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​A Gilded Cage
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Philippa Grey woke before the bell, which was not the habit of most girls her age but had become hers somewhere in the long year of her father’s letters growing shorter and the household accounts growing thinner. The room she shared with two other ladies-in-waiting lay in the kind of grey half-light that belonged to early spring mornings at Hampton Court, the window glass still cold enough to fog where her breath would soon touch it. She did not rise immediately. She lay still, listening to the palace settle around her, the distant creak of a floorboard somewhere above, the murmur of servants already moving through the lower passages, and she let herself think of nothing for the space of ten slow breaths. Then she sat up, swung her feet to the rush matting, and began the day.

The other two beds were still occupied. Cecily had pulled her coverlet over her head against the chill; Margaret slept on her back with her mouth slightly open, untroubled. Philippa dressed without assistance, lacing her kirtle with the practiced speed of someone who had learned to manage without a tiring woman. The gown she chose was dove-grey, good wool but not the finest, trimmed with modest silver thread that had been resewn twice. She had learned to dress for visibility without ostentation, to be noticed without appearing to demand notice. It was a calculation, like everything else.

She paused at the small looking-glass propped on the shared chest. The face that looked back was sharp-boned, the eyes a clear grey that her mother had once called too watchful for a girl so young. She smoothed a strand of dark hair back beneath her hood, pinched her cheeks for colour, and practiced the expression she would wear all day: attentive, pleasant, unreadable.

The corridors of Hampton Court were already alive when she stepped out. Servants hurried past with armloads of linen and trays of covered dishes; a yeoman of the guard nodded to her as she passed, his halberd gleaming with fresh oil. The palace smelled of beeswax and woodsmoke and the faint, sour undertone of too many bodies living too close together despite the grandeur. Philippa had been here six months, and still the scale of it unsettled her, the way a corridor could stretch on past a dozen doors and then turn into another just as long, the way the ceilings soared up into painted heavens that made her feel smaller than she liked.

She walked toward the queen’s apartments, her soft-soled shoes making little sound on the stone, and as she walked she counted. Not steps. Opportunities.

The Grey family had once held lands in Northumberland that yielded enough to keep a household of forty servants and send three sons to court with proper retinues. That was two generations past. Her grandfather had backed the wrong claimant in the old king’s reign, and the lands had shrunk, parcel by parcel, until her father presided over a manor house with a leaking roof and tenants who paid their rents in promises. Her brothers had no positions worth mentioning. Her mother’s jointure would barely keep her in firewood. And so Philippa, the youngest, the one with the watchful grey eyes and the gift for remembering faces and slights and who owed what to whom, had been sent to court with a single trunk and a letter of introduction that her father had called their last good coin.

She meant to spend it well.

The queen’s presence chamber was already filling when Philippa arrived. She took her place among the other ladies, near enough to the front to be seen but not so near as to invite comment. The room was hung with tapestries depicting the fall of Troy, Helen’s face serene amid the carnage, and the morning light fell through the tall windows in long slanted panels that caught the gold thread in the hangings and made the whole room seem to shimmer. Philippa had learned to read the arrangement of bodies in this room as carefully as a scholar read a text. Who stood near the queen’s chair. Who had been moved to the edges. Who whispered to whom, and who watched the whispering.

Queen Anne entered with the quiet rustle of silk and the particular stillness that fell over a room when she appeared. She was not beautiful in the soft, conventional way that the old queen had been described, but she had something sharper, more arresting: dark eyes that seemed to take in everything at once, a mouth that could curve into amusement or tighten into displeasure with equal speed. This morning she looked tired, Philippa thought, but beneath the tiredness there was something else, a settled quality that had not been there in the months before the prince’s birth. Relief, perhaps. Or the particular confidence of a woman who had done what her enemies said she could not.

“Good morning, ladies.” The queen’s voice was light, but her gaze moved across them with the precision of a steward checking inventory. “I trust you slept well.”

“Very well, Your Grace,” said Lady Margaret Douglas, who always spoke first and always said the same thing.

