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    Chapter I 
 
    June 1525 
 
      
 
    Mother is displeased. Then again, Mother is always displeased. I shouldn’t be surprised. Yet, I find I am surprised. There is something different in her anger today and I’m unsure how to respond.  
 
    She glares at me as she fans herself in our garden. Her dark eyes follow my every movement as I bend over my needlework. I try to pretend I don't notice, but her glare penetrates me. I finally clear my throat and look up. 
 
    "Do you require something, Mother?" My voice is all sweetness. I don’t want her to turn her wrath on me.  
 
    Those dark eyes narrow and her expression is pinched. Her lovely features contort with her anger. "I am bored, Phillipa!" Her words cut through the still air, giving her the air of a petulant child.  
 
    I bite the inside of my cheek. She has just seen to the disillusion of Princess Mary's engagement to the Holy Roman Emperor and she has the audacity to be bored! As if that fiasco wasn't enough discord for her.  
 
    I force a smile. "Perhaps we should travel," I suggest.  
 
    She rolls her eyes. "I don’t want to travel. I want to go to court!" 
 
    My jaw clenches and my stomach cramps at the mere thought of going to court. "That is not wise, Mother. You do not want to risk detection." She has taken an undue interest in the English court as of late and my repeated attempts to dissuade her continue to end in failure.  
 
    Hera and Aphrodite are already entrenched there, which rankles her beyond measure. If Hera and Aphrodite knew my mother was trying to pull strings anywhere near them, they'd unite against her in their shared hatred. Mother simply cannot have that. She wishes to be the only Olympian to influence the court. I am constantly reminding her that her machinations will get us in trouble. Her work to dissolve Princess Mary’s engagement took place at the emperor’s side. If she had tried it on English soil, Hera would have swooped down on her with a vengeance. When I remind her of this simple fact, Mother simply accuses me of being a blight on her household.  
 
    We are happy, my mother and I, clearly.  
 
    "I am loath to see those fools prancing about with the Queen and the King’s mistresses!"  
 
    I very much doubt Hera has ever pranced, but I look back down at my needlework and wisely refrain from speaking. There will be no living with Mother until this mood passes or she gets what she wants, and very rarely does she just let the mood pass. I steel my will against the inevitable. Mother wishes to go to court and so she shall. 
 
    "I hear King Francis's court is beautiful and lively. Or perhaps a trip to Margaret of Austria; her house is a great place of learning." I hate going to court. Though our trips are brief, they are filled with enough chaos to make me sick to my stomach.  
 
    Mother does not hesitate to dole out punishment. She slaps me hard across the face. Her blow stings my skin. If I had any pride left, perhaps that would sting too, but Mother has seen that any shred of pride or dignity I might have once possessed was squashed long ago.  
 
    "You insipid milksop! I don’t want to go to France or Austria. I want to go to Bridewell Palace. With a simple letter, I can get us invited." 
 
    We have been before, avoiding notice as a comely widow and her daughter. We present ourselves as boring so we draw no attention. I must carry around a rosary and decline dances while my mother sows discord in courtiers. Once her plans have been set into motion, we spirit off again, because I, her "sickly" daughter, cannot handle the excitement.  
 
    I hate it. I enjoy dancing and would like to flirt and partake in the gaiety, but Mother forbids it. Eris, goddess of chaos, will be denied by no one, least of all her mortal daughter. I would undo all her plans if I could. 
 
    "We are going." Her word is final.  
 
    She already has some scheme worked out, or she will once we arrive. I frown, trying not to unleash my anger and frustration, even as it boils deep inside me like a long dormant volcano. Perhaps one day it will erupt, but for now it simply bubbles inside as I let Mother do as she wishes.  
 
    "Mother-" 
 
    "Not another word, Phillipa!" she snaps at me. “I wish your brother was here. He would not disobey me so.” Strife would join in gleefully with her plans. His presence would save me from being an unwilling participant; alas, he is off making trouble somewhere else. “But I am cursed with you!” 
 
    I grind my teeth together but hold my tongue. I have half a mind to tell Hera how often my mother sniffs around, but I am not likely to be believed. As Chaos's daughter, I will be judged guilty of spreading dissent no matter what I do.  
 
    "I will instruct your things to be packed and will send a missive requesting we be allowed to go." She stops looking at me, her eyes now fixed on the horizon.  
 
    I can almost see the wheels in her mind spinning as she decides how she might disrupt the lives of the richest and most powerful in the land.  
 
    My ugliest, most drab dresses will be aired out and I will be glamoured to look sallow skinned and sickly, with stringy hair. I trudge off to our house, trying not to scream my fury.  
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    I want to feign sickness the morning we are set to ride to Bridwell. I could lie in bed, clutching my stomach and crying from pain. I need only crawl back into bed and draw the covers up. That’s it. It's simple, really. Mother has not seen me yet this morning. I could claim bad food or my monthly courses. I eye the bed longingly as I hear Mother outside the door. I could do it. There is still time. My heart beats a little faster and my head spins. I am mortal, subject to illnesses Mother does not understand. One word, and I’ll be spared from participating in her plots. The handle on the door turns.  
 
    My nerve leaves me. Her cruelness will know no bounds if I disobey her now. I must do this, no matter how it pains me.  
 
    Though I wish to hide, I wait obediently by the bed, my head held as high as I can manage. Mother will see me beaten down, but I can at least pretend I still have pride. 
 
    Mother sweeps into my room looking ravishing in her gown. She wears a black gable hood with only the brunette of her hairline showing. Her girdle is beaded pearl and gold, flashing even in the dim light of my chambers. The black gown features a yellow pattern that snakes around the bottom hem of the gown, the bodice capped with a low, square neckline. She looks like a well-endowed bumblebee, but I wouldn't dare say this thought aloud. I am dressed similarly, without a hood, though I am kept in grays and browns quite often; anything to make me unappealing so she might better work. 
 
    Her eyes rove over me. I am tall and thick with rosy cheeks. I sport freckles from the sun, a disgrace to my vanity, according to Mother. I am the picture of health and not the sickly girl she presents when we visit court. More than once she has complained my green eyes are too dewy and bright. She cannot glamour eyes. If she could, I am quite sure she'd give me a jaundiced look, one with yellowed whites to match the purple bags she’ll place under my eyes. Thankfully, no matter her power, eyes cannot be altered. But she will change the rest of me. 
 
    Eris, like many of her brethren of Olympians, can change her form at will. She can be anyone or anything she desires. Unfortunately, she cannot glamour herself to be a better mother.  
 
    I have inherited this power, though since my father was a mortal, it is not as powerful. Mother's glamour lasts until she dispels it, and she can make me look like whatever suits her fancy. I could be a purple coated filly if she wanted. I can glamour only myself, and only to look like a person I have seen before. The glamour lasts a short time, minutes at the most, and then I revert to my true self. I don’t often use this power, though. I spend too much of my life living the lies Mother has concocted. I don’t wish to continue them when left to my own devices. 
 
    "You look so sour, Phillipa." 
 
    The skin around my mouth is tight. I am biting back my revulsion and it shows. 
 
    "Mother, I-" A thousand words surge up from my lungs, but each one gets stuck at the back of my throat. 
 
    I could say I don't want to go, but then she will run about entirely unchecked. Who knows what chaos she would bring to court without me to temper where I can? I could push again for us to go somewhere else. I have a desire to travel east, to see Beijing or Constantinople. Anywhere but England. There is an entire world to see and Mother could make sure we blend in. But my eyes catch on her fingers, noticing she’s wearing her largest rings. I know from experience how much they hurt, and she will not hesitate to strike me if I dare suggest traveling elsewhere again. 
 
    "Yes?" she asks impatiently, looking down on me as though I've issued a challenge. Her hand twitches in her sleeve. 
 
    I must say something. The silence will annoy her as much as anything I could say. "Mother, I don't wish to be your sickly daughter this time." I settle with this. She will think it is sheer vanity, something she understands well. 
 
    "Well, you have to." She takes me by the shoulders and turns me to face the mirror. She likes making me watch as she glamours my figure, knowing how uncomfortable it makes me.  
 
    "Why? You could say I am a relation, a cousin's child, perhaps. I do not wish to be ugly at court." I hope she buys the lie, if only because this stalls us. If I stall her long enough, I pray she will lose interest in this venture. 
 
    "You're being ridiculous,” she huffs, running her long, slender fingers through my thick brown locks. A shiver runs down my spine as I feel her nails scrape against my scalp. Her eyes are fixed on our reflections. “But it does give me an idea. My dear, sickly daughter could use a friend of her rank." 
 
    "Oh, Mother, what are you thinking?" 
 
    "That I will grant your wish and bring someone else as my infirmed daughter." She flitters out, leaving me standing before the mirror. 
 
    And just like that, I have invited additional chaos into our trip. Good work, Phillipa, I think sourly. I wear the most severe frown I think has ever existed. It hurts my face and makes me feel sick to my stomach. She will find some poor boy or girl and glamour them to look as she always makes me. Then, when she has sufficiently ruined everyone's life, she will send the poor child home in disgrace. And I shall have only myself to blame for trying to stall her with an argument about beauty. There is nothing for it now but to temper the damage as best I can. With a sigh I am sure shakes the foundation of our home, I head out after Mother. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter II 
 
      
 
    Bess is an orphan my mother plucked from the streets of London. According to Mother, she worked as a prostitute and welcomed the "charity of a good Christian woman" as Mother brought her home. I doubt this is the truth. Bess could have been a baker’s daughter or a milkmaid, for all I know. Regardless, she is welcoming of our charity. She eats greedily at our table as Mother reads scripture to her. I push my own food around my plate with my knife. Hair stands up at the base of my neck and sweat pricks my hairline. Dread covers me like an oppressive blanket.  
 
    Bess’s frizzy red hair sticks out of her bun, giving her a wild, unkempt look. She licks her fingers clean as she eats.  
 
    “You’re a real fine lady for bringing me into your home,” Bess says, her mouth full of food. Crumbs fall down the front of her dress unchecked.  
 
    Mother catches my eye as she reads. Her mouth is set in a hard line and her eyes narrow. It is her silent warning to me not to say a damned word. I look down at my food. Never has roast chicken looked so terrible.  
 
    “It is our duty to help those less fortunate.” Mother smiles kindly at Bess. “Here, have some more wine.” 
 
