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  MARRIAGE IS A WORD THAT TASTES LIKE METAL—THE STEEL OF armor, the gold of commerce, the iron bite of blood and

  prison bars.




  But also bronze. A bell that rings clear and true and joyously. Like hope.




  As my father guides me through the palace rooms to the chapel, I don’t know which way the door to my cell will swing. It could ring loud, metal to metal, locking me into a life I never

  asked for. Or it could open wide, hinges creaking, into a life I never imagined.




  I concentrate very hard on not tripping over my own train as we turn the final corner and proceed through the chapel doors. I will never hear the end of it from my mother if I blunder.




  Henry FitzRoy is already there. Watching me.




  My family has known him for years. When he was a child, Father helped organize his household, his tutors, his finances, his friends. My brother, Hal, was sent to Windsor to be his playmate.




  But I don’t know him. I don’t know who he’s become. All I remember is a little boy with golden-red hair and eyebrows that seemed to soar right off the top of his forehead. A

  little boy with no chin and an air of superiority.




  It appears I’m marrying someone quite a bit more attractive.




  His eyebrows still arc high into the fringe of hair ready to fall into his eyes at any moment. Eyes the color of a clear winter dawn. His nose is perhaps a little too big for the mouth below it,

  the full lower lip complementing the now well-defined chin.




  The mouth tips into a smile. Of relief? Or of expectation?




  As I watch, unmoving, one eyebrow curves even higher.




  A question.




  An invitation.




  A challenge.




  Father walks me to the altar. The shallow, barrel-vaulted ceiling looms heavy overhead. The magnificent stained-glass window in front of me filters the light of the wintry sky through depictions

  of the king and his first queen, Katherine. To either side of me stand witnesses dressed in gaudy blue and green and crimson. My eyes never leave the boy in front of me.




  Father squeezes my arm and whispers, “Make me proud.”




  I say the only thing I can.




  “I will.”




  We turn to face the priest and Father puts my hand in Henry FitzRoy’s. His palm is rough beneath my fingers; his sleeve tickles my wrist. He is taller than I am, his presence beside me

  solid.




  His breath comes easily, while mine is trammeled in my throat from fear.




  And something else.




  I search my heart. It can’t be love. I don’t even know this boy. And it’s not lust, despite his good looks. Besides, I don’t really know what either of those is supposed

  to feel like.




  I glance at my father out of the corner of my eye. See the glitter in his as he stares straight ahead, lips pressed against his teeth to suppress a grin. I recognize what I see there reflected

  in me.




  Triumph.




  A Howard marrying the son of the king.




  “I take thee, Mary, to be my wedded wife.”




  FitzRoy sounds so assured, saying those words. As though making that promise is as easy as stepping into a role in a masque.




  Which is really what we’re doing. He wears the mask of husband. I represent wife. We will perform this showy little dance for the pleasure of king and courtiers, fathers and family.




  Then we will exit the stage and go our separate ways.




  I risk another glance from below my lashes.




  FitzRoy catches me looking at him, and I turn quickly back to the priest. Watch the watery blue eyes floating in a sea of creases. Watch his mouth move, the words like vapors.




  And then it’s my turn.




  “I take thee, Henry . . .”




  I stumble once. Till death us depart. Death is so far away. We’re only fourteen—till death is a long promise. It’s a long time to be imprisoned by our

  parents’ actions and not our own.




  A breath of cold air brings gooseflesh to my arms and neck.




  The priest takes my hand, his skin cool and papery, sliding like the discarded shell of a beetle. He places my right hand in that of my husband and binds us together with a white ribbon. Raises

  his hands in benediction.




  Then it’s over. All hands are dropped. FitzRoy and I turn together to face our collective families. My parents stand to my right, not touching, not speaking—in fact, each pretending

  the other doesn’t exist. But together. In the same room. A miracle if there ever was one.




  And suddenly, in the doorway, dressed in crimson and cloth of gold and shining like a newly fat sun, there is my husband’s father. The king. And his wife, my cousin, Anne Boleyn. They must

  have been watching from the privy balcony, hidden above us.




  The king calls me daughter and kisses me on the mouth. I fight the urge to wipe his spittle off as he claps his son on the shoulder.




  “The bride and groom!” he shouts.




  I look at my new husband again and find him already watching me. Bride and groom. Husband and wife. Strangers. I don’t even know what to call him. Your Grace? Henry? Husband?




  “Fitz!” My brother rescues me with a shout that rings off the windows. Hal kneels before the king and queen, then stands to throw his arms around my husband and pummels him.




  “A married man, Fitz!” he shouts again, his joy contagious.




  “Same as you, Hal.”




  My brother laughs, but with a little less mirth than before. I’m not sure he likes his wife.




  Fear clutches at me and I look down at my hands.




  “We’re related now,” Hal says, sounding overly gracious. “You can call me Surrey.”




  Mother and Father never called Hal anything but Surrey—making sure the earldom stuck for good. When the two Henrys met as children, they decided that calling each other by their first

  names was too confusing. And that Richmond and Surrey were too formal. Henry FitzRoy gave Hal his nickname. So Hal dubbed him Fitz in return.




  Fitz laughs and wraps his arm around Hal’s neck, nearly throwing him to the floor. The rest of the congregation charges forward, uplifting them both, so close there is no space between the

  bodies and I cannot breathe, my vision limited to the bright chevrons of green and blue on the sleeve in front of me.




  I slide out between them all and swallow air like a landed fish.




  “You blundered.” My mother has dressed in black for the happy occasion, the velvet of her gown sucking the light from the chapel windows while the gold braid of her hood reflects it.

  Like a halo. The darkness of her eyes negating any semblance of divinity.




  I try to still the trembling of my limbs.




  “And slouched.”




  I stand up straight. Shoulders back. Neck elongated.




  If my life is a prison, my mother is my jailer. Her words turn the locks of fourteen years of daughterhood, keeping them tightly closed.




  The word daughter tastes of bitterness. At least in my mother’s mouth, it does.




  The group beside us bursts into raucous laughter, but we are in our own little circle of misery. My mother’s mouth turns down, the lines around it sharply defined.




  I hold my breath. I know what that face precedes.




  “A feast!” The king’s voice breaks us apart and I take advantage of it to move closer to my father. He always takes my side.




  That is why I will always take his. Even when it’s the wrong one.




  “And a celebration,” Father says, his narrow face animated, “of the joining of families.”