Philippa curtsied with the others and murmured something appropriate. The queen’s eyes passed over her without pausing, which was exactly what Philippa wanted for now. She had learned that being noticed too early was as dangerous as being noticed too late. The trick was to be present, reliable, unthreatening, until the moment came to be something else.

The morning passed in the usual rituals. Philippa held the basin while the queen washed her hands. She fetched a shawl when the queen remarked on a draft. She stood at the edge of a circle of ladies while the queen read aloud from a French book of hours, her accent flawless, her tone faintly ironic, as though she found the pious verses amusing but was too well-bred to say so. Philippa listened with half her attention and spent the other half cataloguing the room. Lady Rochford was watching the queen with an expression of fixed adoration that Philippa did not trust. Lady Margaret was fidgeting with her sleeves, bored. Two of the younger maids of honour were exchanging glances that suggested some private joke. And near the door, half-hidden by a tapestry, a clerk in Cromwell’s livery was speaking in low tones to one of the queen’s gentlemen ushers, their heads bent together, the clerk’s hand resting on a folded paper.

Philippa noted it and looked away before anyone could catch her noting it.

At midday the queen dismissed most of her ladies to dine. Philippa walked to the great hall with the others, but she ate little, her stomach too tight for the rich food. She found a place near the end of one of the long tables, where she could watch the room without appearing to do so. The hall was loud with the clatter of plates and the rise and fall of conversation, and the light through the high windows was the colour of weak tea. She saw Lord Norfolk at the high table, his face like a hawk’s, his attention fixed on his food as though it had offended him. She saw the Spanish ambassador’s secretary speaking to a man she did not recognize, their heads close. She saw three of the king’s gentlemen laughing too loudly at something, their eyes scanning the room as they laughed, performing ease.

And then the talk near her shifted, and she heard a name that made her set down her knife.

“Lady Eleanor Vance,” someone said, a woman’s voice, pitched low. “Did you hear?”

“I heard she was called before the council this morning.”

“Before the council? What for?”

The first voice dropped further, and Philippa had to strain to catch the words. “Letters. To someone she should not have been writing to. Someone whose name the king does not wish spoken in this court.”

A pause. Then the second voice, flatter now: “The Lady Mary’s household?”

“Hush.”

Philippa kept her eyes on her plate. Her appetite, thin to begin with, had vanished entirely. Lady Eleanor Vance was one of the queen’s older ladies, a widow with a modest estate in Kent and a reputation for piety. Philippa had spoken to her perhaps three times, exchanges of pleasantries about the weather and the difficulty of finding good thread for embroidery. She had seemed harmless. Unimportant. The kind of woman who faded into the background of court life, present but invisible.

And now she had been called before the council.

Philippa finished her meal without tasting it and returned to the queen’s apartments with the other ladies. The afternoon stretched on, and the air in the presence chamber felt different now, charged with something that had not been there in the morning. The queen was restless, her attention drifting from her sewing to the window to the door and back again. Her ladies were quieter than usual, their chatter subdued. Even Lady Margaret had stopped fidgeting.

It was past the third hour after noon when the summons came.

Philippa did not hear the words themselves. She saw only the effect: a gentleman usher appearing at the door, his face carefully blank, and the queen rising without a word and following him out. The ladies were left behind, and for a long moment no one spoke. Then the whispering began, a low rustle of speculation that filled the room like the sound of wind through dry leaves.

“It’s to be a public disgrace,” someone said behind Philippa. “In the great courtyard.”

She did not turn to see who had spoken. She was already moving toward the door, her heart beating a little too fast, her mind working through the implications. A public disgrace meant a spectacle. A spectacle meant the king wanted everyone to see. And what the king wanted everyone to see, Philippa understood, was something she needed to witness.

The great courtyard was already crowded when she found a place at the edge of it, tucked between a pillar and a cluster of pages who had climbed onto a mounting block for a better view. The afternoon light had turned thin and watery, the sky above the courtyard a pale, washed blue. The cobbles were damp from an earlier rain, and the air smelled of wet stone and horses.

King Henry stood on the raised platform near the fountain, and Philippa saw him clearly for the first time that day.