    While Bess is distracted with filling her belly, I watch helplessly as Mother drops waters of the River Lethe into Bess’s wine and places the cup in front of Bess. Blissfully unaware of her danger, Bess grabs it with both hands and drinks it down in loud gulps. Her throat bobs as she unknowingly drinks her doom. She sets the glass aside and grabs her head. The River of Forgetfulness works fast on mortals.  
 
    “Where am I?” Bess asks, looking panicked as she swivels her head from Mother to me.  
 
    My chest constricts. Every muscle in my body screams to flee the room and not be witness to Mother’s cruelty but I’m frozen to my seat. There is nothing I can do to help Bess now.  
 
    “You’re home, dear,” Mother coos softly. Her voice hits me like ice in my veins. I glare at her, but she merely smirks at me.  
 
    Bess’s voice cracks with tears. “Who am I?”  
 
    Mother strokes her hair and her fiery locks change to a stringy brunette. “You’re my daughter, Phillipa Hinton, daughter of Alice Hinton, widow of the Count of Hillsbury. And that is your cousin, for whom you are named, Phillipa Ashby.” 
 
    Bess is openly weeping now. Tears streak down her face and her nose turns red. I want to reach out to hold her hand, but Mother glares at me when I make the slightest movement. 
 
    “I can’t remember anything!” Bess sobs. 
 
    My stomach twists at the whole madness of it all. I stand, not sure what I could have done to prevent it. The waters of the Lethe cannot be undone by any means I possess.  
 
    Mother grips Bess’s face, running her hand down it. Bess’s ruddy skin changes to a pale, sickly pallor, pockmarked from sickness. Her rosy cheeks and freckles are gone, and it’s like looking in a mirror from all the times Mother did this to me. Only her hazel eyes remain, red rimmed and brimming with tears. I wonder if anyone will make note that Alice Hinton's daughter's eyes have changed color rather dramatically. 
 
    “It is just your illness, dear one,” Mother says comfortingly and hugs Bess.  
 
    Bess’s buxom chest flattens and her waist shrinks, making her clothes ill fitted. Her sobs break my heart. I am just as much a fiend as Mother for allowing this to happen. I could have weathered another beating to stop Mother of robbing Bess of all that makes her who she is.  
 
    “I will help you remember,” Mother says. She stands and takes Bess by the hand to lead her away.  
 
    She will “educate” Bess now, while her mind is still foggy. When Bess regains her senses fully, she will only know the lies about her life Mother gave her.  
 
    There’s a hollowness in my chest as I watch them leave, as though my heart has been removed and replaced with a stone. All the splendor of our home seems dull and ugly. It has been made so by Mother, but I am not blameless. I allowed Mother to go unchecked, only daring to speak my protests to myself. A protest in the mind is no true protest, but it’s all I can do against her. Now, I have given her the idea to spirit some poor young woman away from home.  
 
    Bile rises in the back of my throat. I swallow it down, fighting against a stronger second wave. I will not let Mother hurt Bess anymore. I will protect her and act as a loving cousin against Mother’s selfish plans. For a moment I am filled with grim purpose, but it is fleeting. My thoughts turn back to the waters of the Lethe and how cruelly they were administered to Bess. I lose the fight against the bile and vomit onto my plate.  
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Mother’s maid, Elizabeth is carrying a tray to Bess’s room when I approach. The girl looks relieved to see me and not Mother coming up to her. Steam from broth rises from the bowl on the tray.  
 
    “Miss Phillipa.” Elizabeth bobs a small curtsy to me. Her hair is hidden beneath a white bonnet and her willowy frame is mostly obscured by the sack dress and apron Mother forces her to wear.  
 
    “I can take that.” I reach for the tray. 
 
    Elizabeth steps back a little. “But Lady Hinton said-” 
 
    “Ignore it. Lady Hinton is busy admiring her ‘flawless’ beauty in a mirror in her chambers. Let me help, Elizabeth. I’m sure you’re busy enough without having to see to another person.” 
 
    Gratitude shines in Elizabeth’s eyes as well as a hint of laughter for my attempt at a joke at Mother’s expense. I wonder what lie Mother has told her about Bess. At home, I have never been glamoured in front of our few servants. As such, they will think nothing of Bess’s transformation into the same façade I normally wear at court because they’ve never seen it. However, this is the first time we’ve brought guests into our home since my father’s death.  
 
    Elizabeth bites her already chapped bottom lip and does a cursory glance of the hall. “Who is she, miss?” 
 
    “Mother’s latest charity. Some poor wretch.” 
 
    Disbelief is written across Elizabeth’s face. This house is not known for its charity. I reach out and take the tray. She does not resist this time.  
 
    “This won’t bring trouble, will it?” Her voice drops low as she asks. 
 
    I am certain Bess’s presence will bring trouble, but Elizabeth does not need to know that. I wonder what terrible thoughts she entertains quietly about us. Mother is not a kind mistress. The fact that she has brought some poor, unsuspecting woman into the house as “charity” will be met by suspicion from all our servants.  
 
    Shaking my head, I maneuver the tray so I can open the bedroom door. “No, of course not. You have nothing to worry about.”  
 
    Elizabeth bobs another curtsy and turns down the hall. I slip into Bess’s room and find her sitting on the four-poster bed, staring out the window forlornly. Sun filters in through the glass, lighting her sallow-skinned face. A vacant look fills her eyes. She looks without seeing.  
 
    “How are you feeling, cousin?” I cannot bring myself to call her ‘Phillipa.’ I cannot bring myself to feed the lie. 
 
    “Tired.” She says nothing else. 
 
    There is a small stand on the side of the bed. I cross the room and put the tray on it before sitting next to her. I take one of her hands in mine. It is cold and clammy, limp in my grip.  
 
    She has a view of the Thames from this room. The softly undulating waters reflect the afternoon sun. Ribbons of light from the water’s reflection dance on the ceiling. It is peaceful. Even the gray clouds of an approaching storm look serene from this distance. Unfortunately, it would take but a pin’s fall to shatter the calm. It is that fragile. 
 
    Bess has been trapped in this room for a day, relearning her whole life. Lies fill her head. Who was this poor woman before Mother dug in her claws? 
 
    “Have some broth,” I say. “You need your strength.” 
 
    Her fingers tighten around mine as I reach for the bowl. “I don’t feel hungry. Only tired. I had the strangest dreams last night.” She smiles at me. “And now I feel confused, like something’s missing up here.” She taps her temple.  
 
    A lump fills my throat. What have I done? I lean in and kiss her temple. “I am here to help,” I say.  
 
    “I don’t want to be a burden.” She looks away.  
 
    “You are no burden.” My voice is stern. “Come, have this broth for me, your beloved cousin.” I tickle her sides until I see a smile appear.  
 
    I cannot undo what’s happened. I’m not sure any but Zeus himself could, but I see no reason to ignore my mistakes. Since I gave Mother the idea to abduct some poor young woman, I shall see to her well-being.  
 
    I remain with Bess as the sun sets. We chat and play cards as old friends and her laugh fills the room as we play. The melancholy in which I found her vanishes the longer I am with her. This cheers me some, though I feel my guilt pressing at the back of my mind the whole time.  
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Bess sits in the carriage with me, blissfully unaware she ever was Bess. She is my cousin of the same name and loves me for taking care of her, despite her illness. All I can do is smile at her and play along. She has suffered greatly and doesn't even know it. 
 
    "This will be great fun!" Mother exclaims as we trundle along.  
 
    I can only imagine the trouble she will get into with a willing "daughter" at her side. I know Mother, so I have never been compliant in her schemes, but poor Bess doesn't know any better. She sees only her kindly mother who has spent her whole life tending to her illness. But at least her hazel eyes remain hers. They shine, when Mother would otherwise see them dulled.  
 
    Mother holds her hand and whispers sweet things to Bess. If she means to make me jealous, then she will fail. I do not envy Bess Mother's false affections or the role into which she has been forced. 
 
    "You look unwell, dear cousin," Mother says to me. She wishes to goad me. 
 
    I say nothing, but give her an enigmatic smile. Let my silence infuriate her. I've no time for her games. For this brief moment, I allow myself to enjoy that I will not be tied to Mother's apron strings. We head to Bridewell Palace to attend court and Mother promises I can enjoy it this time. I feel this is some sort of trick on her part, but for the length of this carriage ride, at least, I choose to believe her words. 
 
    I should like to go riding, dance, and play cards. Perhaps even flirt. Long have I been denied any sort of pleasure in the presence of others. At home, I am free to do as I will, but it is unbearably lonely. I have never been able to say much to the King's courtiers, save to repeat my sad, lonely story as a sick young girl. For once, I will be free to do as I like. Then I look at Bess and all my mirth flits away like a butterfly. 
 
    Bess coughs delicately and Mother looks distressed. It is her act, of course. I used to cough on cue so she might publicly dote on me and send me to bed to rest. That was when she caused her mischief. She used me as a prop and then sowed the seeds of discontent in marriages, caused broken engagements, caused men and women to gamble away fortunes. Her tears for her poor infirmed daughter sways people. Sometimes she doesn't even masquerade as Alice Hinton. She finds new faces and new names with which to sow discord. She just likes making me upset. 
 
    "Perhaps you should have left Phillipa at home," I say. "I would hate for her to get ill." It is my final plea for Mother to stop this nonsense. We can return home and I will take care of Bess. 
 
    "You are speaking nonsense!" Mother says, laughing. "It is not your place to question me. I know what is best for my daughter." 
 
    Bess grips Mother's hand tighter and smiles at me. "Oh, dear cousin, I feel fine. I should love to go to court." 
 
    Of course you feel fine, I think. There's nothing actually wrong with you. I open my mouth to shoot back a nasty retort, but the joy in Bess's face is undeniable. She knows nothing but the lies fed to her by Mother. If she is happier for them, I suppose it would be cruel of me to lash out. Though I know I must remain vigilant that Mother does not turn her to completely wicked ends. 
 
    "You are as sour as you were when I bedded the Duke of Suffolk. How you carried on at me then." 
 
    I blink. "You did what?" The liaisons of Charles Brandon, brother-in-law to the King are not unknown to me, outlier though I am, but I did not know Mother even knew the man. 
 
    Mother's eyes widen a fraction for a second and then she looks down at her nails. "You must not have been with me." 
 
