wife and a Catholic queen. If she claims the throne, England becomes a Spanish province within a decade. The monasteries restored, the Protestant bishops burned, and every reform Edward has made undone."

"And Elizabeth?"

"Elizabeth is Denmark's creature now. Magnus keeps her safe in Copenhagen, but safe is not the same as neutral. The Danes have their own interests in the North Sea trade routes, and Elizabeth's claim gives them a foothold in English affairs. She is Protestant, at least, which makes her the safer choice, but she is also clever, and a clever queen with foreign backing is not what I want sitting on England's throne."

Cecily pressed her palm flat against the stone wall. The cold of it grounded her, kept the warmth from spreading further. Denmark. Spain. The names rolled through her mind like dice across a gaming table, and she understood, with a clarity that felt almost physical, that the succession was not a matter of English law alone. It was a chessboard with pieces placed in Madrid and Copenhagen, in the counting-houses of Antwerp and the papal courts of Rome.

"The twin princes," the clerk said, and his voice dropped lower still, so that Cecily had to strain to catch the words. "Edmund and Henry. They are Edward's heirs by blood, and they are Protestant."

"They are children," Dudley said flatly. "Edmund is what, thirteen? Fourteen? A boy king is a disaster waiting to happen. The regency would tear itself apart before the coronation feast was cold. Every faction in this court would be fighting for control of the council, and while they fought, Mary or Elizabeth would sail in and take what they wanted."

"Then you don't support the princes."

"I support a Protestant England. The method matters less than the result."

Cecily's fingers curled against the stone. The method matters less than the result. She had heard that philosophy before, from men who burned villages to save souls and men who broke treaties to secure borders. It was the logic of empire, and it had no room for children.

"The King's wife," the clerk said, and Cecily's breath stopped. "The Queen. She has no claim herself, but she has influence. If she were to back one candidate publicly..."

"Lady Cecily Harrow is a sixteen-year-old girl from a minor noble house who married a dying king. She has no power base, no foreign alliances, and no experience. She will do what she is told, or she will be set aside like every other queen consort who outlived her usefulness."

The words landed without ceremony. Cecily received them the way a body receives a blow, the shock arriving before the pain. Sixteen-year-old girl. No power base. No experience. She wanted to laugh, or perhaps to weep, because Dudley was not wrong, not in any particular that mattered. She had been chosen for Edward precisely because she brought no entangling alliances, no dangerous ambitions. She was meant to be a wife, not a player.

But the warmth beneath her ribs pulsed once, twice, and she thought of the green light in her own eyes, the ancient thing stirring in her blood, and she knew that Dudley was wrong about one thing, at least. She was not merely a girl from a minor house. She was something else, something that had not yet declared itself.

"What of the Spanish match?" the clerk asked. "If we offered terms to Philip..."

"Philip does not want terms. Philip wants England, and he will have it if Mary takes the crown. The only question is whether he takes it by marriage or by invasion." The scrape of the chair again, and the heavy sound of Dudley rising to his feet. "We have two weeks, perhaps less. In that time we must secure the council's support, neutralize the Catholic faction, and present a Protestant successor who cannot be challenged. If we fail, England burns. It is that simple."

Footsteps approached the door. Cecily pulled back from the gap and walked, not running but moving with the swift, silent efficiency of someone who had learned to navigate a palace full of listening ears. She turned the corner into the south corridor and kept walking until the council chamber was behind her and the sound of Dudley's voice was only a memory.

Her chambers were empty when she reached them. The fire had burned low, the logs collapsing into ash, and the room held the particular chill of a space that had not been inhabited for hours. Cecily crossed to the window and stood looking out at the gardens below, the same gardens where she had stood in moonlight and watched a letter change hands.

Two weeks. Edward had two weeks, if Dudley's physicians were right, and she had two weeks to decide what she was. A sixteen-year-old girl from a minor house, or something else entirely.

The warmth stirred again, a slow spiraling pressure that seemed to coil around her spine and settle at the base of her skull. She did not fight it this time. She let it come, let it fill the spaces between her bones, and when she raised her hand to the window glass she saw, for just a moment, the faintest glimmer of green in the veins of her wrist, as if her blood had become something other than blood.

She lowered her hand. The green faded. Outside, the morning light was still thin and pewter-colored, and somewhere in the palace, a king was dying, and somewhere beyond the palace walls, ships were being readied in Spanish harbors and Danish ports, and somewhere deeper still, in a place she could not name, a serpent was opening its eyes.