He was not as tall as she had imagined before she came to court, but his presence filled the space around him in a way that made height irrelevant. He stood with his legs planted wide, his broad chest straining the seams of his doublet, his beard trimmed close and his small eyes moving across the assembled crowd with the slow, proprietary gaze of a man who owned everything he looked at. The courtiers nearest him had arranged themselves at careful angles, close enough to be seen but not so close as to draw his attention. Even the men who had been laughing in the hall were still now, their faces composed into expressions of sober attention.

Philippa watched the king and felt something cold settle in her stomach. She had seen him before, of course, at feasts and masses and the endless round of court ceremonies. But she had never stood this close, and she had never seen him like this, his face set in the particular immobility of a man about to pronounce judgment. The weight of his attention, even directed elsewhere, made her want to step back behind the pillar. She made herself stay where she was.

Lady Eleanor Vance was brought out between two guards.

She walked without stumbling, which Philippa thought must have taken more courage than anything else she had ever witnessed. Her gown was the same one she had worn that morning, a dark blue wool with modest trim, but someone had removed her hood and her hair was coming loose from its pins, grey-streaked brown falling around a face that was very white and very still. She did not look at the crowd. She kept her eyes fixed on the ground in front of her, and her lips moved slightly, as though she were praying.

The clerk unrolled the parchment and read the charges in a voice that carried across the courtyard with practiced clarity. Correspondence with persons hostile to the king’s peace. Concealment of treasonable intent. Disloyalty to the queen’s grace and the prince’s rightful succession. The words were formal, bloodless, and Philippa heard them as though from a great distance. She watched Lady Eleanor’s face and saw nothing there but exhaustion.

When the clerk finished, the king spoke. His voice was not loud, but it carried, and the courtyard had gone so still that every syllable fell into the silence like a stone into water.

“You are stripped of your place in this household. You are banished from this court and from our presence. Your lands and goods are forfeit to the crown. You will depart before sunset, and you will not return.”

Lady Eleanor did not weep. She did not protest. She curtsied, a deep, formal curtsy that she held for three long breaths, and then she straightened and let the guards lead her away. The crowd parted for her, and Philippa saw the faces of the people she passed: some curious, some frightened, some satisfied in a way that made Philippa’s jaw tighten. Lady Eleanor did not look at any of them.

The king turned and walked back toward the palace, his gentlemen falling into step behind him, and the courtyard began to empty. Philippa stayed where she was, her back against the cold stone of the pillar, and watched the space where Lady Eleanor had stood until there was nothing left to see but damp cobbles and a few scattered feathers from someone’s hat.

She had known, in the abstract way that everyone at court knew, that favor could be withdrawn. She had heard the stories: the fall of Wolsey, the banishment of the old queen, the executions that had followed the king’s first marriage. But she had never seen it happen to someone she had spoken to, someone whose embroidery she had admired, someone whose voice she could still hear if she closed her eyes. Lady Eleanor Vance had been at court for years. She had served. She had been loyal, or seemed loyal, or at least had not been caught at anything else until now. And in the space of an afternoon, she had been unmade.

Philippa pushed herself away from the pillar and began walking back toward the queen’s apartments. Her legs felt strange, hollow, as though the bones had been replaced with something lighter. She thought of her father’s letter, the one that had arrived three weeks ago, the paper thin and the handwriting cramped to save space. The roof in the east wing has gone entirely. Your mother sends her love. We rely on your good judgment. She thought of the way the king’s gaze had swept across the courtyard without pausing, without seeing her, without registering her existence at all. She was invisible to him. That was a kind of safety, but it was also a kind of failure. If she remained invisible, she would never secure anything. If she became visible, she could be destroyed.

She reached the entrance to the queen’s wing and paused, her hand on the doorframe. The stone was cold and rough under her palm, and she stood there for a moment, breathing, letting the chill ground her. Then she straightened her shoulders, smoothed her expression into its careful, pleasant shape, and walked inside.