  The king takes Queen Anne’s arm and strides out the door into the cloister. My mother steps up behind them. She is the Duchess of Norfolk—second only to the king’s kin and

  protective of her own precedence. She hesitates when my father doesn’t move to join her. Glares her disapproval.




  She opens her mouth and I cringe, waiting for the vitriol sure to spill forth.




  “Your Grace.” My new husband steps forward, nods his head in a quick bow.




  Everyone stops—even the king and queen. They turn, eyeing the flow of people snagged in the doorway behind my mother.




  “Your Grace,” Fitz says again, quietly. Intimately. Yet his voice, rich and luxurious as velvet, deep and smooth, carries throughout the silent church. “Mother.” He

  smiles, almost shyly. Engaging and embarrassed.




  She hesitates.




  And then she smiles back. I suppress a gasp.




  “I feel I must remind you”—he pauses and leans closer to her, his tall, supple frame curling slightly over her small, inflexible form—“I am the Duke of Richmond and

  Somerset.”




  Mother goes pale.




  “Your daughter is now my wife.”




  He cuts a quick sideways glance and a heart-stopping smile my way.




  “She is my duchess.”




  His.




  His wife. His duchess. His prisoner, if he so chooses.




  For the first time, I really look at him. Try to see the whole and not just the parts. The eyes, brows, nose, mouth, chin encompassed by a face still round with a boyhood completely at odds with

  his bold self-confidence.




  He raises an eyebrow into the flop of hair.




  Definitely an invitation.




  “She should have precedence.” He unfurls his arm and holds out his hand. To me.




  I hesitate. I know that if I step in front of my mother, she will never forgive me. But I do it anyway, my train whispering behind me. Or perhaps it is the hiss of Mother’s breath as she

  sucks it in through her teeth. I take Fitz’s hand, warm and tight and . . . comforting.




  I allow my husband to escort me to the chapel door—behind no one but the king and queen.




  In the distance—beyond the great hall—I hear a bell ringing.
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  THE GREAT HALL CLAMORS WITH MUSIC, BOOT FALLS, AND THE collective voices of the hundred or so wedding

  guests. The mud carried in from the outside lies flat on the floor, leaving slick spots and the smell of earth. The food keeps coming, delivered first to the king and queen, then to my husband at

  the king’s right.




  And then to me, where I sit next to my father, just below the queen.




  “What do you think of him?” Father asks.




  I look down at the table, tracing the edge of it with a crumb of bread.




  “He’s handsome.”




  Father puts his fingers beneath my chin and lifts my face to his.




  “It would serve you well to notice more than that.” His voice is gentle, but carries a hidden steel. Like a dagger swathed in velvet. “He may be a bastard, but at least

  he’s a boy. We expect great things. From both of you. You are the triumph of the Howards, Mary.”




  He releases me when he sees my mother approaching, and excuses himself quickly, leaving an empty chair and a half-full plate beside me.




  My mother, still wearing black and an expression of deeply felt pain, kneels before the king, barely acknowledges the queen, and departs without giving me a first glance, much less a second.




  Her absence should alleviate my discomfort, but I feel little relief. She is no longer watching me, but I am still on display.




  “Congratulations, Cousin.”




  My thoughts made me forget that the queen sits beside me. I turn and bow my head, almost falling into her lap.




  “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I stutter.




  She pulls me close and kisses me lightly on the cheek. She is only ten years older than I am, but the kiss is more motherly than anything I’ve ever received from the Duchess of

  Norfolk.




  “May your marriage make you happy.” The queen glances at the door my mother passed through. “And free.”




  “I don’t know that I’ll ever be free,” I blurt, and immediately regret my words. It isn’t my place to contradict the queen. But she laughs.




  “You remind me of myself at your age,” she says.




  There are some people who make an impact as soon as you meet them. Lodge themselves in your mind. Embed themselves in your very soul.




  Anne Boleyn is one of those people.




  I am not. I can’t even keep the attention of my new husband, who has not looked at me since we stepped into the hall.




  Queen Anne is dark and poised and beautiful. I am clumsy enough to fall off a chair without moving, and my hair is the color of brass. She says exactly what is on her mind, while for all my love

  of words, I am afraid to use them at all.




  “Thank you,” I manage.




  I want to smile. I remind her of herself?




  The queen angles her body so she can speak to me more intimately. She wears a tight bodice that presses her breasts flat, tapering to a narrow waist. Her skirts are pleated at the hips to give

  an impression of curves. The peacock-blue damask only serves to make her coloring more striking.




  “Your mother.” Her voice is barely audible over the clamor of the wedding feast. “Is it true she opposed the match?”




  When Mother found out that my father and Anne Boleyn had collaborated to marry me off to the king’s son, she liberally employed the words bastard for my husband and whore for

  the queen.




  She used worse for me when I acquiesced to Father’s wishes.




  “You will be sucked into the mire of Tudor refuse,” she spat. “And if you deliberately defy me, I will be only too happy to watch you drown in your own muck.”




  I can barely meet the queen’s eye.




  “My mother . . . has firm opinions.”




  The queen laughs. “I can read equivocation as easily as I can understand Latin, Mary. Your mother opposes the match.” Her dark eyes search my face. “What can she do about

  it?” She is truly looking for an answer this time. An honest one.




  “Nothing, Your Majesty.” The wedding is over.




  “Nothing? She’s the daughter of the Duke of Buckingham. The wife of the most powerful nobleman in the country.”




  “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but my grandfather is long dead, and my father hasn’t spoken to my mother in years.”




  “A woman without male allies is a woman powerless, is that it?”




  Her gaze penetrates me. She’s daring me to speak my true mind.




  The truth is that my mother has no allies. My brother avoids her. Father keeps a deliberate distance—even going so far as to lock her in her room. And yet the strength of her judgments

  unbalances us all.




  “Power undetected is not the same as powerless,” I tell her.




  “Well said, Cousin.” The queen sits up again, our conversation open to the public.




  “And what are your feelings, Mary?” she asks. “About your marriage.”




  I feel we have walked out onto a thin pane of ice over the Thames, the frigid blackness waiting to draw me under if I make a misstep. Above, all is blue sunshine and cheery laughter. But the

  water below moves swiftly.




  “It is a great honor,” I say finally. “For me and for my family.”




  “But you do not love him.”




  The little smile tugs at the corner of her mouth.




  “I do not know him, Your Majesty.”




  That, at the very least, is the truth.




  “Do you know who you are?” she asks. “Perhaps that is more important.”