Cecily turned from the window and walked to the small writing desk near the hearth. She sat, drew a sheet of paper toward her, and dipped the quill. The ink was black and sharp-smelling, and for a long moment she simply held the pen above the page, not writing, not planning, only waiting for the words to arrive.

When they came, they were not the words she had expected.

She wrote a single line, folded the paper twice, and sealed it with wax. Then she rose, crossed to the door, and placed the letter in the hands of the page who waited in the corridor outside, a boy whose name she had never bothered to learn.

"Deliver this," she said. "And speak of it to no one."

The boy nodded and vanished down the corridor, his footsteps fading into the ambient noise of the waking palace. Cecily stood in the doorway and watched him go, and the warmth beneath her ribs settled into something almost like calm, something almost like certainty, and she understood that she had just done the first thing she had ever done as a queen rather than a wife.

She did not yet know if it was the right thing. She only knew it was hers.
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The page who had delivered her letter two mornings ago had returned with a reply before the afternoon bells, a folded square of vellum sealed with plain wax and bearing only the words At your convenience, Your Grace in a hand so precise it might have been engraved. Cecily had read it three times, then tucked it into the pocket sewn inside her sleeve, where it had stayed through two days of formal meals she did not taste and council updates she did not hear and the endless, circling rituals of a court waiting for its king to die.

Now, on the fourth afternoon of Edward's decline, she stood in the small study at the end of the east wing royal apartments, a room she had chosen because no one used it. The fireplace drew poorly and the window looked onto a narrow light-well rather than the gardens, and these deficiencies had rendered it invisible to the palace's endless traffic of secretaries and supplicants. A single tapestry hung on the inner wall, its colors muted by decades of smoke, and it was this she had come to study before the mapmaker arrived.

She had found the tapestry three weeks earlier, rolled and forgotten at the bottom of a chest that had belonged to Edward's grandmother, the Yorkist queen who had died before Cecily was born. The steward who inventoried the late queen's effects had listed it as one wall-hanging, pattern indistinct, which was the sort of description men gave to things they could not be bothered to understand. Cecily had unrolled it on the floor of her privy chamber and sat looking at it for nearly an hour, tracing the lines with her eyes until they blurred.

It was not indistinct. It was deliberate. The design wound across the fabric in spiraling bands of deep green and silver thread, not depicting anything she could name but suggesting forms that almost resolved into serpents, almost into rivers, almost into branches of some tree she had never seen. The longer she looked, the more the patterns seemed to shift at the edge of her vision, stilling whenever she turned her gaze directly upon them. She had hung it in this forgotten study because she could not stop looking at it, and because she did not want anyone to ask why.

A knock at the door, two quick raps and then silence.

She turned from the tapestry. "Come."

Rowan Thatch entered like a man who had spent his life fitting himself into spaces not designed for him. He was tall and narrow-shouldered, somewhere in his middle thirties, with the kind of face that revealed nothing until you looked at it directly and then revealed a great deal. His hands were ink-stained at the knuckles, and he carried no papers, no portfolio, none of the professional paraphernalia she had expected from the man who drew the realm's boundaries.

"Your Grace," he said. The bow he offered was correct but economical, the minimum required motion. "I received your summons."

"You took your time answering it."

"Two days seemed a reasonable interval. Any sooner and the court might have noticed a mapmaker hurrying to a private audience with the queen." He paused. "Any later and you might have found someone else."

Cecily studied him. The letter she had sent had said nothing about magic, nothing about the warmth that pooled behind her ribs at odd hours or the way her reflection had begun to startle her in polished silver. She had written only that she required his expertise in a matter of patterns, and he had come, and he had waited two days to do it, which meant he understood something about discretion that most of the palace did not.

"I want you to look at something," she said.

She stepped aside, and Rowan Thatch approached the tapestry.

The change in him was immediate and complete. His posture, which had been careful and contained, loosened into something nearer to hunger. He did not touch the fabric at first. He stood a hand's breadth from it and let his eyes travel the spiraling lines, his head tilting slightly as though he were listening to music only he could hear.

"Where did you find this?"

"Among the late queen's things. The steward thought it worthless."

"The steward was wrong." He lifted one hand and let his fingertips hover above the silver thread, not quite making contact. "May I?"

She nodded.