The queen had returned to her apartments. She was sitting by the window, her sewing in her lap, but she was not sewing. Her hands were still, and her face, when Philippa glimpsed it in the fading light, was unreadable. The other ladies were arranged around her in careful attitudes of calm, but the room felt different now, the air heavier, the silences longer. No one mentioned Lady Eleanor. No one would mention her again, Philippa understood, except in whispers, and only then to people they trusted absolutely.

Philippa took her place among them and waited for the evening.

The entertainment that night was to be a masque in the great hall, with musicians brought from London and new costumes that had been the subject of excited speculation for a week. Philippa had been looking forward to it. Now the thought of it made her tired, the prospect of standing in a crowded room full of people performing gaiety while the afternoon’s spectacle still sat cold in her chest. But she would go. She would smile. She would watch the dancers and listen to the music and note who stood near whom, who was being favored and who was being edged toward the margins. She would do what she had come to court to do.

She returned to her chamber to change her gown, and for a moment she was alone. The room was dim, the window showing only the last pale streak of daylight above the rooftops. She stood in the center of the rush matting and let her face do what it needed to do, the composure cracking just slightly, the fear showing through. She thought of Lady Eleanor walking out through the gatehouse, her hair loose, her hands empty. She thought of her father’s letter. She thought of the king’s face, the absolute certainty in it, the way he had pronounced the word forfeit as though it cost him nothing.

Then she crossed to the chest, lifted the lid, and took out her better gown, the one with the garnet trim that she had saved for an occasion that mattered. Tonight mattered. Every night mattered. There was no such thing as an evening that did not count, a conversation that could be taken lightly, a face she could afford not to watch.

She dressed carefully, pinning her hood with the silver brooch her mother had given her, the one with the small grey pearl that had belonged to her grandmother. She checked her reflection and found it acceptable: composed, attractive without being forward, the garnets catching the candlelight in a way that drew the eye without demanding it. She would go to the great hall. She would find a place where she could see and be seen. She would begin the long, careful work of making herself valuable enough to survive.

The bell for the evening assembly had not yet rung. Philippa stood at the window and watched the last light fade over the rooftops of Hampton Court, the chimneys going dark against the sky, the first torches flaring in the courtyard below. Somewhere in the palace, the king was preparing for the evening’s entertainment. Somewhere, the queen was choosing her jewels. Somewhere, Lady Eleanor Vance was riding away from everything she had known, her life reduced to what she could carry.

Philippa Grey turned from the window, smoothed her gown one last time, and walked out into the corridor to meet whatever the evening would bring.
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The gallery at Hampton Court stretched long and narrow, a corridor of polished wood and painted plaster where the afternoon light fell in slanted panels across the floor. Philippa Grey had learned, in the two days since Lady Eleanor Vance's banishment, to read the quality of that light the way a sailor read tides. When it lay golden and even, the court breathed easier. When clouds smothered it, and the sconces had to be lit early, the whispers grew sharper.

Today the light was uncertain, shifting between brilliance and shadow as clouds moved fast above the palace, and the gallery hummed with the particular restlessness that came of weather that could not make up its mind.

She had positioned herself near the third window from the eastern end, where a padded bench offered a view of both the long promenade and the courtyard below. A book lay open on her lap, a volume of devotional poetry she had borrowed from the queen's own shelf, but she had not turned a page in twenty minutes. Her attention moved instead across the room like a hand testing fruit at market, pressing gently here and there for the give of something ripe.

Lady Margaret Douglas passed with two of her women, her auburn hair catching the light as she inclined her head toward her companion. Philippa caught only the tail of the sentence: "...wrote to her, they say, three separate times." The companion made a sound low in her throat, not quite a word, and the trio moved on. Philippa filed the fragment away. Three letters. Lady Eleanor had been banished for correspondence with the Lady Mary's household. Three letters suggested something more than a casual inquiry after health.

Farther down the gallery, a knot of gentlemen had gathered near the great fireplace, though no fire burned in it this mild afternoon. Lord Thomas Howard stood at their center, his hand resting on the mantel with the ease of a man who expected to be listened to. Philippa could not hear his words, but she watched the faces around him: the careful neutrality of Sir Francis Bryan, the barely concealed eagerness of young Lord Surrey, the hooded watchfulness of Sir Anthony Browne. Each man's expression told a different story, and none of them were the story their lips were shaping.