    Bess looks suitably shocked at this revelation, but I feel more dubious. I have always been at court with Mother and she often revels in my discomfort. I push the matter away. Suffolk wouldn't be the first man of status she bedded, though I am surprised she aimed so high. 
 
    Our ride continues in silence, on my part at least. Bess and Mother giggle and gossip while I stare out the window. Bridewell comes into view and I feel a stone settle deep in my gut. The great stone walls are foreboding. Even with the King’s banners flying high, there is a certain bleakness to the palace. It is my own misgivings about our visit that make this place more of a prison than the splendid residence of the King. I try to fix my mind on the festivities I will enjoy, but then I look at Bess.  
 
    Our trips to court have been infrequent. Mother much prefers tormenting the village near our home, but I can tell she longs for something more, something that will prove she reigns over everything large and small. 
 
    Mother married a minor lord, a man with money but few courtly responsibilities. She did so because she wanted to go undetected by Hera, who stood firmly behind Queen Katharine even as her husband, King Henry VIII strayed. Mother also wanted to avoid Aphrodite, who pushed mistresses in the King's way. The two goddesses had already set up a secure place in court by the time Henry first took the throne, or so Mother says. 
 
    The first years of my life saw Mother away from England, spreading discord across the world with my mortal father in tow while I lived in England with nurses and tutors. When I was fifteen my father died and Mother returned, bringing her chaos along with her. She dismissed the whole household, save for a few servants. For five years now, she has made life miserable. 
 
    As the brick walls of Bridewell fill my window, I fear the worst. Will she start a war with one petty gesture? Will she disrupt a powerful marriage arrangement? Will she hurl another golden apple into the midst, declaring it for the fairest? Or is this just personal torture for me? Whatever her plans, I must not get lost in the festive mood of court. I vow to keep an eye on her.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter III 
 
      
 
    People are everywhere, laughing, dancing, and eating. All around me is the soft rustle of silks as courtiers float along in the elaborate court dances. The smell of roasted swan and candied pears fills my nose and makes my mouth water. This is my first chance to truly enjoy the splendors of King Henry’s court and I hide myself away, tucking myself into a corner where I can observe the festivities from a safe distance. Mother chats with a man in a fine doublet and hose who has combed and waxed his beard and moustache to points. He looks smug, even from a distance. Mother touches his arm gingerly, laughing demurely. From my corner, I mimic this laugh, tossing my head lightly. 
 
    "'Oh, sir, how you flatter me,'" I say, pitching my voice up. 
 
    "Are you quite alright?" a voice says at my side. 
 
    My ears and face burn, but I turn to the voice. A man around my age wears an uncertain smile as he looks at me. My first day to myself at court and this is how I act! 
 
    "My aunt is showcasing her charms," I explain, "and I cannot help but mock her." Honesty shall be my refuge tonight.  
 
    The man's eyes scan the floor, looking for whom I have been mocking. Mother is standing closer to the man now, while he smiles and humors her. I can't decide who annoys me more. Mother for her coquettish act, or the man with his smug, lecherous look fixed at her. 
 
    "Your aunt will be bored to tears soon enough. The Duke of Norfolk is not the most interesting man to ever grace these halls. Best hasten to her side before she dies from ennui." 
 
    He's a cheeky young man with mirth glittering in his eyes. I cannot help smiling back at him. He bows to me, a show of true gallantry, and I curtsy back, feeling like a proper courtier for once. 
 
    "I don’t believe I have seen you in court before,” he says with a roguish smile. 
 
    I open my mouth to say I am the daughter of the late Lord Hinton, Count of Hillsbury, but remember I am not Phillipa Hinton. I am Phillipa Ashby, cousin of her ladyship. "Miss Phillipa Ashby, niece to Lady Alice Hinton, Countess of Hillsbury." I nod my head slightly in Mother's direction to indicate to whom I am referring. 
 
    "Ah, I do not believe Lady Hinton has been at court since my arrival in the spring. I am Sir James Hornby." He offers no other title or lands. He must be here as part of the household of a landed and titled relative. 
 
    "She often stays home with an infirmed daughter." The lie coats my tongue, but still comes out with ease. It doesn't even occur to me to say anything remotely resembling the truth, or better yet, to say nothing at all about Mother's court absence. She has ingrained her lies so far into me, they come out of their own volition. 
 
    "I am sorry to hear that." 
 
    I ball my hands into fists that I hide in my sleeves to keep from wringing them together. I do not wish to continue this line of conversation. I look away and catch Mother's eye. She smiles, showing her teeth, and then returns to her conversation with the Duke of Norfolk. I want to be away from this room. I don't want to look at her anymore. 
 
    I turn to James and do my best to give him a dazzling smile. "I am new to court myself; would you favor me with a dance?" It is forward, and James's eyes widen in surprise at the request. "I have not had much of an opportunity for it in the past," I remark quickly.  
 
    James holds his hand for me and leads us away from the corner we've occupied. A galliard has been called for. James and I take up positions with the rest of the dancers. His hand is cool to the touch as my hand alights on his like a bird on a branch. The music begins and we hop about like colorful songbirds. I cannot keep the smile from my face as my feet lift off the ground. I am lost to the music and the joy of it. James is the only person I truly register as he dances with me. Elation fills my breast to be able to dance as myself and not the sickly daughter of Alice Hinton. I lose myself to the dance, ignoring my guilt over Bess for the length of the song.  
 
    Polite applause for the musicians follows the dance. One man claps louder than the rest. He is tall with fiery red hair and his smile is encased in a beard. I stare in wonder at him. 
 
    "It will not do to gawk at His Grace." James comes to my side. 
 
    My eyes drop to the floor. Of course, that must be King Henry! I have never seen the King before. I always imagined him aloof and untouchable, but he laughs and drinks among his courtiers and lights up the room with his good humor, his eyes sparkling as he takes in the people of his court. A little girl of ten or even younger hurries to him, demanding a dance. She has similar red locks and wears jewels even I, a grown woman, do not wear. She embodies light and happiness and Henry swoops her up with a guffaw. 
 
    "And the Princess Mary," James whispers. 
 
    I smile at him. "And the Queen?" 
 
    He turns me slowly to a raised dais at the far end of the hall. A beautiful, regal woman in a gable hood sits there, her auburn hair peeking out at her hairline. Wearing all black with accents of white on her sleeves and neckline, she smiles demurely to anyone who approaches, but her eyes do not leave Henry and Mary. Even from where I stand, I see her pride and love at her family.  
 
    I am at a loss for what to say, but I must compliment the monarchs. I don’t want to appear as though I am not in awe of their status so high above me. Truthfully, I have no real care for mortal kings. 
 
    "England is blessed with a beautiful and loving royal family," I say, hoping I don't sound like a blathering idiot. 
 
    Though I wonder how loving Henry is, seeing as he has shown great favor and adoration for his mistress who gave him a son. But I wisely keep this to myself. 
 
    "Would you care for another dance, my lady?" James holds his hand for me. 
 
    "I would like that very much." We take our places for an almain that Princess Mary has demanded. 
 
    I smile as I watch the little princess choose her father as her partner. As the dance begins, I scan the crowd and cannot find Mother anywhere. My joy leaves me in an instant. She is up to no good somewhere and I've allowed her to get away. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter IV 
 
      
 
    Mother will not say where she was all night, but she returns to our chambers by morning. I slept, fitfully, beside Bess. 
 
    "There is a hunt this morning," Mother says when we break our fast. "I am going." There is no room for argument with her tone. "The Duke of Norfolk has personally invited me." 
 
    I think of the odd thing she said on our carriage ride, about bedding the Duke of Suffolk, and speak without a care for her rage. "Watch out that the Duchess of Norfolk doesn't catch you." I don't look up from the platter of cold beef and bread before me, but I can feel Mother's glare trying to bore a hole into my forehead. 
 
    "Have a care, Phillipa." I know from experience that Mother will issue the warning only once, but I feel bold after enjoying an evening in public as myself. 
 
    "I will when you do," I clap back.  
 
    In a flash of movement too fast for the eye to comprehend, Mother backhands me and Bess gasps. My flesh stings from the impact. Thankfully Mother wears no rings this morning to mar my face.  
 
    "Mother!" Bess's voice is shrill, and I hear her chair scrape the floor as she rushes to my side. 
 
    I do nothing. There’s no point. Bess's hands grasp mine. I don't pull away, even though I want to. I want to hold my burning cheek to take away the sting, but I don’t want to give Mother the satisfaction of knowing she hurt me. Instead, I let Bess hold me and inspect my face. 
 
    "Enjoy your hunt, Aunt Alice," I say. My tone conveys none of my anger. It is as though we've been discussing the weather, nothing more. "Phillipa," I turn to Bess, "shall we walk the gardens?" 
 
    Mother makes an annoyed sound through her nose. I have not risen to her challenge and that annoys her.  
 
    Bess's eyes widen in delight. Her worry for me disappears, replaced with joy. Her smile belies the pockmarked sorrow Mother has given her. I decide then I will not quarrel with Mother in front of her again. We will be a pleasant, loving family before Bess. 
 
    Mother wears a disinterested look. "Do as you will." She pushes away from the table and trounces away, retreating into her bed chamber where she slams the door. 
 
    "She is in an awful temper today," Bess observes. She glares as her eyes fix on the door to Mother’s chamber. 
 
    I smile at her. "Nevermind her. I’m sure she is upset none of the men of court paid her much heed last night." 
 
    Bess giggles. She grabs my hand again, holding it tightly. I wonder what type of woman she was before Mother grabbed her. It must have been a hard life, to be so willing to follow a stranger. Surely being the "daughter" of a lady is better than whatever her role was before, but to lose all her memories seems such a horrible bargain in return. Did she have someone who loved her, who is unaware where she has gone? 
 
    My face falls as I look at her. Her brows draw together in worry as she watches me. "Are you alright?" 
 
    I stroke her cheek, feeling the pitted skin Mother has given her. "I am worried about your mother." The lie is an easy one, riddled as it is with truth. "Come, let us dress and go enjoy the sunshine." I take her hand and lead her to our bedroom to dress for the day. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    We are not alone in the gardens. There are a number of ladies and gentlemen enjoying the sunshine as I walk arm in arm with Bess. We wear our hair down in a way only appropriate for maidens. I feel a certain amount of freedom at having my brunette tresses plaited down my back. I have never worn my natural hair in public. The heat of the sun soaks into it and heats my head, but I care not. 
 