He traced the line of a spiral from its outer edge inward, following it to the place where it curled into itself and reversed direction. His touch was light, the touch of a man accustomed to handling things that might tear. When he reached the center of the pattern, he exhaled slowly.

"There are currents in this room," he said. "I don't mean drafts. I mean something older. Something that was here before the palace was built and will be here after it falls." He withdrew his hand and turned to face her. "The tapestry didn't create them. It's simply marking them. The way a map marks a river that was already flowing."

Cecily kept her voice level. "What kind of currents?"

"I don't have a name for them. I've only ever sensed them in certain places, and around certain people." His gaze rested on her face a beat longer than was strictly courteous. "They're stronger around you than anyone I've ever met."

She should have denied it. Every instinct the court had trained into her said to deflect, to demur, to wrap herself in the armor of the unremarkable. But she had summoned him here precisely because the court's instincts had stopped serving her, and the warmth beneath her ribs was stirring again, a slow unfurling like something waking from a long sleep.

"Describe them," she said.

Rowan Thatch looked at the tapestry again, and when he spoke his voice had dropped into a register she had not heard from him before, less guarded, more precise. "They move in spirals. Not straight lines. They gather around thresholds and departures, around choices that haven't been made yet but are gathering weight. The court is full of them, dozens of smaller currents spinning off the larger ones, and the larger ones all seem to converge on the succession. On the king's bedchamber." He paused. "On you."

"You speak as though you can see them."

"I can't see them. I perceive them. The way you might perceive a change in air pressure before a storm. It's not a skill I asked for. It's simply there, and has been since I was a child." He met her eyes. "May I ask you a question, Your Grace?"

"Ask."

"Have you noticed anything unusual in yourself? Anything that corresponds to what you see in the tapestry?"

The question hung in the cold air of the study. Cecily thought of the green glimmer she had caught in the mirror, the warmth that pooled and coiled and sometimes, in the small hours of the night, felt almost like a voice speaking a language she could not quite hear. She thought of the way her reflection had seemed, for one half-second two nights ago, to have eyes that were not her own.

"There is a warmth," she said slowly. "It comes and goes. And sometimes my eyes change color. A green that isn't mine."

Rowan Thatch did not flinch. He did not step back or make the sign of the cross or do any of the things a sensible man might do when told that his queen was manifesting something unnatural. Instead he looked at her with the same focused attention he had given the tapestry, as though she were a pattern he was learning to read.

"How long?"

"Since the king took ill. It grew stronger after the physicians gave their verdict."

"And before that? Nothing?"

"Nothing I noticed." She hesitated. "But I've been thinking back. There were moments, when I was a child. A fever that broke too quickly. A cut that healed without a scar. Things I explained away."

He nodded, and something in his expression shifted from professional interest to something quieter, something that might have been recognition. "The patterns I perceive around you are ancient. Older than the Tudor line, older than the palace stones. They don't feel like an intrusion. They feel like something that was always there, waiting to be woken."

"Woken by what?"

"I don't know. Proximity to the throne, perhaps. The imminence of death. Some combination of events that has never aligned before." He turned back to the tapestry and traced another spiral, this one silver where the first had been green. "But the tapestry knew. Whoever made this understood what was coming. The patterns are a record, and also a warning."

"A warning of what?"

"That power like this doesn't stay contained forever. That it will demand to be used, or it will use itself." He faced her again. "You came to me because you wanted to understand what was happening to you. I can help you understand. But I can't tell you whether the power is a gift or a curse. That depends on what you do with it."

Cecily walked to the window and looked down into the light-well, where a thin rain had begun to fall, streaking the stone walls with darker grey. Somewhere above her, in the king's bedchamber, Edward was dying by inches while the court maneuvered around his corpse like merchants at a fair. Mary Tudor was riding toward London with a retinue of priests. Elizabeth was in Copenhagen, too far to intervene. The twin princes, Edmund and Henry, were being groomed by Dudley and his faction, turned into Catholic figureheads before they were old enough to understand what was being done to them. And she, Cecily Harrow, sixteen years old and queen of a realm that might not survive its king, was standing in a forgotten study discussing magic with a mapmaker who saw patterns no one else could see.

"You said you could help me understand," she said without turning. "What does that mean, in practical terms?"