"You'll strain your eyes, staring like that."

Philippa turned. Jane Seymour had settled onto the bench beside her without a sound, her pale hands folded in her lap, her gown the color of dried lavender. Jane had a way of appearing that Philippa was beginning to recognize as deliberate, a quietness that was not shyness but strategy.

"I was admiring the light on the ceiling," Philippa said.

"Were you?" Jane's mouth twitched. "And what has the ceiling told you this afternoon?"

"That Lord Surrey laughs too loudly at Lord Howard's jests, and Sir Francis Bryan laughs not at all."

Jane smoothed a fold of her skirt. "Sir Francis has never needed to laugh at another man's jokes. He has his own sources of amusement."

The words were mild, but the pause after them was not. Philippa waited, and after a moment Jane added, "He was seen leaving the Lady Mary's household last month. A visit of courtesy, he called it."

"A long journey for a courtesy."

"The Lady Mary inspires long journeys." Jane's gaze drifted toward the gentlemen at the fireplace. "Or so I am told. I have never made it myself."

Philippa thought of Lady Eleanor, riding away from everything she had known. She thought of the letters, the three separate letters. She thought of how quickly a life could be reduced to what a horse could carry. "Do you think she is dangerous?"

"Lady Eleanor?"

"The Lady Mary."

Jane was quiet for a moment. A log settled in the cold fireplace with a dry click. "I think," she said slowly, "that a princess who has been told she is no longer a princess is the most dangerous thing in any kingdom. She has nothing left to lose, but the name she was given at birth, and names are very hard to take away."

A burst of laughter came from the far end of the gallery, sharp and sudden as a door slamming. Philippa saw several heads turn, saw Lady Rutland's hand go to her throat, saw Lord Darcy's conversation stop mid-syllable. The laughter died as quickly as it had risen, and for a moment the only sound was the rustle of silk and the distant tread of a servant's footsteps.

"Everyone is waiting," Philippa said.

"For the king."

"For what the king will do next."

Jane nodded. "He has been at Hampton Court all week. That is unusual. He prefers Greenwich in this season, or Windsor. But he stays here, and he watches, and everyone wonders what he is watching for."

Philippa looked again at the gentlemen by the fireplace. Lord Howard had stopped talking. His hand still rested on the mantel, but the ease had gone out of the pose. He looked, she thought, like a man who had just remembered something he had meant to keep hidden.

"The prince changes everything," she said.

"A son," Jane agreed. "A living son. After all these years." She did not need to say the rest: after Katherine's daughter, after the disappointment of so many lost pregnancies, after the break with Rome and the annulment and the crowning of a new queen. After everything, a son. "The factions are forming already. Those who tie their fortunes to the prince, and those who..." She let the sentence hang.

"And those who do not."

"And those who cannot afford to choose yet." Jane's voice was very soft. "The queen's position is stronger than it has ever been, but strength attracts enemies. And the king's favor is not a fixed star. Lady Eleanor learned that."

Philippa closed her book. The leather cover was warm from her lap. "You speak as though you have seen this before."

"I have seen enough to know that the only safe place in this court is in the middle of a crowd, and even then, only if the crowd is facing the right direction." Jane rose, her movement as quiet as her arrival had been. "I am expected in the queen's chambers. Will you walk with me?"

"I think I will stay a little longer."

Jane looked at her for a moment, her pale eyes unreadable. "Be careful what you listen for, Philippa. Some whispers are poison, and some are bait, and it is very hard to tell the difference until you have already swallowed."

She was gone before Philippa could answer, her lavender gown disappearing into the shifting patterns of courtiers and servants that filled the gallery.

Philippa remained on the bench. The clouds outside had thickened, and the light on the ceiling had gone from gold to grey. She watched a page hurry past with an armful of folded linens, his face set in the rigid blankness of someone who had been shouted at recently and expected to be shouted at again. She watched two of the queen's younger ladies pause at a window, their heads bent together, their voices too low to carry. She watched Lord Howard finally step away from the fireplace, his circle of gentlemen dissolving like sugar in warm water, each man drifting toward a different corner of the room.