    I turn my face to the sun and smile. Bess's gown whispers as she moves and there's a carefree joy around her. The smell of flowers in bloom swirls and is buoyed by the light breeze. We smile and nod to the other courtiers who pass us. 
 
    "Phillipa?" Bess stops us. "Is that the Queen?" 
 
    I follow her eyes across the pond to see the Queen moving about with five of her ladies following her. They all wear black and white dresses, complementing the Queen's own black and white gown. Each one wears a fine gable hood, hiding their hair from prying eyes. Everyone who passes them bows or curtsies as the Queen passes. Princess Mary follows behind with her own attendants, looking like a miniature version of her mother. 
 
    "Will she greet us, I wonder?" Excitement fills Bess's words. 
 
    I stop our progress to watch the Queen. She follows the path around the pond and turns in our direction. I pull Bess off the path when it becomes clear Queen Katharine will pass us. 
 
    "Oh, Phillipa," Bess whispers. "This is most exciting!" 
 
    Mother has given Bess false memories of a life spent mostly at our house along the Thames. They mirror my own memories since Mother's return from abroad, but they lack the strife of my relationship with her. A bitter taste fills my mouth at Bess's excitement. She lives a life that belongs to me, but without the pain. But when I see her wide, glassy eyes watching the Queen come toward us, I can't help but smile. 
 
    "Your Grace," we say and curtsy as Queen Katharine passes us. 
 
    Our eyes are downcast. I hear the rustle of her gowns and see her fine slippers peeking out from beneath her dress. The smell of rosewater washes over me. 
 
    "Please rise, ladies." Her voice has an accent from her natural Spanish tongue. 
 
    She has a kind face, though she does not smile. Bess is practically humming from excitement. I slide my eyes to the side to catch a glimpse. Bess is struck dumb by the Queen's presence. Her eyes are wide and a pink hue stains her cheeks. 
 
    "Your Grace," she says. "It is an honor and blessing to meet you." She curtsies again, her whole body shaking. 
 
    "Are you Lady Hinton's daughter?" Katharine asks, tilting her head slightly to the side. 
 
    "Y-yes," Bess stammers. 
 
    I see a flicker of disapproval on Katharine's face, but she smiles at Bess. "And you are her niece?" Her cool eyes turn to me. 
 
    "Please do not judge me for it," I say with a smile. I am being pert, but for once, I don’t care.  
 
    A tittering of laughter runs through Katharine's ladies like a magnetic current. The Queen doesn't laugh, but I see the corner of her mouth twitch. 
 
    "Ladies." Katharine nods to us and continues on her way. 
 
    One of her ladies, a dark-eyed woman with an alluring look, covers her mouth and giggles as she passes. She gives me a smile and a wink. 
 
    The Princess's party passes us next and we curtsy and address her. Unlike her mother, Princess Mary doesn't stop to speak. She acknowledges us with a small nod and follows her mother without comment. 
 
    I nearly have to drag Bess away to continue our walk. She keeps looking over her shoulder at Queen Katharine's procession. 
 
    "She spoke with us! Who are we to her? And yet she still took the time to speak with us!" 
 
    I loop my arm through Bess's once more and pull her along. We continue our walk, aimlessly walking the grounds. I lead us to a hedge maze. From within I can hear laughter. 
 
    "Come on, then," I say. "Let us see who can solve it first." 
 
    Bess and I split up once we are inside. I relish the privacy, taking in the greenery around me and the musical bird song overhead. I continue through the maze, no longer caring about beating Bess through it. I am in a daze. This must be true happiness. Unfettered and delicious, warm as a summer day. A smile creeps onto my face and it is not forced, which only makes me smile more.  
 
    I hear voices on the other side of the hedge wall. One is a man's that I do not know, but the other is obviously the King's. Their hushed voices pique my interest. I stop walking and move against the hedge to listen as best I can. 
 
    "He could be king," the mysterious man says. "It's not as though that girl could hold the throne." 
 
    "It's treason, sir, to suggest these things." Though spoken by the King, it’s obvious he doesn't have much conviction behind his words. He has considered this before. 
 
    I hold my breath. Surely, I am not hearing this. 
 
    "You know I am right,” the stranger implores. “It would be to your – and a great many others’ – benefits. Think of England with a female regent. The kingdom will be a laughingstock! We’ll be seen as weak in the eyes of our enemies. Weak to France." The man says the word like it’s a stinging insult to the King’s pride. I suppose it is, given his public rivalry with King Francis. 
 
    "I will think on this. Say nothing though, do you understand?" the King barks. 
 
    "Of course, Your Grace." 
 
    I hear the rustling of fabric and the heavy tread of a large man. I rush away from the area, finding a dead-end to hide in. I wait, hoping no one has heard my rushed exit. I should not have eavesdropped, and now I have heard treachery against Princess Mary’s position. I’m not sure what to do with this knowledge. I cannot very well tell Mother. She would revel in it.  
 
    To my horror, the man I saw Mother speaking to last night – the Duke of Norfolk – turns down my dead-end. I have been found out. My mouth goes dry and I try to think of some lie to tell to account for my presence and panicked look. 
 
    "You are a ninny."  
 
    The voice he speaks with is Mother's. So this is her little hunt. 
 
    "What are you doing?" I whisper harshly. 
 
    Mother shifts back into her chosen form as Lady Hinton. She casually adjusts her hood and smooths down her skirts. She has a sly smile on her face. I ball my hands into fists, digging my nails into my palms. 
 
    "What have you done?" I say. "That was the King!" My hands tremble with rage. She is playing with fire; she must know this. I cannot allow her to ruin this court with her games. 
 
    "I am merely helping the King come to the realization that he has one illegitimate son." 
 
    My eyes widen. "You cannot mean to convince the King to remove Princess Mary from the line of succession. It will throw England into chaos!" 
 
    Mother puts her finger on my lips to silence me. She is surprisingly gentle in her handling of my outburst. "And what will happen if a woman rules England?" 
 
    A woman on the throne wouldn’t cause as much discord as a bastard on the throne. I cannot allow her to undermine years of tradition. She would see England return to the violence and madness of the Cousin's War. 
 
    "I will not let you do this." I push past her and pull away roughly when she reaches for my arm, but her grip on my elbow is firm. "Father remembered the violence before Henry VII took the throne. I won't let you plunge the country into that again." I manage to pull away, ripping the fine fabric of my sleeve. 
 
    "You are a fool, Phillipa. You always have been." 
 
    I look back at her. She stands in the dead-end with her head held high, that smirk playing on her lips. She taunts me with the condescending upturn of her mouth. If I were someone else, I might strike her as she does so often to me. But I do not. Instead, I growl low, like an angry wolf. 
 
    "This is not your apple in Olympus, Mother. I'll tell Hera." 
 
    Her cutting laugh is short and stabs the air. "Go ahead. I’m sure she'll listen to you." 
 
    I huff away, turning a corner to get out of the maze, and run into Bess. 
 
    She smiles at me, her eyes wide and trusting. Mother comes to my side, again in the guise of the Duke of Norfolk. She cannot risk Bess seeing her here when she should be on a hunt. I want to scream. I must not let her get away with this. 
 
    I grab Bess's arm without saying a word and pull her out of the maze. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    "You're in an awful mood," Bess says as I march her back to our rooms. "I thought we were enjoying the gardens." She makes a tiny gasp. "That man didn’t do anything untoward with you, did he?" 
 
    I hear the scandal in her voice and I laugh sardonically, but the laugh dies in my throat when I look at Bess. She is hurt by my outburst. Despite the lie we live, I feel bad for laughing at her. 
 
    "No." I rub her arms and steer her toward a chair in our little solar. "I felt faint and wished to get some rest away from the heat." 
 
    "Oh." She looks crestfallen. I have spoilt her fun by dragging us back to our rooms. Now she knows the life I've led, perpetually pulled from the fun so Mother can have hers. 
 
    "Let us have a brief respite, dear, and then we will play cards or something." 
 
    Bess is not impressed with this plan, but she doesn't argue with me. I go into our bedroom and lie down, pretending to take a nap. I hear her mumbling through the door as she does her needlework. 
 
    I need to reach Hera. Aphrodite is not likely to care if Mother convinces the King to replace his trueborn daughter Mary with his bastard Henry Fitzroy. After all, she’s the one responsible for pushing the King and Henry's mother, Elizabeth Blount, together. Hera, though, will stand behind Queen Katharine, and since the moment Paris picked Aphrodite as the fairest, Hera has had an axe to grind with Mother and Aphrodite. I must find a way to convince her that I speak the truth. 
 
    This is where my plans all fall apart. To speak with Hera, I will have to reveal myself to her. There is a strong likelihood she will disregard my words as a trick of Eris's. Perhaps if I were to appear as someone else, someone Hera trusts, a known gossip or a well-meaning maid… 
 
    The thought makes my stomach churn. I have been forced to deceive and lie almost my entire life. Now I contemplate doing it willingly. I cover my face with my arm, as though doing this will hide me from the ugly truth with which I am faced. In the end, I see no way around it. I need to get close to Hera, through lies or by revealing myself. I drift into an uneasy sleep, considering my options. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter V 
 
      
 
    "You look unwell, Mistress Ashby," Sir James Hornby says that evening. 
 
    I have spent the whole night tracking Hera's movements. She is an auburn-haired beauty these days, regal and untouchable in her bearing, who sticks close to Queen Katharine. I lick my lips. I have decided my best course of action is the truth. If that fails, then I shall find another way to stop Mother. 
 
    I look at Princess Mary, who dances as lovely as any other lady in attendance. She does not deserve to be supplanted simply because of her sex or because Mother wishes for a bit of fun. 
 
    "Mistress Ashby?" James says again. He touches my elbow gently, making me jump. 
 
    "I’m sorry,” I offer. Indicating to Hera, I ask, “Do you know that woman?" 
 
    "Uh, she is the Lady Margery Lovell." 
 
    "Is she one of the Queen's ladies?" 
 
    "No, she is often invited to the Queen's chambers for cards or music, but I believe she is too often away from court to take up a position in the household." 
 