"It means I've spent twenty years collecting every text I could find on the old currents. Chronicles, bestiaries, herbals, anything that might contain a fragment of knowledge about the forces that move beneath the surface of the world. Most of it is nonsense. Some of it is not." He paused. "I would need to show you. The texts are in my workshop, and they're not the sort of thing you can carry through the palace corridors."

"Then I'll come to your workshop."

"Your Grace, the court watches your movements. A queen visiting a mapmaker's quarters would raise questions."

"The court is watching the king's bedchamber. They're watching Dudley and the council and the Spanish ambassador. They're not watching me." She turned from the window. "That's the one advantage of being sixteen and inconsequential. No one believes you're capable of anything worth watching."

Rowan Thatch looked at her for a long moment. The rain had thickened, and the light in the study had dimmed to the color of tarnished pewter, and the tapestry's silver threads seemed to gleam with their own illumination, catching something that was not quite light.

"There is a name for what I perceive around you," he said. "The old texts call it serpentine magic. It's associated with wisdom and danger in equal measure, and with bloodlines that go back further than any throne in Europe. If that's truly what's waking in you, then you're carrying something that hasn't been seen in England for centuries."

The word landed in Cecily's chest and settled there, not as a weight but as a key turning in a lock she had not known existed. Serpentine. It fit the shapes in the tapestry, the spiraling currents, the slow coiling warmth that moved through her veins like something testing its own strength. It fit the green that flickered in her eyes and the sense, growing stronger every day, that she was no longer entirely the girl who had married a dying king.

"You'll help me," she said. It was not a question.

"I will." He hesitated. "But you should understand what you're asking. The knowledge I have is fragmentary. Some of it may be wrong. Some of it may be dangerous. And once you begin this work, there's no guarantee you'll be able to stop. The magic doesn't like to be ignored once it's been acknowledged."

"I've been ignoring it for weeks. It hasn't helped."

"No," he said. "It wouldn't."

A log settled in the fireplace, sending up a brief flare of orange light. Cecily watched the sparks rise and die and thought about the fortnight the physicians had given Edward, eight days of which had already passed. She thought about the letter Sir Gideon Wexford had passed to the cloaked figure near the Spanish embassy, and the conversation she had overheard in the corridor, Dudley's voice dismissing her as a girl of no consequence. She thought about the tapestry and its spiraling patterns and the way they seemed to be drawing her toward something she could not yet see but could already feel, the way a sailor feels the pull of a current before the shore becomes visible.

"Tomorrow," she said. "I'll come to your workshop tomorrow afternoon, when the court is at its busiest. Tell me where to find it."

Rowan Thatch reached into his doublet and withdrew a folded paper, smaller than the one he had sent in reply to her summons. He held it out to her. "The route is marked. Come alone, and come by the back stair. The fewer people who see you, the better."

She took the paper and tucked it into the same sleeve pocket that had held his letter. "You prepared this before you came."

"I thought it likely you would want to continue the conversation."

"You think several steps ahead, Master Thatch."

"It's a professional requirement. Maps are useless if they only show where you've already been." He offered her another bow, this one slightly deeper than the first. "Until tomorrow, Your Grace."

He left the study as quietly as he had entered, and the door clicked shut behind him with a sound that seemed louder than it was. Cecily stood alone in the grey light and listened to his footsteps recede down the corridor, and when she could no longer hear them she turned back to the tapestry.

The spirals seemed different now. Clearer, somehow, as though Rowan's tracing finger had woken them from their long dormancy. She lifted her own hand and pressed her palm flat against the fabric, over the place where the silver and green threads crossed and recrossed in a pattern that was almost, but not quite, the shape of a serpent eating its own tail.

The warmth surged beneath her ribs, and for one bright moment the threads beneath her hand glowed with a light that came from nowhere and everywhere, a light the color of spring leaves and deep water and the hour just before dawn. She did not pull away. She let it rise through her palm and up her arm and into the place behind her eyes, and she felt, for the first time since Edward had fallen ill, something that was not fear and not grief and not the cold arithmetic of survival.

She felt recognition.

The glow faded. The tapestry returned to its muted colors. But something had shifted in the room, some balance tipped and not yet righted, and when Cecily withdrew her hand she saw that the palm was unmarked, unchanged, as ordinary as it had ever been.

She flexed her fingers once, twice, testing the joints. Then she smoothed her sleeves, composed her face into the mask the court expected, and walked out of the study to rejoin the world that did not yet know what she was becoming.
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