The paranoia in the gallery was not the loud kind, not the kind that announced itself with accusations and drawn swords. It was quieter than that, more insidious. It lived in the pause before a greeting, in the glance that checked who might be listening, in the way conversations stopped when a door opened. It was the knowledge, shared by everyone and spoken by no one, that Lady Eleanor Vance had been a fixture of the court one week ago and was now less than a memory. Her name was already fading from the lips that had once praised her gowns and her wit and her excellent taste in musicians. By Christmas, Philippa thought, there would be those who claimed never to have known her at all.

A ripple passed through the gallery. It was not a sound so much as a change in pressure, a collective intake of breath that traveled from the far doors to the windows in the space of a heartbeat. Philippa looked up.

King Henry VIII had entered the gallery.

He was not a man who entered rooms so much as occupied them, his presence expanding to fill every corner and crevice until there was no air left for anyone else. His frame had grown heavier in recent years, but he moved with the remembered grace of the athlete he had once been, and his gaze swept the gallery with the proprietary confidence of a man who owned everything he saw. Because he did. The paneling, the tapestries, the painted ceiling, the courtiers who now bent into bows and curtsies like wheat before a wind: all of it was his.

Philippa rose from her bench and sank into a curtsy, her eyes on the floor. She heard the king's footsteps pass, heavy and deliberate, and the murmur of voices that followed in his wake. Lord Cromwell was with him, she saw when she dared to lift her gaze, and two other gentlemen she did not recognize. The king was speaking, his voice carrying easily across the gallery, something about the hunting at Windsor and the poor showing of the deer this season. It was an ordinary conversation, the kind of talk that filled a thousand afternoons, but the gallery had gone very still.

A page was approaching from the opposite direction, a boy of perhaps twelve with a silver tray balanced on one hand. On the tray stood a single goblet of wine, the deep red of it catching the light. The boy's face was a mask of concentration, his lower lip caught between his teeth, his eyes fixed on the goblet as though it contained not wine but nitre.

Philippa saw what was going to happen a moment before it did. The boy's foot caught the edge of a rug that had been kicked out of place, the tray tilted, and the goblet slid. It did not fall. It did not break. But a splash of wine, no larger than a coin, leaped from the rim and landed on the king's sleeve.

The gallery stopped breathing.

"You clumsy, mewling whelp." The king's voice was not loud. It was worse than loud. It was quiet, and it was cold, and it carried the particular weight of a man who had never been required to control his temper and saw no reason to start now. "What manner of service is this? What manner of servant?"

The boy had gone white. The tray trembled in his hands. "Your Grace, I beg pardon, I did not mean..."

"You did not mean." The king looked at the stain on his sleeve, a fleck of red no larger than a thumbprint. "You did not mean to spill wine on your sovereign. You did not mean to ruin a doublet worth more than your father's yearly wages. You did not mean to make a fool of yourself before the entire court." His voice rose on the last word, not a shout but something closer to a growl, and Philippa saw Lord Cromwell take a half-step backward. "What precisely did you mean to do?"

The boy opened his mouth. No sound came out.

"Get out of my sight." The king's hand swept the air, a gesture of dismissal that was also a threat. "Get out, and thank whatever saint watches over fools that I am in a merciful temper today."

The boy fled. The tray clattered to the floor behind him, the goblet rolling in a slow circle until it came to rest against the leg of a chair. No one moved to pick it up.

The king stood motionless for a long moment, his gaze traveling across the assembled courtiers as though daring anyone to speak. No one did. Then he turned, his gentlemen falling into step behind him, and continued his progress down the gallery as though nothing had happened.

The silence he left behind was deeper than any Philippa had heard in her six months at court. It was not the silence of an empty room or the silence of a chapel at prayer. It was the silence of people who had just been reminded how little stood between them and disaster.