  “I am a Howard,” I say automatically.




  “Not anymore,” she says steadily. “You’re a FitzRoy.”




  As if by the single swing of an ax, I am separated from the one truth that always held me secure. My father’s name, my brother’s name.




  “You are more than a Howard or a FitzRoy or a wife or a daughter,” the queen continues.




  “My life is defined by those things.”




  “But you are not.” The queen looks out over the crowd to where her brother, George, stands with Henry Norris and the poet Thomas Wyatt. The three men must be at least thirty

  years old—Norris is probably older—yet they maintain the air and attitude of adolescents. “I am a Boleyn. And the Boleyns always stick together.” She turns back to me.

  “But I am also Anne. Able to make my own choices and speak my mind and fall in love, against all odds.”




  I glance at the king, his lips red from the wine, and back at my cousin, whose face has begun to show the seven years they spent fighting Queen Katherine, the country, and the pope for their

  right to marry. I wonder if love is worth the fight.




  “What does love feel like, Your Majesty?” I ask.




  “It’s like music only plays when you’re together,” she says, not even pausing to think. “Like the very air tastes of strawberries. And like one touch—one

  look—could send you whirling like a seed on the wind. My brother’s wife said that once, and I still believe it to be true.”




  I like the idea of love tasting like strawberries, but can’t quite find it as I roll the word around on my tongue. So I nod, as if I understand. And wonder at the undercurrent of

  sadness in her voice.




  She smiles at me and adds, “I hope we’ve stacked the odds in your favor. If Fitz is anything like his father, loving him will be a daily adventure.”




  Behind her, the king leans back, one hand on his belly, the other resting on the table beside hers. Their little fingers touching. He catches me staring and lifts her hand to kiss it.




  I turn to look for Fitz. He has moved to sit with my brother, both of them leaning lazily against the wall, their feet up on stools, boot soles out. As if nothing in their lives has changed.




  He doesn’t look at me. My husband has not come within ten feet of me since we left the chapel. We’ve never even had a conversation.




  The bridecup is passed. When it reaches me, it is slippery from the lips of all the others. The bridecake is consumed. And the evening starts to feel like fantasy—the atmosphere that comes

  with the overconsumption of celebration and wine and the underconsumption of reality.




  Fitz wanders the room, greeting guests. I watch the way he walks, his movements completely uncalculated. The way he stands, his weight resting on one foot, cocked, as if ready to try anything

  next—running, dancing, riding.




  I wonder if he’s ready for this marriage.




  “We must bed them!” George Boleyn stands by the fire, goblet raised, his dark eyes and narrow face alight with mischief and something not entirely innocent.




  I can’t move. A wedding—and banquet—is one thing. But the thought of getting into bed with a complete stranger makes me feel as if my skin is creeping with a thousand tiny

  feet. Especially when the process is to be done in public.




  I look for rescue. My father has already left. Hal is part of the cheering throng around Fitz.




  The king frowns




  “So be it.”




  There is no rescue.
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  I STAND UNSTEADILY, REACHING FOR THE TABLE. EITHER IT’S TIPPING or I am.




  Fitz is in the corner, surrounded by men. He is by far the youngest of them. Hal is nearly seventeen. Francis Weston—also already married—is a few years older than that. George

  Boleyn and Thomas Wyatt and Henry Norris are all thumping on Fitz and whispering in his ear, and he’s laughing and gesturing until he catches me watching.




  He stops altogether and blushes like a redhead. Like a boy. He’s not ready for this, either. The other men roar.




  I turn around quickly, pretending I’m going to my chamber to get ready. Pretending my heart isn’t crawling out of my throat.




  I don’t have to pretend relief when my friend Madge Shelton throws her arms around me. She’s two years older and half a lifetime wiser than I am, but we’ve shared a bed in the

  maids’ chamber since Queen Anne’s coronation, making her the closest friend I have at court in more ways than one. She, too, is the queen’s cousin—on the Boleyn

  side—so in a way, we’re also family.




  “This is going to be fun!” Madge crows.




  I can’t return the smile. All those men. Watching.




  “It’s humiliating,” I tell her, not looking at the raucous crowd behind me.




  “It’s just blessing the union,” Madge says. “It’s not like they’re going to take you through it step by step.” I can taste the laughter just under the

  surface of those words.




  Rumor has it that Madge had an affair with Thomas Wyatt, who has been married for at least ten years and publicly separated from his wife for almost that long. All I know is that early on in our

  friendship, there were a handful of nights she didn’t spend in our bed. When I finally asked, she said his heart wasn’t in it. Whatever that means.




  Queen Anne approaches and we curtsy.




  “Your Majesty,” Madge says, “your permission to attend the duchess in her chamber?”




  The queen smiles broadly. “Of course, Mistress Shelton.”




  And she winks. The queen winks at us. Then she turns and leaves the hall.




  Madge pulls me up the broad stairs and down a gallery.




  “Where are we going?” I ask.




  “To his apartments, of course.” Madge negotiates a cluster of maids by the chapel. “There’s a dressing chamber that leads into them. We’ll get you ready

  there.”




  “How do you know all this?” I ask, trying to keep up in the rabbit warren.




  Madge pauses and whispers in my ear. “I make it my business to know everything about the handsome men of the court.” This time she laughs out loud. More like a cackle.




  She slips into a plainly decorated room, pulls me in behind her, and closes the door. I back up to it, flattening my palms against the oak, and scan the room for another exit. There is a door,

  just opposite. I hear shuffling and laughter percolating through it.




  “I don’t think I can do this.”




  “Of course you can!” Madge says. “It’s your duty.” She shakes her head and waggles the little volume of Chaucer she always keeps hanging from the chain at her

  waist. “No, actually, it’s his. The Wife of Bath says that man is a debtor, and must yield his wife his debt.”




  “A debt doesn’t sound very romantic,” I say. Madge is always going on about the romance of Chaucer, but I don’t entirely see it. Of course, I’m not a poet. Not like

  my brother. All I do is play with words.




  Reading Chaucer always makes me doubt myself.




  “The debt isn’t romantic,” Madge says, unpinning my hood and gently unweaving my hair from its plait. “It’s purely sexual.”




  The thought makes me want to cross my legs. I’m not ready for this. Not ready for marriage. Not ready to be a duchess.




  I don’t even know if I deserve to be.




  I press myself harder against the door.




  “I don’t know how to do this,” I admit.




  Madge drops her hands to my shoulders and looks me in the eye.