    I nod. At least I won’t have to navigate my way through the intricacies of the Queen's household to reach her. 
 
    "She's very lovely," I remark lamely. "Do you know her well?" I turn to James, giving him my full attention for the first time. 
 
    "Not well. I have met her in passing, but nothing beyond pleasant hellos." 
 
    "I should like to meet her." 
 
    He looks taken aback. I suppose I should have expected as much. Who am I to ask to meet a woman so close to the Queen? Yet I must. I steel myself, secure in the knowledge that if I am to stop Mother before her plan is too far in motion, I must do it now. 
 
    "I will introduce myself." 
 
    In that moment, James may well have not existed. My eyes are only on Lady Margery Lovell. I start toward her. 
 
    He reaches out for me, taking my hand and stopping me. His brows are drawn together and his forehead crinkles. I look down at his hand in mine. It is cool, but rough. I withdraw my hand lightly, not wanting to offend. 
 
    "You cannot just approach Lady Lovell." There's a sternness to his voice, a warning. 
 
    "I must speak with her." My tone matches the urgency in his. I see Hera start to move away from her spot behind the Queen and know there is no time to waste. 
 
    "Then you must find someone to make a proper introduction,” he says primly.   
 
    "But who?" 
 
    "There." James nods towards a pinch-faced woman wearing the black and white garb typical of one of Queen Katharine's ladies-in-waiting. I don’t see how this is a better idea than marching up to Hera directly. "That is Maud Parr. I used to serve in her husband’s house. I will introduce you to her and we can ask her to make introductions to Lady Lovell." 
 
    I allow James to lead me to Maud Parr. She smiles to see him and offers her hand for him to kiss. She looks at me with a polite smile. I curtsy slightly. 
 
    "Lady Parr," James begins, "may I introduce Mistress Phillipa Ashby." 
 
    "Hello, Mistress Ashby." 
 
    "Lady Parr. I am very honored to meet you." This broadens her smile, though her pinched features remain. 
 
    James excuses himself to procure us some wine. I don’t wish to be rude to Maud by demanding access to Hera immediately, so I decide to ease my way into the conversation. 
 
    "Is this your first time at court?" she asks kindly, filling the silence between us as I scramble to think of niceties to say. 
 
    "It is. I am here with my aunt, Lady Hinton." 
 
    Maud wears the same dubious expression Queen Katharine did when I encountered her in the garden. "She is quite an interesting woman."  
 
    It's a diplomatic answer to the unasked question of whether she knows Mother. I wonder how Mother has managed to go unnoticed by Hera when her reputation in court proceeds her everywhere I go. 
 
    "She is," I say with a smile. "But perhaps we should not discuss her 'eccentricities' in polite company." 
 
    Maud laughs and I am put at ease. Perhaps I should have been making fun of Mother this whole time. Life might not have been so lonely if I had. 
 
    "Tell me, dear, how do you find court?" Maud continues. 
 
    "Overwhelming." My answer is the most honest thing out of my mouth since arriving. I have been to court before but have never enjoyed the food or dancing. "I wish I had been invited sooner. I suppose I was too young before this year." 
 
    James returns with wine for Maud and me. I take it gratefully and sip, noticing a bitter aftertaste on my tongue. I try not to look disgusted since Maud does not seem to mind the awful taste. 
 
    "Well, you are here now," Maud says. "Tell me, how do you find your chambers?" 
 
    I open my mouth to speak, but no words come out. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter VI 
 
      
 
    Sunlight filters into my bedroom. My headache feels like a thousand blacksmiths are hammering away at my skull. I groan and put an arm over my face to block out the cruel light. Something wet and cool touches my forehead. The relief is instant, and I sigh. 
 
    "You're finally awake." Bess strokes my cheek with her damp hand. I pull my arm down to see concern written all over her face. "I was quite worried about you. Mother is fit to be tied." 
 
    "What happened?" I try to prop myself up against our bed's pillows but find the effort too taxing. My side hurts terribly. I wince and draw in a sharp breath through my teeth. 
 
    Each tiny movement sends pain shooting through my skull. As I come more awake, my left cheek stings. I reach for it and find a long scratch along it. Bess looks away, red with shame. 
 
    "Mother says you took more wine than was good for you. She had to sneak you away from the festivities and bring you back to our room. She was so very angry." 
 
    I try to remember last night. I had resolved to speak with Hera, but James convinced me to seek a proper introduction. He introduced me to Maud Parr, one of the Queen's ladies, and I know I spoke to her for a few minutes. I clearly remember her tight face, like she perpetually sucked on a lemon. She was kind though, asking after my rooms and how I enjoyed court. Then, nothing but blackness. I pray to any god that can hear me that I did not embarrass myself in front of Maud. I still need her to make an introduction to Hera on my behalf. 
 
    "What did I do?" Panic rises with hot bile in my throat. I grip Bess's hand as she wipes down my face with the cool cloth. 
 
    "I'm not sure. Mother didn't say much," she replies cagily. 
 
    Bess laces her fingers with mine and kisses my brow. Her lips are hot against my skin. Yet, I find the gesture comforting. I don’t want her to leave my side. 
 
    "I've never seen her so angry," Bess says. She looks toward the bedroom door and lowers her voice. "She attacked you! She threw you against the chair so hard, I thought she broke bones." Tears give a shine to her eyes. She quickly wipes them away with the back of her hand. “I couldn’t bear it, but no matter how I begged her to stop, she hit you more.” 
 
    Of course she did. This accounts for the scratch along my face and the pain in my side. Though not necessarily surprised, I never expected Mother to be that violent. I doubt it was too much wine that caused me to forget the night. I would bet good coin that I took a head injury thanks to Mother. 
 
    "Thank you for seeing to me, Bess." I forget for the moment her name is supposed to be Phillipa. 
 
    She starts and tries to pull her hand away, but I hold it tight. I need her here. I am afraid Mother will return in a rage and throw me down the stairs or brand me with a poker from the fireplace. 
 
    "I am sorry, Phillipa," I say and kiss her knuckles. "I spoke to a young woman last night who so reminded me of you. Her name was Bess." The lie fills my mouth with a sour taste.  
 
    "You must have hit your head terribly," she says. She pushes my hair back from my forehead and casts another wary look at the door. "You kept yelling that you knew what Mother was doing and you'd stop her. Is this," her face reddens, "is this another affair with the Duke of Suffolk?" 
 
    I laugh and pain snakes through my ribs and jolts my brain. "No. It’s... more complicated than that." 
 
    "You can tell me. I can help you!” she pleads. “She can be so cruel to you. She told me she has had to ‘correct’ your behavior before. I don’t like Mother here. She’s not as sweet as when it is just us. I want to go home, Phillipa.” 
 
    I wish I knew the Bess who existed before Mother forced the waters of the River of Forgetfulness on her. Mother could not have destroyed everything in her. Perhaps Bess was a kind woman, a mother or sister to someone who relied on her. Her caring for me is certainly not Mother’s doing. Mother would never waste the time to give Bess false memories of caring. Somewhere deep inside, the real Bess, not this false Phillipa Hinton, struggles to remember. Sadly she never will, and it’s all my fault. 
 
    Tears prick my eyes. If I can get to Hera, perhaps she can undo what Mother has done. She is Olympus's Queen; she is more powerful than Eris. Surely, she is more powerful than the River Lethe. I will see Bess's life restored and I'll give her enough coin to make a new life. Or I’ll keep her at my side as friend and companion if she has nowhere else to go. 
 
    "Phillipa," she gasps and wipes beneath my eye with her thumb. "You're crying!" 
 
    "I am in great pain," I say lamely. 
 
    "Then rest. I will take care of you." 
 
    Just then, the door bursts open and Mother stands there looking like an avenging devil. She glares at Bess and jerks her head, a curt signal for Bess to leave. Bess doesn't move right away. Instead, she looks to me for instruction. Mother's puppet will not obey her command without question now that she has seen Mother’s wrath. 
 
    "Go on." I pat Bess's hand. "Aunt Alice and I need to speak." 
 
    As soon as Bess passes Mother, she slams the door on her. "I can always find another one, you realize. What’s one more useless body thrown into the Thames?" 
 
    "You would have to scour all of England to find someone as horrible as you, because no one else will prefer you to me." 
 
    I wait for a blow from her, but she just glares and grinds her teeth. "What madness took you last night? You took too much wine and nearly ruined your reputation. Thankfully that young man, James Hornby, notified me before you made a fool of yourself publicly. And how dare you think to meet Hera!" 
 
    I sit up, ignoring the stabbing agony piercing my head and side. "I will stop you, Mother. Go make your mischief elsewhere." 
 
    "You are too much like that horrid cousin of mine," she snaps disdainfully. 
 
    I have never met Harmonia, but Lord knows, life would be better if I was nearer to her. I don’t voice my thoughts to Mother, though. What point is there? My mortal body can only take so much damage. 
 
    "You are an insolent girl and I will flog you if you continue to act this way." 
 
    I shrug. "Do as you will. I am sure your punishment from last night is what has caused my lapse in memory.” 
 
    "You will stay abed today," she instructs. "I will not have you embarrassing me anymore." Without another word, she trounces out in a rustle of silks. 
 
    I hear her through the door, loudly giving Bess instructions to keep me in bed. As though I'd listen to her. Bess is certainly past that point. The main door to our chamber slams, and a few moments pass before Bess rejoins me. Her already sickly pallor is even paler than usual. 
 
    "She said she'd beat me worse than you if I didn't keep you in here." 
 
    "I'll protect you, don't worry about her." Truthfully, I'm not sure I can protect her. The best I can do is make sure Mother doesn't know I snuck out. "Where did she go?" 
 
    "To play cards with the Queen, I believe." 
 
    Unexpected and dangerous on her part. One other reason why I think she would dare get that close to Hera's usual domain is because she wants to start some kind of damaging rumor, one that will hurt the Queen. Or else she wishes to create general discord among the ladies. 
 
    Then again, she could be lying. She has no reason to tell Bess her plans. She has no reason to say a damn word of truth to anyone. Still, I resolve to take my chances and leave. 
 
    "Bess, I must meet with a lady today." I swing my legs over the side of the bed and stand. I wobble, feeling as though I am on a rocking boat. My legs shake with the effort of walking. The pain in my body only intensifies. 
 