She watched Lady Rutland's hand, still pressed to her throat. She watched Lord Darcy exchange a glance with Sir Francis Bryan, a glance that contained an entire conversation. She watched the page's abandoned tray, the wine seeping into the carpet, the goblet lying on its side. No servant came to retrieve it. Perhaps they were waiting for permission. Perhaps they were waiting for the king to be truly gone.

Philippa thought of her father's letter, the one that had arrived three weeks ago, the paper worn soft from being read too many times. The estate was failing. The debts were mounting. Her marriage portion was all that remained of her family's hopes, and she had not yet secured a husband. She thought of Lady Eleanor Vance, who had been a lady-in-waiting with lands and a title and a future, and who was now a name that people were already forgetting. She thought of the king's voice, quiet and cold, and the way a grown man like Lord Cromwell had stepped backward at the sound of it.

The court was a game, and she had known that since the day she arrived. But she was beginning to understand that it was not a game of skill or wit or charm. It was a game of proximity. How close you stood to power. How quickly you could move when power shifted. How still you could hold yourself when power turned its gaze on you.

The clouds outside the windows had thickened to a uniform grey, and the first drops of rain began to strike the glass. The sound was soft at first, a tentative tapping, and then it grew steadier, a drumbeat that filled the gallery and seemed to release something in the air. Conversations resumed, cautiously, at a lower volume than before. A servant finally appeared to retrieve the fallen tray. Lord Howard moved toward the windows, his expression thoughtful, and Lady Rutland's hand dropped from her throat.

Philippa remained on her bench. The book lay unopened in her lap. She was thinking about the factions Jane had mentioned, the ones forming around the prince. She was thinking about the Lady Mary, deposed and distant and still, apparently, beloved enough to inspire three letters and a long journey. She was thinking about the king's sleeve, and how a stain no larger than a thumbprint had nearly destroyed a boy's life.

Every whisper might hold a key. Jane had warned her to be careful what she listened for, but Philippa was beginning to think that the greater danger lay in not listening at all. The court was a sea of information, and information was the only life raft that could not be taken away by a king's displeasure. Lands could be stripped. Titles could be revoked. But what you knew, what you had seen and heard and pieced together in the long afternoons of a gallery like this one: that was yours forever.

She opened her book at last, not because she meant to read, but because a woman with an open book was invisible in a way that a woman with empty hands was not. And invisibility, she was learning, was its own kind of power.

The rain fell harder against the glass. The gallery hummed with its restored murmur of voices, and Philippa Grey sat very still, her eyes on the page, her ears open to everything.
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​The Lion and the Serpent
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The letter from her father had arrived that morning, the fourth in as many months, and Philippa had tucked it into her sleeve unread. She could feel its edges now as she adjusted the fall of her gown before the great hall’s entrance, a small crisp rectangle of paper pressed against the inside of her wrist. The wax seal had been thin and grey, not the deep red her father had used when there was coin for such things. She did not need to open it to know what it contained. Another polite accounting of debts deferred, another careful avoidance of the word ruin.

The great hall blazed with candlelight. Two long tables ran the length of the room beneath the hammer-beam ceiling, and the air was thick with the smell of roasted meats, spiced wine, and the particular musk of too many bodies in too fine a space on a warm September evening. Philippa entered with the other ladies, her face arranged into an expression of pleasant composure, and took her place at the lower table where the queen’s attendants were seated according to a hierarchy that shifted with every new arrival and every fresh disgrace.

Lady Eleanor’s chair, three places down, had been filled by a girl from the Howard family who could not have been more than fourteen and who kept her eyes fixed on her plate as though afraid of what she might see if she looked up. Philippa noted the girl’s knuckles, pale where she gripped the table’s edge, and then looked away. Fear was contagious, and she had no intention of catching it.

The news had been circulating since midday. Lord Arthur Beaumont, eldest son of the Earl of Dorset, had arrived at court with a retinue of twelve men and a reputation that preceded him like a herald’s trumpet. Philippa had heard the name before, in her father’s letters from the year before last when there had still been money enough for ink that did not run grey. The Beaumonts held lands in the west, rich grazing country, and the old earl had been a favorite of the king’s before his health had failed. The son, it was said, was everything the father had been at thirty: handsome, shrewd, and possessed of an ambition that had not yet curdled into caution.