  “You don’t have to know how,” she says. “You just do.”




  “I don’t know how to be married!” I cry, and then look away from her. “And I don’t know how to be a duchess.”




  “Learn by example.”




  I laugh hollowly. “The only two duchesses I’ve ever known are the king’s sister—God rest her blackened soul—and my mother. The only marriage I’ve ever seen up

  close is my parents’ disaster.” Every interaction between them ended with my mother’s fists and my father’s abandonment.




  “You can learn about marriage by watching the queen and king.” Madge runs her fingers through my hair, pulling skeins of it over my shoulders. “You know, he said he’d

  rather beg alms from door to door than give her up. That’s true love.”




  It was like a romantic ballad. What they went through—falling in love, being kept separate by rules and the Church of Rome. And what she became. My cousin, Anne Boleyn—a nobody. A

  queen. The woman with the most loving husband in England.




  “They are perfect together.”




  “Yes,” Madge says dreamily. “And when he looks at her—have you seen it?”




  “It’s like his gaze is a nod. As if he agrees not only with everything she says but with everything she is.”




  “We could all aspire to have someone love us that much.”




  “That kind of love can change your life.”




  Madge bites her lip and lets me go. Something in her stance—in the way she holds herself so tightly—keeps me in my place.




  “What is it?” I ask.




  “Now that you are a duchess, will you forget about me?” she asks. Her voice, normally full and resonant, is nothing but a thin whisper. I am so stunned, I can’t even

  answer.




  “You’ll be dining with the queen and probably sleeping in her room, and all the women will want to be like you and all the men will want to be with you, and I’ll be . .

  .” She looks dejectedly around the plain, empty room, the sickly light from the candle not enough to reach the corners.




  “You’ll be happy,” she says. “And I’ll still be me.”




  Her body feels like wood when I wrap my arms around her, but after a second, her shoulders relax a little and her hands release their fists.




  “What would I do without you?” I ask. “I don’t know what I’m doing! I don’t even know how to kiss a boy, much less”—I swallow for

  effect—“anything else.”




  I hold her at arm’s length and look into her eyes. “Whom else can I talk to?”




  “I’m sure someone will be willing to be your friend,” Madge grumbles, but I see a smile beginning on her face, and her voice is stronger. Louder. More Madge.




  “I don’t want another friend. I certainly don’t need another best friend. I’ve got you.”




  Madge decided we would be friends when I first set foot in court and we were assigned to be bedmates. I decided we would be inseparable.




  “What about your husband?”




  I tell Madge the same thing I told the queen. “I don’t even know him.”




  “In the biblical sense?” Madge smirks.




  There’s a loud thump from the next room, and Hal’s shout travels clearly through the door. “Take his boots off!”




  I move back to the other exit.




  “Surely it’s not required . . .” I leave off the rest of my sentence. I didn’t imagine we’d have to remove our clothing before the bedding ceremony.




  “Wouldn’t that shock them all?” Madge says. “Maybe you should, just to see their faces!”




  “It’s not you parading yourself in front of the most important men in the court.”




  “But I would!” she cries. “And we’ll put a veil on me and he’ll think I’m you! And it will incite him to lust after you for years and years and he’ll

  never stray, just like the knight in the Wife of Bath’s tale.”




  “I think you just want to get my brother’s attention.”




  “I love his poetry,” Madge says quickly.




  I leave the safety of the door to tug at the hem of her hood, and she squeaks.




  “It’s true!” she cries, edging away from me in a crouch, giggling. “His shoulders are poetry. His legs are poetry. His face is poetry.”




  “Hold your tongue, Madge; he’s my brother!”




  “His ass is poetry!”




  Madge turns to run and I chase her, tripping over the end of my train.




  Our laughter is suddenly echoed from the bedchamber on the other side of the door by the kind of laughter that comes with ribald jokes. It rocks the walls and douses my giggles.




  The door flies open and the glaze of candlelight blinds me.




  “Like a startled deer!” a voice shouts.




  “Like a lamb to slaughter,” says another.




  “Be gentle with her, FitzRoy.” I recognize Wyatt’s voice.




  Madge pushes me into the chamber. “Go make him love you.”




  Even completely dressed, I feel naked beneath their stares. My skirts are huge. The pink brocade bodice binds me so tightly I can feel the pounding of my heart against it.




  The men bow. All of them. Hal stands first and smiles. He’s been through it all himself. Under similar circumstances.




  Then I realize he is looking over my shoulder. At Madge.




  A giant tester bed piled with damask and fur dominates the room. Gorgeous and barren.




  Fitz is pummeled forward from the crowd. They’ve removed his boots and stockings, his bare feet vulnerable on the wooden floor.




  “Enter and enjoy!” George Boleyn calls, and bows to the howl of laughter that follows.




  His wife, Jane, brings a stool and places it at my feet. When she straightens, she whispers in my ear.




  “Tonight is just for show,” she tells me. “You have time to fall in love.”




  I think of how she told the queen that love tastes of strawberries and try to smile before taking her hand to climb into the bed, Fitz beside me.




  We don’t touch.




  The priest flicks his holy water and bows his head. He mutters his Latin and gives us his blessing.




  Then comes the moment when everyone should leave the room. When we should be left alone to do what married couples do. Fitz starts to climb back out of the bed.




  “Give her a kiss, Your Grace!” Wyatt says. Ever the tempter and purveyor of young love.




  Fitz turns to me, eyebrows raised in question. Not a challenge—a request for permission.




  I nod. Just a tiny bit. Thinking of the suggestions the men made that I never heard. Thinking of his body so close to mine, both of us burdened with layers of velvet and damask and heavy gold

  braid. Both of us watched so closely—our audience half hoping to see us fall into each other’s arms, while half afraid that we will.




  And I am excruciatingly aware of my lips. Are they too dry? I daren’t lick them. What do I do with my nose? How do I turn my head?




  My husband leans into me, the mattress tipping us toward each other like the concave mouth of a vault. Our shoulders touch and we both startle back, laughing nervously. The crowd roars.




  Fitz leans forward again and raises his left hand to my face, partially sheltering us from the gaze of the spectators. I close my eyes.




  “You’re beautiful.”




  My eyes fly open. He smiles and leans ever so slightly closer. His words taste like bridecake and hippocras fruit and cinnamon and sweet wine. I wonder if his mouth tastes of the same.




  The mattress lurches, and my nose thumps his painfully. I lean back, rubbing my nose, trying to blink away the tears that burn the corners of my eyes.