    "But what about Mother?" She stops wringing her hands to come and help me to the chamber pot. The effort of relieving myself is nothing short of Herculean in my current state. 
 
    "I cannot be bothered with her right now, Bess. This is important." The future of the kingdom depends on stopping Eris. 
 
    "Because Mother is starting that affair again? He’s married to the King's sister!" she whispers harshly, though I am doubtful anyone can hear from the hall. 
 
    I nod. Bess will never understand the truth, but this lie is believable. And it could potentially ruin all three of us if it were true. 
 
    "I will stop her from ruining the family," I assure her. This lie is the best I have to keep Bess from digging too deeply. 
 
    Bess helps me into one of my gowns. I am barely able to breathe, and my ribs scream in protest against the confines of the bodice. Bess braids my hair and pins it at the nape of my neck. I kiss her cheek farewell and head off to find Hera. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter VII 
 
      
 
    I spend two hours trying to locate Hera. I ask anyone I pass if they have seen Margery Lovell, insisting I have an important message for her, but everyone says they have not seen her. I sink onto a garden bench. The stone is warm from the sun, but I still feel cold. This is terrible! I am not sure where else to look. I'm not even sure of the rooms she keeps. 
 
    "Mistress Ashby?" 
 
    I lift my head quickly, feeling the effects of Mother's "wine" as pounding pain fills my head and I groan softly. Maud Parr stands before me, smiling and fanning herself in the early summer heat. 
 
    "Lady Parr!" I hastily stand and curtsy, regretting the quick movements immediately. 
 
    Maud steadies me when I stumble. She gently grips my chin and turns my face to investigate the scratch Mother left. "Goodness, what happened here?" 
 
    "I'm afraid I've made a fool of myself." 
 
    "You have? When?" 
 
    Maud's reaction and befuddlement of my scratch confirms my suspicions that Mother lied about my taking too much wine. I am not surprised, but I need to know what passed between us the night before. 
 
    "In my rush to leave last night, I mean. It was quite rude." 
 
    Maud's hand falls away from my face. The absence of her warmth shocks me. "Mistress Ashby, having to tend to your sick cousin is hardly rude. We all must do what we can to take care of family." 
 
    So, Mother lured me away with her favorite lie. Even knowing it was a lie, I would have left the festivities immediately so as not to appear a callous young woman. To appear as such would ruin my chances of getting close to Hera. I must press my advantage now. 
 
    "Tell me, how does your cousin fare?" Maud asks. 
 
    "My dear cousin is fine. She ate too much and her delicate stomach could not handle the rich food. She is quite well now." I swallow against the doubt in my chest. I will take all manner of beatings if I must to get my chance. "My lady, I was wondering if you might introduce me to Lady Margery Lovell?" 
 
    "Yes, of course! You asked last night just before you were called away. I can, but you may have to wait a bit. She has been called away to her estates. She left early this morning." 
 
    My heart sinks and all my hopes come crashing down. She has gone. Was this Mother's doing, or do I just have poor timing? I don’t know and certainly don’t care. I lost my chance. I’ll never get to her estates, even if I knew where they were, without Mother finding out and dragging me home. 
 
    "Oh." I cannot hide the utter disappointment in my voice. "Do you know when she will return?" 
 
    "I'm afraid I do not. You could write her a letter?" Maud suggests. My distress is as obvious as the nose on my face. 
 
    I could write a letter, but Mother would intercept it. She already knows I tried to make contact and she'll set spies on Hera to see if I try again. I will need to thwart Mother another way. 
 
    "I will, thank you." I try to appear happier. "I don’t mean to keep you from your walk." 
 
    Maud watches me carefully now. I feel her eyes on me even as I drop mine to the ground. Her skirts rustle as she moves closer to me. 
 
    "Are you quite alright, Phillipa?" 
 
    I am shocked to hear such a fine lady of court use my name so casually. I look up, feeling tears prick my eyes. Crying in front of her will make me look foolish, but frustration gets the better of me. I stifle a sob and shake my head. 
 
    "I hate my aunt," I blurt out. 
 
    Maud puts an arm around my shoulders and steers me back to the garden bench. She sits beside me, holding my hand in her lap.  
 
    "Do not cry," she says and hands me an embroidered handkerchief from inside her sleeve. 
 
    I have erred in this, but I cannot stop the tears from falling. "It is a very un-Christian thing for me to say." Blast the Christian thing to do, but it’s the expected response for my tears and outburst. I wipe my eyes. 
 
    "You don't need to cry. She was quite rude in her handling of you last night. You are just upset with her. You don't truly hate her." Her words are meant to soothe a guilty mind, like one would with a child who has uttered some blasphemy they can't possibly believe. 
 
    But I do hate my mother. She has made me a pawn to her desires and has trapped me at every move. As Maud treats me with tenderness and kind words, I know I must have taken a blow to the head. 
 
    "Thank you, Lady Parr, truly. I must go and check on my cousin." I rise and curtsy again. 
 
    Maud gets to her feet. Her critical eyes watch me and her lips purse even tighter than usual. "Do you have no other relatives with whom you can stay?" 
 
    There's a whole mountain of them, I laugh to myself. However, Olympus is closed to the likes of me. I have only Mother, and to some extent Bess now. This will have to do. 
 
    "I wish it were so simple, but alas, my aunt is all the family I have. If you will excuse me." With despair ringing my steps, I turn and take my leave. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    James finds Bess and me alone in one of the King's galleries, playing cards on the floor like little children. I'd be embarrassed if Mother hadn't kicked us out of our rooms so she could entertain a lover. Now, I am simply resigned. 
 
    "Mistress Ashby!" He towers over us. There's a playful glint in his eye. "And this must be Mistress Hinton. I hope you are feeling better." He bows gallantly to Bess. 
 
    Bess doesn't bat an eye at his concern. I have told her Mother spirited me away from the feast the night before with an excuse about Bess's health, making her scoff. With each of Mother's lies and cruelty, I gain an ally in Bess. 
 
    "It was no more than stomach pains. I am better now, sir." 
 
    I make proper introductions and invite James to join our game of primero. I mean it in jest, but he folds his long legs beneath him and sits on the floor. 
 
    "Are you ladies gambling?" he says in mock horror. 
 
    "For pennies, sir," Bess laughs. "We can hardly play for anything else." 
 
    "What about a kiss?" He winks at her and Bess flushes. 
 
    I flick him with the cards. "The bet is pennies. If that’s not rich enough for your blood, feel free to leave." 
 
    "And miss a chance at an afternoon spent in the presence of two beautiful ladies? Never!" 
 
    I deal him in, he makes his wager, and we start playing. He is impossible to read. There's not a flare of his nostril or flutter of an eyelid as he looks at his cards. Bess, on the other hand, pulls on her earlobe when she has a terrible hand. Even the Cyclops blinded by Odysseus could tell as much. 
 
    "I am glad to see you," James says, his eyes never leaving his cards. "There is to be a grand celebration in a few days." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "The King will be rising some up to the peerage. Rumor has it, he'll name a new Knight of the Garter." James lowers his voice like we are conspiring about something. "I heard it will be Henry FitzRoy." 
 
    I keep my face straight. I treat the news the same as I have my hand; it has no effect. Inside I scream. Mother can't be working that fast! To become a Knight of the Garter is a high honor, and Fitzroy is only six! This screams insult to me, an insult to Queen Katharine and Princess Mary. 
 
    "The King's bastard?" Bess asks, the picture of tact in this moment. 
 
    "Bastard son," James corrects. "I heard there will be more honors bestowed on him. The title of duke has been discussed." 
 
    The King can't possibly make FitzRoy his heir! I seethed inwardly. Mother must have been planning this much longer than I thought. Hera is gone, and with this news I can no longer wait for her to return. Who can I talk to? Who has the King's ear who might be able to put a stop to this? 
 
    I finish the game without speaking much more, but Bess talks enough for the both of us. As we return to our rooms, she gushes about James. I do little more than smile and nod. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter VIII 
 
      
 
    Mother keeps me close for the next week. She overheard me speaking to James about the celebration and won't let me out of her sight. She knows I mean to sabotage her plans. She even sleeps with me. She has become my unwelcome shadow. 
 
    We crowd into a grand hall where the King presides over his court, dressed in the heavy robes of his office. My hands are sweaty with the knowledge that despite my best intentions, I could not stop this from happening. 
 
    "Cheer up!" Mother chirps at my side. She is all smiles today. 
 
    A call for order is issued and the room falls mostly silent. I hear the odd cough here and there and fidgety shoes click against the stone floors. We're packed in to watch the King bestow honors on members of his household and across the realm. The stink of sweat and perfume to cover it clogs my nose, enough to make my head spin. I dig my nails into my palms to keep myself grounded. 
 
    Henry FitzRoy is dressed in finery far beyond his years. The poor lad looks overwhelmed, wide eyed and rosy cheeked as he totters along awkwardly. I can tell he’s trying to do as he was instructed, but at one point as he approaches the King, he looks back. I think he must be trying to locate his mother. 
 
    The King smiles at him. No, he beams. He never looked at Mary like that when they danced. I grip the fabric over my left breast as agonizing pain fills my heart. There must be a way I can stop this. 
 
    "Henry FitzRoy," the King begins, "you stand before your king today to receive honors due to you." 
 
    My ears fill with an incessant buzzing noise. I close my eyes tightly, trying to stop the spinning of the room all around me. Mother's soft laugh breaks through. A bastard on the throne will split the country. Those loyal to Mary and tradition will stand against those for FitzRoy. Not to mention the children of the King's sisters. They will rip England apart for the very throne King Henry now occupies. All so Mother can have a little laugh. 
 
    "I bestow upon you the title of Duke of Richmond and Somerset." 
 
    I gasp and stand in a daze, amazed that the King did not name him heir. FitzRoy kneels before the King. Even though he wasn’t named heir to the throne, these are high honors for an illegitimate child. King Henry's legitimate child hasn't even been given the title of "Princess of Wales" as her predecessors have. 
 
    As though she can read my thoughts, Mother whispers, “Large parts of Richmond's lands come from Margaret Beaufort. These are lands and titles fit for the heir. Where are Mary's honors?" 
 
    This is not over. I scan the crowd, looking for anyone I can speak to. My eyes find a man wearing the red robes of a cardinal. He is older and finely groomed beneath his official robes. Wolsey. I will need to speak to him if I want anything done. 
 