She found him within the first quarter hour.

He stood near the high table, where the king and queen sat beneath the cloth of estate, and he was speaking to Lord Cromwell with the ease of a man who had never in his life been made to feel small. He was tall, broad through the shoulders, with dark hair that curled at his collar and a face that managed to be both aristocratic and approachable. His doublet was deep blue velvet slashed with silver, and he wore no beard, which made him look younger than his five and twenty years. When he laughed at something Cromwell said, the sound carried across the hall, and Philippa watched three separate heads turn toward it.

“You’re staring,” Jane Seymour murmured from beside her.

“I’m observing.”

“You’re staring with intention.”

Philippa lifted her goblet. “Is there another way to stare?”

Jane’s mouth twitched. She was a quiet presence, Jane, with a stillness that some mistook for simplicity and others for piety. Philippa had spent enough evenings beside her now to recognize it as something else entirely: the patience of a woman who understood that the first person to speak often lost the game. “He’s been here three hours,” Jane said, “and already the Howards are circling him like gulls at a fish market.”

“The Howards circle everyone.”

“Yes, but they don’t usually send the duke’s own steward to welcome a man who hasn’t yet been given an office.”

Philippa turned her attention back to the high table. Jane was right. The Duke of Norfolk’s steward had materialized at Beaumont’s elbow, and the king himself was leaning forward in his chair, his great bulk shifting with an interest that seemed to surprise even Cromwell. Henry’s face, florid in the candlelight, was arranged into an expression of genuine warmth. He gestured for Beaumont to step closer, and Beaumont did so with a bow that was deep enough to show respect without suggesting subservience.

The king clapped a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. Philippa saw the force of it, the way Beaumont absorbed the blow without flinching. Henry laughed, and the court laughed with him, a ripple of obedient mirth that spread outward from the high table like rings in a pond.

“He’s being marked,” Philippa said quietly.

“For what?”

She did not answer. She was watching the queen now, because the queen was the one who mattered. Anne Boleyn sat beside her husband with her dark eyes fixed on the newcomer, and her expression was not the king’s easy bonhomie. It was assessing. It was the look of a woman who had survived long enough to know that every new face at court was either a weapon or a wound, and that the difference between the two was often only a matter of time.

The queen’s gaze flickered, just for a moment, toward the lower tables where her ladies sat. Philippa dropped her eyes to her plate before their glances could meet.

“You’re doing it again,” Jane said.

“Doing what?”

“Calculating.”

Philippa cut a piece of venison and did not deny it.

The banquet proceeded through its courses with the ponderous ceremony that governed all court occasions. Philippa ate sparingly, drank less, and kept her attention moving across the hall in a steady sweep. She noted who spoke to whom, who avoided whose gaze, who laughed too loudly and who did not laugh at all. The king’s mood was expansive, his voice carrying above the general murmur with the particular resonance of a man who expected to be heard. The queen was more restrained, her smiles arriving a beat late and departing a beat early. And Lord Arthur Beaumont moved through the crowd like a man who had been at court for years rather than hours, his charm distributed with the precision of a merchant weighing coin.

By the time the sugared fruits were brought out, Philippa had formed three conclusions. The first was that Beaumont was dangerous, not in the crude way of a man who threatened openly, but in the more subtle fashion of one who made people want to please him. The second was that his arrival had shifted something in the room’s geometry, realigning the invisible lines of influence that ran between the great families like the strings of a lute. The third was that she needed to speak to him before the evening ended.

The opportunity came during the clearing of the tables, when the musicians in the gallery struck up a pavane and the courtiers began to rearrange themselves into the patterns of conversation and display that would occupy the hours until midnight. Philippa excused herself from Jane’s company and moved along the edge of the hall with the unhurried pace of a woman who had nowhere in particular to be. She paused near a tapestry depicting the fall of Troy, a vast woven scene of burning towers and fleeing figures, and positioned herself so that the candlelight fell across her face in a
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