  My brother worms his way between us, flinging himself back onto our pillows and putting his hands behind his head.




  “Enough of that, children,” he says with a grin. “There will be no kissing and cuddling in this bed tonight.”




  Fitz groans and falls back, mimicking Hal’s posture, both of them looking up into the folds and drapes of the canopy. They look like brothers, so easy in each other’s presence. Even

  their facial expressions mirror each other—Hal’s wide eyes and long nose, Fitz with his soaring eyebrows and tiny mouth.




  “By decree of your parents—and the king—you are forbidden to consummate this marriage,” Hal declares to the canopy as the rest of the company in the room mutter and

  judge. “At least until such a time as you are deemed of an age to be emotionally, physically, and morally mature enough to do so only for the production of an heir and not for any fun

  whatsoever.”




  Despite the wedding, the banquet, and the bedding ceremony, we are not allowed to sleep together. Which is a relief.




  Half the room bursts into guffaws and the other hisses. A hand reaches in to pull Hal from the bed.




  “All of you out, now.” The priest. Of course.




  “You can resist everything but temptation,” Hal declares, shaking off the hand and leaning in close to us. “But I can find a way to allow you to indulge it if you

  wish.”




  He waggles his eyebrows at Fitz, and I have to look away. My own brother.




  “Because a marriage isn’t really a marriage until it’s consummated.” Hal’s voice lowers even more. “I should know.”




  We’re all too young. At the mercy of our parents. And the boys—the boys are too valuable.




  “Think on it!” Hal cries as the priest pulls him bodily from the bed. He stumbles exaggeratedly, steadying only when he falls into Madge’s arms.




  Hal isn’t allowed to sleep with his wife. But that doesn’t stop him from sleeping with other girls.




  I wonder if Fitz will be the same. I wonder if I care.




  I don’t even know him.




  I risk a glance and catch Fitz staring at me. No. Not at me, at my lips.




  I’m not sure I want to be married.




  But I wanted that kiss.
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  EVERY MORNING THROUGHOUT THE FOUR WEEKS OF ADVENT, I expect to wake to the sounds of the girls in the maids’ chamber. I

  expect to hear laughter and coughing and the gasp when bare feet hit the cold floor. I expect to be woken by Madge bouncing on the end of my bed.




  But I am awakened by the silence of my own room. To the curtains of my own bed closed against the chill.




  When I wake up, I am a duchess.




  The word duchess is like cake. Crumbly. Gravelly with sugar and almond paste. Sweet and rich.




  And empty.




  The aloneness reminds me of my childhood. Of Kenning-hall, battered by wind and bleached bone-dry by my mother’s presence. In the bleak heath of Norfolk, it was impossible to get warm or

  to feel loved.




  On Christmas Day, I huddle under furs and velvets, my toes and fingers stinging with cold the fire does little to dispel. I tuck everything in around me, leaving no gaps of air and pulling the

  fabric right up over my head, only my nose and hair exposed. I’m conserving all my heat in a little cocoon of middling warmth.




  I wish I had another body to share it with. Anyone warmer than I am. I would go back to the maids’ chambers and sleep with Madge, gladly tolerating her flailing limbs.




  But I no longer belong there.




  I am now one of the queen’s ladies. I have more freedom. And less. I serve the queen, but I am not her servant. I am here by invitation, not by pledge. I can come and go as I please.




  I just have nowhere else to go. It’s not like I wish to visit my mother.




  Suddenly the door bangs open, and I just have time to cower further into my covers when the curtains are drawn apart with a violent jerk.




  “No rest for the wicked!” Madge crows, leaping onto the bed.




  I groan and roll over. I missed her sleeping presence, but not her raucous awakenings.




  “Up, lazy bird,” she chirps, and smacks me once on the ass. She stands shakily, wobbling precariously close to my head. And then jumps—twice—for good measure.




  She’s wearing a gown of a deep, almost shimmery blue, and her kirtle and the plastron of her bodice are orangey-red.




  “You look like a kingfisher,” I mumble at her.




  “And you’re moaning like a goose.”




  She drops back to the floor and pulls the counterpane all the way off of me. I immediately start to shiver and roll toward the edge of the bed, gathering the furs around me again.




  “Just because you’re a lady now doesn’t mean you can loll in bed all day.”




  “I don’t feel old enough to be a lady.” I should just be a maid of the court. Like I was a month ago. A little girl with flat hips and no cleavage. And yet suddenly I’m a

  woman.




  “Certainly not old enough to sleep with your husband, according to the king.”




  “On the contrary,” I argue. “He is not old enough to sleep with me.”




  “You’re the same age! It’s a ridiculous notion that it could kill a boy. It should make him stronger. Boost his confidence.”




  “The king claims it killed his brother.”




  “Don’t believe it, Duchess.” Madge opens up my clothes chest and digs through it. “So.” She pulls out an azure-blue bodice and holds it up to her chest. “How

  is married life?”




  “You would know as well as I,” I grumble.




  “But I’m not married.” She puts it back and pulls out a pair of green sleeves.




  “Exactly.” I flop back onto my bed to let my head hang off the side of it, my hair trailing almost all the way to the rushes on the floor. Sometimes, it’s easier to look at the

  world upside down. “I don’t feel like I am, either.”




  I’ve seen Fitz, of course. At the banquets and dances. He doesn’t dance. And generally he spends his time out of doors, when the weather is fine. Sometimes, even when it

  isn’t.




  It’s almost like he’s avoiding me.




  Madge picks up my pink wedding bodice and dances it in front of her in what I’m sure she thinks is an enticing manner. I stick my tongue out at her.




  “What do you mean?” she asks, throwing the bodice at me.




  “Well, between Christmas and hawking and”—I wave my arm at the window—“tilting or whatever they do out there, I feel like I don’t even exist.”




  “Welcome to my world,” Madge mutters.




  “Oh, Madge,” I sigh. “I don’t mean to say I deserve your sympathy. I know I have it all. The position. The friendship of the queen. The . . . husband.” I sigh

  again. “I just thought it would be different. I thought I would be . . . happier.”




  Madge puts on a suitably sympathetic expression.




  “You know what you need?” she asks. She squats down to look me full in the face. Her features are upside down, her little bow mouth above her nostrils.




  I don’t much like looking into her nostrils.




  “What?” I roll back over and sit up. I want the answer. The one thing that will rescue me. Make my life perfect. Finally.




  “You need to make him fall in love with you.”