    Mother still holds tight to me. I need to get rid of her, and I know just how. 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    Bess is all too willing to help me with my scheme. She is upset at how brazenly Mother takes unavailable lovers, as well as her abuse of me. She wants to return home and be done with the whole sordid court. If a sick daughter is what Mother wants, a sick daughter she shall get. 
 
    Mother is still glued to my side two days after FitzRoy is named duke. She continues to drop hints about his prospects of being named heir. She also tells me, with great joy, how England will crumble into the sea if another civil war breaks out over the appointment. 
 
    My plans with Bess come about in secret notes I compose in the privy. When we speak aloud, benign notes on the weather serve as codes for us. So as not to arouse Mother's suspicions, I rage and complain and fight her every step of the way, but I have a plan. 
 
    Mother and I walk the gardens. Bess trails behind us, as we discussed. I know this is the time of day Queen Katharine walks about with her ladies. It is before the Queen that our plan will go into motion. 
 
    "Imagine what Queen Margaret in Scotland will think when her brother passes over her legitimate children for that little boy!" Mother's tone is gleeful. 
 
    I turn up my nose. I subtly change our course, putting us on a direct path with Katharine's party. Mother is too busy bragging of her own brilliance to notice the change. She is always trying to goad me. 
 
    "You won't get away with it," I snap. 
 
    "Oh, you're so dear and naïve!" she laughs. 
 
    I keep our course, heading straight for Queen Katharine until we are forced to stop our progress and step aside to curtsy and greet her. I resist the urge to look at Bess. I must treat this like a game of primero. I cannot give away my hand just yet. 
 
    "Your Grace," Mother and I say in unison as we dip low. 
 
    Bess wobbles a bit. I catch the movement from the corner of my eye. All of Queen Katharine's attentions go to her. 
 
    "Your Gr-" she begins, then Bess coughs violently and drops to her knees, gasping for air. 
 
    Mother does nothing at first. The ladies with Katharine surround Bess, and the Queen looks quizzically at Mother. The moment Mother realizes she should be pretending to be concerned, she hurries over. 
 
    "Phillipa!" she cries, holding Bess's hand as Bess wheezes and begs for something to drink. 
 
    "I shall fetch a physician," I say to Maud. I don't want to scream it over Bess's coughing. I don't want Mother to know. 
 
    "Hurry along, then!" Maud instructs, giving me a light shove in the direction of the palace. 
 
    I hurry away, skirts in hand. I have precious little time to accomplish what I must. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter IX 
 
      
 
    I find a secluded gallery near Wolsey’s chambers. I still hide myself from view, just to be safe. To risk being seen is to risk the accusation of witchcraft. That charge is one Mother would delight in watching me suffer. She might rescue me, eventually, after some torture had been meted out, but I’m not willing to take the chance. While Bess has everyone distracted with her theatrics, I close my eyes, draw in a deep breath, and transform myself. 
 
    I feel my body change and shift. My bones constrict, bringing me to the proper height. My clothes rustle and fold into a new, more expensive gown. I keep an image of Queen Katharine fixed in my mind. She is slightly shorter than me and rounder with age and several pregnancies. The transformation is not painful, but it makes my palms and the soles of my feet tingle and itch. 
 
    When it is over, I am as close to Queen Katharine as I can be. My eyes remain green and I must hope Cardinal Wolsey does not notice. With my head held high, I leave my hiding spot and the gallery. 
 
    A servant bows to me as I head for Wolsey's rooms. If he finds it odd that the Queen is roaming about without any of her ladies, he makes no comment. 
 
    "Young man," I say. My own voice is foreign to my ears. I speak with the Spanish accent of Queen Katharine and my voice is deeper than usual. "Fetch me Cardinal Wolsey. I must have words with him." 
 
    "Yes, of course, Your Grace." He bows and scrapes his way away from me. 
 
    The hall is not full of people, but enough maids and valets scurry about that I try to remain aloof. I cannot afford to draw extra attention to myself by looking about suspiciously. Instead I slowly pace the hallway, looking at the fine pieces of art that litter the space. My palms sweat and I feel the prickle of it on my hairline as well. The longest I have ever transformed on my own lasted a scant twenty minutes. I lay abed for a day from it, sick to my stomach from the change. 
 
    Seconds tick by inexorably slow as I wait for Wolsey to appear. This is my only shot. If I fail to meet with him now, it will be days before I can try again. Mother will be wise to my tricks with Bess then. 
 
    "Your Grace," the voice of Sir James Hornby startles me. 
 
    He bows to his "queen" and I nod my head in acknowledgement. Does Queen Katharine know this young knight? He said he served in Maud's household, and since she is a close confidant to Katharine it wouldn’t be an unknown notion. 
 
    "Hello, Sir Hornby." 
 
    "You honor me by remembering me, Your Grace." He bows once more and smiles. "I thought you were in the gardens with your ladies." 
 
    "I had an urgent religious matter to discuss with the Cardinal." I do not break eye contact, though I long to look away. I am the Queen now and must act like it. "I wanted to see him before he returns to his home at Hampton." 
 
    "Shall I fetch him for you?" James is attentive. Too attentive for my tastes. 
 
    "No, please, carry on your way. I sent a valet to fetch him to me." 
 
    My stomach is like a raging sea. If James does not move himself along, I will expel my breakfast all over him. 
 
    Thankfully he continues on his way. Relief washes over me in a torrent as he brushes past me. However, the feeling is short-lived. James stops with his back to me. 
 
    "As you wish, Mistress Ashby." 
 
    It is an effort not to whirl around on him. All the air in the hall is sucked from my lungs. I swallow a lump in my gullet, feeling it stick at the back of my throat. I make no moves until I feel him leave my side. Even then I wait several heartbeats before I turn to see his back turn down another hall and disappear. 
 
    He knew me but showed no great surprise or fear at my transformation into Queen Katharine. Is he a child of Aphrodite's? Hera's? Is it Mother herself? She must have managed to get away from Bess under some guise and changed herself into James to scare me. There will be hell to pay later. Knowing it can’t be helped now, I turn all my attention on the task at hand. Speaking to Wolsey is what’s important. I will bear my punishment later, knowing I need to focus now on speaking to the cardinal. 
 
    Not long after "James" leaves me, Cardinal Wolsey appears at the far end of the hall. 
 
    "Your Grace." He opens his arms to me before bowing in an exaggerated way. "It was most unusual to receive your request." 
 
    I stand straight, taller than I had been. I look down my nose at him, unafraid for the moment he'll notice a change in his queen's eyes. His eyes are on the ground for the moment anyway.  
 
    "Rise, Wolsey," I say in an imperious tone. "There is a serious matter we must discuss, and I do not wish to tarry." 
 
    Wolsey stands straight again and I avert my eyes, lifting my chin. I swallow bile that threatens to dislodge. I don’t have much time before my glamour fades and I return to being Phillipa.  
 
    "You have but to ask, Your Grace." Wolsey is all flattery and charm. I see how he can lead the King about as he does.  
 
    "It pertains to the recently named Duke of Richmond and Somerset." 
 
    "Your Grace, I am but a humble -" 
 
    "Spare me your platitudes, Wolsey,” I interrupt coldly.” You escorted the boy from your holdings to Bridewell. You helped coordinate everything." 
 
    Wolsey’s eyes reflect his panic. However Katharine has treated him in the past, it has been moderately congenial. I approach him with the face of his queen and the wrath of a dragon. I have nothing personally against the man, but I do enjoy watching him squirm.  
 
    "I did escort the boy here,” he admits. “If you objected so strongly, why did you not speak to the King prior to the boy's elevation?" 
 
    "The elevation doesn't concern me so much as the implication. I have heard rumors that His Grace means to strip the Princess Mary of her birthright." Wolsey blanches beneath the accusation. "I want to insure my daughter's future." My voice cracks on the last words. I clear my throat and look down on Wolsey. I feel the muscles in my arm spasm. I am losing control of the glamour.  
 
    "Your Grace, I-" 
 
    I hold up my hand to stop him. "A bastard on the throne? Think of the chaos it would cause! I want these rumors squashed and I want your word, as a man of God, you will protect the rights of the rightful heir against FitzRoy." I ball my other hand into a fist, digging my nails into my palm to distract myself from the pain searing in my belly. I fight against my body’s desire to return to its natural form. 
 
    Silence settles between us. An icy sweat runs down my back and saliva fills my mouth. My hands tremble, so I hide them in my sleeves. Each second that ticks by is agony as I hold back the wave of nausea.  
 
    "Perhaps we should go and speak elsewhere? In private?" Wolsey suggests. 
 
    My heart thunders in my ears. I must make this work. I must best Mother and save the line of succession. "Think for a moment," my voice cracks and I swallow hard to compose myself. "England suffered enough when His Grace's father took the throne. We need stability." Another pause as I fight back my body's protests. My fingers twitch inside my sleeves. 
 
    The familiar tingling of a transformation fills me from head to toe. I lick my lips and continue. "Would you see this kingdom fall?" 
 
    "No, of course not, Your Grace. I have not heard these rumors, but I will speak to His Grace," he promises. 
 
    "If you lie to me, Wolsey, I will see your head on a pike outside the Tower. I will not stand for the insult. Spain will not stand for it. My nephew, the Holy Roman Emperor, will not stand for the insult. And if you allow for the usurpation of the crown to some bastard, I will make sure my nephew knows it is your fault." 
 
    Wolsey loses all color. I hit home with the threat about Charles V. It clearly frightens him. Charles is a pious man, one who could ruin Wolsey’s dreams of becoming pope, no doubt.   
 
    "Your Grace." He bows to me again, taking my hand and kissing it. "I will speak to His Grace today. I do not believe these rumors," he adds as he straightens himself, "but I shall lay your fears to rest." 
 
    I know enough to know Wolsey has the King's ear and more importantly, the King tells him much. And when Wolsey says he doesn't believe rumors of FitzRoy being made heir, I do believe him, but if Mother has her hands in things, it won’t matter. She will get her way unless someone closer to the King than "Norfolk" can convince him of a different course. 
 
    I turn on my heel without further comment. I take even, measured steps, though I wish for nothing more than to run as fast as I can. My body has already begun changing. I feel my bones cracking into their correct places once more. 
 