  “I don’t think that can be dictated.”




  “Perhaps just fornication, then.”




  “Madge!” I swing my feet from the bed, dragging the furs after me.




  “There’s a prize offered for virginity!” she cries, waving her miniature Chaucer in my face.




  I reach for her hood and she runs off, shrieking, back to the chest of clothes. She selects a skirt the color of midnight, embroidered in gold, and looks at me with her head cocked to the

  side.




  I shake my head. “I don’t think the Wife of Bath really has anything to say to me, Madge,” I tell her. “No one has offered a prize for my virginity. I get to keep

  it.”




  Madge makes a humph sound and reaches back into the chest, this time pulling out a gown so orange it makes my eyes hurt. She holds it up to her chin. The color looks good on Madge, with

  her dark hair and deep-blue eyes. I really should give it to her.




  “That one makes me look sickly,” I say instead. My hair is practically orange in itself. And my eyes are pale. More gray than green.




  Beautiful. That’s what Fitz said.




  He has to notice me eventually. Maybe I have to make him notice me.




  “I’ll wear this one,” I say quickly, picking up the pink bodice. “And the pale-green sleeves.”




  “These?” Madge holds up a sleeve the color of spring grass.




  “No.” Suddenly feeling urgent, I go to the chest myself and start digging in it. I want the green sleeves and the wine-colored kirtle. They’re different from the wedding

  garments. But they still look good against my skin, without showing off any freckles. I reach deeper, and our hands get tangled, so Madge steps back, laughing.




  “I say, it’s a good thing you have a maid,” she says. “I don’t see how anyone can keep track of your things. You have absolutely no regard for order.”




  Maybe that’s why I can’t write poetry.




  “One of the perks of being a duchess,” I say, and swing around from the chest with my treasures.




  “Trying to impress someone?” Madge asks, helping me into the bodice.




  Madge tightens the laces with a tug sharp enough to make me gasp. But it’s easy not to answer her questions. She wants to think she’s learning my secrets but is really more

  interested in telling her own.




  “Are you?” I ask her.




  “Maybe I’m trying to seduce your brother.”




  I don’t respond immediately, but pull my skirts around me, pretending to fumble with the fastenings. It should seem natural. My friend and my brother. A few months ago, I would have been

  overjoyed. But it bothers me that poor Frances de Vere—Hal’s wife—is out in Kenninghall with my mother. Waiting for a time when she can consummate her marriage. Is she waiting for

  Hal to fall in love with her? Just like I’m waiting for Fitz?




  But Fitz doesn’t know me. Has never spoken to me. Just as Hal has never known his wife. Fitz has never even kissed me. What if he’s with someone else, and his marriage to me is just

  a legality?




  “What?” Madge asks, standing back.




  “He’s married,” I blurt.




  “It’s flirtation only, Mary. And flirting can do no harm.” Madge widens her eyes and presses her lips together in a pout.




  “Your innocent act will work wonders, I’m sure.”




  Madge cackles and heads to the door. But before she reaches it, she stops, her shoulders rising with tension. And she steps aside. To let me go first.




  I’m not the only one still trying to get used to the fact that I’m a duchess.




  Greenwich is much more tightly quartered than Hampton Court. The lodgings are all on top of each other. I still don’t warrant rooms as good as my father’s, but at least I’m in

  the castle proper, and not out past the courtyards or down near the stables.




  I don’t have to get my feet wet in the rain.




  As we traverse the little rooms and galleries and climb the stairs of the donjon, the other ladies and courtiers step aside. They bow and curtsy, and some of the servants even call

  blessings.




  I feel like a fraud. Like I’m playing a game. Pretending to be regal. Pretending to be elevated. I’m just a little girl in nice clothes. Married, but not married. Daughter of a duke.

  Wife of a duke. But really . . . nothing.




  Just like Mother said, the day I told her I’d agreed to marry the king’s son.




  “You will always be subject to the king’s will,” she said. “Not a Howard. Certainly not a Stafford. And in the end you will amount to nothing.”




  I’ve always had my mother to tell me who I am. Or at least how I should act. Stand up straighter. Walk more slowly. Keep your head still. Keep your head up. Keep your damn head

  up!




  I snap my head up. I’ve been watching my feet, as I did as a child.




  I wish I knew what I was doing.




  I wish someone could tell me. Someone besides my mother. I can’t ask my father—I can’t risk him thinking that I’m stupid. That I’m not worthy of this honor. I

  can’t tell Fitz. I almost laugh at the very idea.




  I glance over my shoulder. Madge is frowning.




  I can’t ask her, either. She thinks all my problems are solved already. She may be my dearest friend, but this has already started to come between us. This and my brother.




  Even before we reach the queen’s watching chamber, I hear the buzz from her rooms. It fizzes down the stairs and hums on the landing. My footsteps slow of their own accord. I can picture

  the crowd already. The press of doublets and sleeves, feet tangled in skirts that aren’t their own. The inability to escape stray elbows or rank breath.




  Madge reaches forward and squeezes my hand. Only she knows that I’m not comfortable entering a crowded room. I gather up my courage and my skirts and walk through the open doors.




  The room is a riot of color. Walls and windows and courtiers decked in greater finery than usual. In spite of my wedding bodice, I feel underdressed.




  “Happy Christmas!” Henry Norris cries, and then announces my presence to the room. “The Duchess of Richmond and Somerset.”




  The entire assembly sinks to the floor.




  Except the queen, of course.




  My breath leaves me. “Mistress Shelton.” Norris is bent in reverence over Madge’s hand. Her face is lit like a candelabrum. She’s truly beautiful in her kingfisher

  dress.




  It’s no wonder I get lost in a crowd.




  “Come,” Madge whispers in my ear. “Let’s play that we’re at court.”




  She sweeps me into a dance of her own devising, improvising to the flow of the music, with much swirling of skirts. Her movements are extravagant and spontaneous, and she doesn’t care a

  whit what others are saying or thinking or judging. Or that they’re laughing.




  She whips me around and lets go, and in my dizziness I spin directly into a girl who has just walked in the door. She is very tall and thin, with a long, narrow nose and a swath of rich mahogany

  hair showing beneath her hood. Her gray eyes are sharp and her gaze penetrating.




  I’ve met her before. She’s Margaret Douglas, the king’s niece. Daughter of his older sister and a Scottish earl.




  She used to live in the household of Lady Mary—the king’s daughter with Katherine of Aragon. I’d heard she might be moved to court, and here she is. In June, during Anne

  Boleyn’s coronation, Margaret had worn an expression of detachment. I’d thought at the time that she didn’t accept Anne as queen. Now I wonder if she is just proud.




  A moment stretches into eternity as we gaze at each other. She does not curtsy.




  Neither do I. I don’t know if I’m supposed to.




  Margaret is in the line of succession to the throne. I am the wife of the king’s only son. By law, the king’s children should inherit based on sex and birth order. But Fitz is the

  son of the king’s mistress, not his wife. Lady Mary, the king’s oldest daughter, was declared illegitimate and stricken from the succession when the king’s marriage to Katherine

  of Aragon was annulled.




  That leaves three-month-old Elizabeth, Anne’s daughter.




  And King Henry’s nieces.




  No one wants a queen to rule. Least of all a baby. Or a Scot, like Margaret.




  If the king can change the legitimacy of his eldest daughter, could he change the legitimacy of his son? Am I a princess? A duchess? Or just a girl?




  “I believe my royal blood takes precedence.”




  Margaret’s voice is low and even. Confident. She knows who she is and where she belongs.




  I start to bow, but am interrupted.




  “In this court, Lady Margaret, you and the Duchess of Richmond are equal.”




  The room comes back in a rush—the press of bodies, the reek of sweat, the chains of gossip—and both of us turn together to curtsy to the queen.




  I watch Margaret from the corner of my eye. Her back is straight and her head bowed, but she is still regal. Restrained. She has done this her entire life.




  If we are equal, I still have a lot to learn. And I hope I’ve found the person I’ll learn it from.
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  JANUARY COMES THE ICY FEET OF WINTER AND THE COURT IS awash in gifts. Everyone gives something to the king and queen—this is a requirement. With

  the hundreds of gifts they receive each year, you’d think it wouldn’t matter if one person neglects her duty.




  But it does.




  My mother doesn’t send a gift to Anne Boleyn. This shouldn’t surprise me—the terms Mother used to describe my cousin were never fit to be repeated. But Mother has always sent

  gifts to the queen on January first.




  This year, Mother sends oranges to Katherine of Aragon. She was called queen since before I was born but is now just Princess Dowager, as the king claims they were never legally married, despite

  a ceremony and twenty years of cohabitation. Mother’s offering is duly noted by the court. And I hear whispers when I leave a room.




  I give the queen a small book of poetry that I copied out myself. It isn’t much, but at least it is personal. It’s not my own poetry, of course. Just a couple of Hal’s better

  pieces. And one or two by Thomas Wyatt. Madge insists I include Chaucer, reading over my shoulder as I write.




  My father supervises my gift to the king. He says it must be expensive. And impersonal, in case the king decides to pass it on to someone else.




  “It’s the perception of the thing that matters,” Father tells me. “The fact that you gave him something. That he received it.”




  So with much trepidation, I give the king a little gold tablet set with pearls. He kisses me wetly on the cheek and thanks me and gives me a ring in return, from his own stash of gifts.




  I recognize the ring. Margaret Douglas gave it to him. After I thank him, I hide it in the pocket at my waist and hope she hasn’t noticed.




  I have a gift to give Fitz—a gold ring decorated with an idled white lion, the symbol of the dukedom of Richmond. But I’m not sure how to give it to him. I don’t understand

  the protocol. I see him at the far end of the great hall. But I cannot penetrate the wall of people to reach him.




  The crowds threaten to smother me. I escape the castle to go to the empty orchard, the bare-branched trees running dark and bony up the hill toward Duke Humphrey’s Tower. The grass is wet

  underfoot, but at least there are no bodies pressing into me. I’m not breathing in someone else’s stale air.




  “Duchess!”




  Only one person calls me that. And she shouldn’t. I turn to see Madge struggling up the hill in heavy skirts already soaked.




  “This is for you,” she says, thrusting a package at me, thumping me in the stomacher.




  “For me?” I ask. “Why, Madge, you shouldn’t have.”




  “It’s not from me, Duchess,” she replies. She raises an eyebrow and grins wickedly. “It’s from your husband.”




  How did she get close to him when I couldn’t?




  I take the gift and slowly unwrap it. It’s a book. Bound simply in leather, stamped with gold. The pages are thick, and creamy. And blank.




  Not a single word written on them.




  “Not even a love note?” Madge takes the book from me. Flips through it. Turns it upside down, holding it by its spine to shake it.




  A piece of parchment flutters out. She swoops down on it like a falcon diving for prey and smooths it open.




  “‘For your words,’” she reads aloud.




  I feel like I’m in a crowded room, hardly able to breathe. What does he know about my words? What does he know about me?




  Madge turns the paper over. “That’s it?”




  “Well, what did he say?” I ask. “When . . . when he gave it to you?”




  “He didn’t give it to me,” she says. “He gave it to someone else, who asked me to deliver it.”




  Of course it was Hal to whom Fitz gave it. And of course it would be Madge whom Fitz asked to deliver it.




  I touch the letters stamped on the front cover.




  “M. F.”




  “Your initials.”




  “M. H.,” I remind her. “I’m a Howard.”




  “Mary FitzRoy. Ownership stamped in gold and bound in leather.”




  I run my finger along the two letters again. FitzRoy. Not Howard.




  “Perhaps it’s to write your own love letters in,” Madge continues. “Or poetry.”




  Hal is the poet. I look away.




  “Ahhhh,” Madge croons, leaning close again. “Love poetry, perhaps? Something by your brother. Or Thomas Wyatt? Something swoonworthy and seductive.” She pauses. “Or

  Chaucer!”




  “I imagine I can write in it anything I please.”




  “It seems a very impersonal gift,” Madge says, taking it from me and flipping through the blank pages. “The least he could have done was to leave a note.”




  But he did. And I’ve got it folded in the palm of my hand.




  For your words.




  He knows something about me. And I know nothing about him.




  





  [image: ]




  





  [image: ]




  IT’S SO EASY FOR HIM. HE SPENDS HIS DAYS SURROUNDED BY friends. Sure of his position. At his

  father’s side.




  He doesn’t have to think every moment about the way he walks, the way he holds his head, the way people look at him. He doesn’t have to be a duke. He just is

  one.




  I wake up every day feeling like me, and then I remember. I’m not me, anymore. I’m a duchess. And I need to act like one. So I spend the entire day as if on a stage. Always watched,

  but never listened to.




  The entire court moves to York Place—or Whitehall, as it’s called now. But everyone still calls it by its old name. From here, we are close to the City and Westminster, and most of

  the men find excuses to escape the palace boundaries.




  My freedom is more restricted, but the combination of more space and fewer people gives me a chance to breathe. I find myself a little in love with Whitehall, with its interconnected rooms and

  the windowed galleries right along the Thames.




  I seek out Margaret Douglas. She was born into this. Her mother was King Henry’s sister, and queen of Scotland. But after the Scots king died, her mother’s second marriage, to




  Archibald Douglas, went horribly awry, and Margaret grew up under the protection of her uncle.




  Margaret has true royal blood in her veins, not the murky depths the Howards cling to. Or the lineage of treason and betrayal that rocks the foundations of my mother’s side of the family.

  Not that my mother would ever lose her balance.




  I find Margaret in a bubble of quiet at the far side of a sparsely populated gallery. I thread my way between posturing courtiers to stand in front of her. But I have no idea how to begin.




  “What?” She doesn’t take her eyes off the book in her lap.




  “What do you mean?” I’m embarrassed and pretend to gaze out the window. The fog has rolled in off the Thames and seems to swallow the palace whole.




  “You’re staring at me.”




  “I’m sorry.”




  Margaret sighs and looks up at me. I see a resemblance to Fitz, her cousin. Her hair is less red and her mouth wider, but she does have the slightly pouty lower lip and the long nose, and her

  eyebrows arch like question marks over her dark eyes. She’s stunning.




  “What do you want, Your Grace?” she asks. “You came here for a reason.”




  I can’t just ask her to teach me how to be royal.




  All I’ve succeeded at is making myself look stupid. And possibly a bit deranged.




  “Peace and quiet?”




  It seems like a reasonable request. Court is noisy. Crowded. There is no such thing as privacy.




  “I’ll leave you to it, then.”




  Margaret shakes out her sleeves, picks up her book, and stands. This is where Mother would point out everything I’ve done wrong. My manner is wrong; my state of dress is wrong. Probably

  wanting to befriend Margaret in the first place is wrong.




  “I didn’t mean—”




  “To offend me?”




  She rests her book on her hip, held in place by her hand. Her knuckles are larger than most women’s, her fingers long and slender. Not like mine, which almost appear jointless, merely

  short, round sausages. She makes a noise deep in her throat and I look back up at her hard expression, the eyes giving nothing away.




  “To take my place by the window?” she asks. “To displace me?”




  “Displace you?” I ask.




  “From my seat. From my place at court.”




  She means that I have risen suddenly from being the awkward daughter of a duke to claiming a status comparable to hers.




  “I didn’t ask for your seat or your place.” I don’t intend to ingratiate myself, but years of living with my mother have made my tone habitually subservient.




  “Did you not hear the queen? We are equal. I am the king’s niece, and who are you?”




  No one. I refuse to repeat my mother’s words. But I hear them. Feel them.




  “I’m married to the king’s son.”




  “And he will displace me in the succession,” Margaret says. “Just you wait and see. Even Elizabeth could be surpassed by a boy—no matter that he’s illegitimate.

  Especially if that boy has a son.”




  I almost choke. “Fitz is unlikely to have a son anytime soon. He won’t even look at me.”




  Margaret blinks. And then laughs. “I’ve never met anyone so . . . honest before, Your Grace.”




  “My mother says it’s my worst fault.” I reconsider this. In my mother’s eyes, all of my faults are heinous. And countless.




  “Your mother comes from good, dishonest stock.”




  I frown. She means my grandfather, the Duke of Buckingham, executed twelve years ago for his pretensions to the throne.




  “I think many of us hope to leave a better legacy than our parents,” I tell her.




  Margaret looks away, twists her long fingers around her book, and then regards me steadily. “Forgive me. I did not mean to disparage your family.”




  “And I did not mean to displace you,” I say, hoping my tone conveys that I feel no offense. “I also did not mean to chase you from your window seat. I only sought a place to

  sit, and an amiable companion.”




  “So, not peace and quiet.”




  A wicked smile lifts her lips as she throws the half lie back at me. She has proven that honesty is not my greatest fault.




  She sits and pats the window seat beside her. I acquiesce silently.




  “You’re a duchess,” Margaret says, tilting her chin down and looking at me critically. “And you don’t know how to be.”




  Her assessment hits me like a slammed door. I stare straight ahead, unseeing, into the gallery. And I say nothing. I don’t belong anywhere else, either.




  “Your mother is one,” she says. “Follow her example.”




  “God forbid.” The words spill out and I can’t take them back. Treacherous tongue, slandering a Howard.




  But Margaret laughs. It transforms her. Softens her. Just enough so I think I can tell her the truth.




  “Margaret,” I begin. “I was never going to amount to much. Hal was always an earl, and always going to be a duke. Mother even hoped the dukedom of Buckingham would be revived

  for him and he’d be two dukes in one, like Fitz. But me? At best, I aspired to marry an earl. Possibly only a knight with delusions of grandeur. That’s what the Howards do with their

  girls.”




  Margaret sniffs. “True. Look at your aunt.”




  “Which one?”




  Margaret chuckles. “You have a Howard aunt who married a grasping knight, and she is now mother to the queen. You never know where luck and good placement will take you.” Her smile

  disappears in an instant. “Some of us are not so lucky. You should embrace it.”




  “Can you help me?” I ask suddenly. “I feel like a fraud. Especially when people call me ‘Your Grace.’ I have never had grace, and the very word sounds like a lie.

  Hal calls me ‘Your Gracelessness.’”




  Margaret laughs.




  “No wonder Madge Shelton appears to like him so much,” Margaret says, and I’m surprised by her perception. Or perhaps by the fact that Hal and Madge have been so

  indiscreet.




  She levels a hard look at me.




  “You have no choice,” she says. “Your life has changed. You are now a duchess, whether you like it or not. Perhaps just the wife of a bastard prince. An almost-prince. But

  everyone will be watching him—and you.”




  “But what if I make a mistake?”




  “You will make mistakes,” she says. “But you will also set precedents.”




  “I don’t know how to fit into this life, this family. I barely know where I fit into my own.”




  “How and where are different questions. The how is entirely up to you. The where depends entirely on the king.”




  “I just don’t understand the rules,” I say lamely.




  “Your Grace,” Margaret says, and places her hand over mine. “Mary.”




  I look up. She’s staring at me intently. Not with irritation. Not with condescension. With the look of someone who needs her words to be heard and understood.
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