    For one brief moment, I spare a look backwards, just to let Wolsey know I am watching. He bows again from the end of the hall before disappearing back toward his own chambers. 
 
    When he moves from sight, I look down the hall. I am alone once more, though I can hear voices nearby. Unfortunately, my body cannot wait any longer. The change is already upon me. In a moment of panic, I hide myself behind a tapestry. There's nowhere else close enough to reach. Every fiber of my being stretches and fights to return to my natural shape. I have held the face of Queen Katharine too long and now I am paying for it. 
 
    The moment passes and I stumble from behind the wall hanging, nearly ripping it from the wall in my haste to get away. My stomach revolts and I bend over double, heaving and spitting while it feels like all the food I've eaten since arriving at court comes rushing up in a torrent. 
 
    The voices I heard around the corner shout in horror and shock. I grip the walls, trying to find purchase before I fall in my own sick. The stream of vomit feels endless. I hear someone nearby scream for help as the world spins beneath my feet. I move away from my own filth, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. My feet are unsteady beneath me. I held myself too long in the wrong body. 
 
    Warm, strong arms pull me upright. "There, now." It is James. "Mistress Ashby, we must get you to your room. Find her aunt, the Lady Hinton," he commands the tittering servants who are scrambling to clean up after me. "She was in the garden with her daughter not too long ago." 
 
    He half drags me away from the scene. I try to walk on my own, but the effort is too taxing. I am a great fool, but I think I may have thwarted Mother's plans by talking to Wolsey. I only hope my gambit pays off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter X 
 
      
 
    Mother barrels into our rooms and immediately dismisses James and the maid he called to act as chaperone. Bess is not with her. I am nearly sick again with fear. Did Mother make good on her promise to throw Bess’s body into the Thames? 
 
    "She is with the physician," Mother snaps, intuiting the keen concern in my eyes. "I know you saw Wolsey." 
 
    I sit straight in my chair, lifting my chin like I am Queen Katharine again. "You thought by stopping me from getting to Hera you would stop me completely. I won't let you bring this country into another civil war for your pleasure, Mother,” I answer just as sharply. “You will not toss another golden apple." 
 
    She doesn't strike out or threaten me, she just laughs. The fire in her eyes is replaced with mirth. "You are most clever, Phillipa. But you miss the mark so often." 
 
    There's a knock at the door. Mother answers it without taking her eyes from me. James strolls in with a flagon of wine. This proves that the James who knew me when I was Katharine was not Mother. It was truly James… but if so, how does she know him? 
 
    "I do mean to supplant the line of succession," Mother says, "but not with a piddling little boy. With a new queen." 
 
    My eyes dart to James, surprised to see his utterly smug expression. "Who is he?" 
 
    She laughs. "Darling, don't you know your brother, Strife?"  
 
    My eyes dart to him in shock, but he just smirks down at me. "What have you done?" I demand. 
 
    Mother takes the flagon from James, giving him a smile of pure love and joy. One I've never been given. "I whispered a few words to Aphrodite as Athena, then a few more words to the King. Katharine is old. England needs a legitimate male heir. Why settle for mistresses, when Aphrodite can have a hand picking the next Queen?" 
 
    I stand, ready to take a swing at Mother for the first time in my life. She is quick to knock me back down. 
 
    "Hold her!" she commands. 
 
    Strife grabs my shoulders and pins me in the chair. "Dear sister, don't struggle. You've already made a fool of yourself." 
 
    Mother uncorks the wine. "It will be of no concern to you soon." I watch her pour the contents of the flagon into a goblet. It’s water. Nothing but water. 
 
    In an instant, I realize what she’s doing. "Bitch!" I scream. "You would force the waters of Lethe on me?" She means to make me forget, just as she did to Bess. 
 
    "The interesting thing is that the waters don't work on a demigod such as yourself in the same manner they work on a poor girl like Bess." 
 
    "You've done this before." I realize now that she must have poisoned the wine I drank when I blacked out talking to Maud. She wanted me to forget the night, to forget I tried to reach Hera. "Why tell me anything if you mean to make me forget?" 
 
    "You worked so hard to undo what you thought my plans were, I wanted to see your face when you learned I led you astray. I let you believe your fool notions about FitzRoy." 
 
    "I hate you!" I scream and fight against Strife's hold. If I go down, I will go down fighting. 
 
    "Hold her still!" Mother grabs my chin and tilts my head back. 
 
    Like a mad dog, I growl and snap at her fingers. I refuse to be drugged again. I break free when Mother instructs Strife to open my mouth. He loses his grip on me and I jump from the chair. 
 
    I punch Mother in her smug face. Her perfectly crafted mortal nose breaks beneath my fist and I feel a satisfying crunch. I kick her in the shins. However, when I run for the door, Strife catches me. 
 
    "Tie her up! I will have no more of this!" Mother screams. 
 
    Strife, always the obedient son, holds me down in the chair as Mother secures my wrists with a length of string. Her bonds dig deeply into my flesh, but I refuse to relent. I scream at her, hurling every insult I know. It is of no avail. 
 
    Strife forces my mouth open. Mother tips the goblet forward and the cool waters of Lethe run down my throat. I cough and sputter, gagging against it. Water dribbles down my chin. 
 
    "I hate you," I rasp.  
 
    The beginning of my day is already a blur.  
 
    "You toy with mortals for your own wicked amusement."  
 
    I don’t remember how I got in this room. One by one, the minutes of my day slip away.  
 
    "I will never forgive you." 
 
    "I think you will, dear. You always have before." 
 
    How many times has she done this? How many times have I lost days to her machinations, only to return to be her docile daughter? I hold onto my hate like a dying ember still burning when all other lights go out. I will myself to remem- 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    It is cold in my room. Much too cold for summer. The frost on the window confirms my suspicions that summer has come and went. I remember... I remember planning with Bess to distract Mother, and then nothing. It was warm then, we were at Bridewell. Mother walked along beside me in the gardens as we greeted the Queen. Then what?  
 
    My body is weak and my head throbs painfully. What happened to me? 
 
    "Good morning, Phillipa," Bess says from a chair in the corner of the room. 
 
    I realize I’m no longer in our shared room at Bridewell, but in my room back at home. When did we get here? 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "You've been dreadfully sick." Bess comes to my side and takes my hand. 
 
    I search her eyes. Is this the same girl Mother had take my place at court? Yes, her kind hazel eyes tell me all I need to know. Whatever else has happened, Mother kept Bess. 
 
    "You ran a terrible fever. Mother has only just allowed me in to see you. I didn't think you would ever get better!” she exclaimed. “You became terribly ill one day, vomiting and coughing. You had terrible screaming fits nearly every day. It’s only been this last week that you’ve calmed down." 
 
    I touch my forehead. It is cool, if somewhat clammy. "What day is it?" 
 
    "November third." 
 
    I have lost months. I sit up, headache be damned.  
 
    Henry FitzRoy! Was he named heir? I must not have made it to Wolsey in time. 
 
    "What has happened in the country?" I grab hold of Bess's hand and squeeze it. 
 
    Just then, the door to my chamber opens and Mother saunters in with a tray of food and drink. I narrow my eyes at her. 
 
    "You look better today," she says kindly. 
 
    "I have been sick for months?" I say through gritted teeth. 
 
    "Yes, it has been very trying nursing you." She places the tray on a stand next to my bed. "You will be happy to hear that I have secured you both a place at Ludlow Castle." 
 
    No! That is where the Prince of Wales usually resides. She means to send me to FitzRoy to rub in that she won. I'll claw her damned eyes out before I let her humiliate me like that. 
 
    "To serve the Princess Mary?" Bess says brightly. 
 
    "Yes, my dear. You are both doing much better these days. I think a court position will suit you." 
 
    "A position in Wales," I say. She obviously wants us away from the King's court, yet, I find I no longer care. If Princess Mary is holding her own court at Ludlow, then she’s not being replaced as heir. She is being recognized as the Princess of Wales. 
 
    "Yes, in Wales,” Mother says. She removes the goblet on the tray and gives it a sniff. "I don't think this was watered down enough. I will replace it for you." 
 
    She is being unduly kind. I frown. "Phillipa, can you give us a moment?" I ask Bess. 
 
    When Bess has gone, Mother and I stare at each other, silently gaining the measure of one another. 
 
    "What have you done?" I ask, lifting my eyebrow. 
 
    "Oh, dear, nothing." She is lying. I know it. 
 
    "What happened to me?" 
 
    "What? Don't you remember?" There's a taunt in her tone. 
 
    "What is your game?" 
 
    "I am going abroad," she replies breezily. "I tire of this cold, wet country. I can't very well take Bess with me, and you seem so attached to her." 
 
    "What of your plans with FitzRoy?" 
 
    She scoffs, but I can tell she is playacting for my benefit. "These mortals are so unpredictable. The King did not take my bait and appoint the boy. Which is why, now that you're recovered, I am leaving. Enjoy Ludlow Castle." With the goblet in hand, she leaves me alone in my room. 
 
    I have no doubts she has done something, convinced my illness was no mistake, but I can do nothing now. I need more information to piece together the last few months. In the meantime, I will devote myself to keeping Princess Mary safe from more of Mother's devious machinations. 
 
    I lay back against the pillows and close my eyes, valiantly trying to remember anything between June and this moment. Everything is blank except one fiery ember.  
 
    That ember is comprised of unstoppable rage and hate, and it is all for Mother. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Sneak Peek of Book Two: Queen of Love and Beauty 
 
      
 
    Chapter I 
 
    June 1525 
 
      
 
    I hear my mother talking to someone through the bedroom door. I hesitate at the door, trying to think of who could be with her. A lover? No, I doubt that very much. She is careful with her liaisons, and it is early evening. A lover at this hour is likely to be caught. I knock, knowing she'll want to know I've returned with her wine. 
 
    "Come in, Jocelyn," my mother calls. Her voice is taut as a bowstring.  
 
    Hesitantly I open the door and see she has shed her mortal persona. She stands naked in the solar of our chambers, wearing only a crown of flowers in her hair. Her skin shines like she has been dipped in starlight, shimmering in the dim glow of the candles flickering around the room. Her hair is like that of spun gold. With her is a woman similarly without the facade of a mortal. While my mother is willowy and full of grace, this woman looks like she has been cast in bronze. With black hair that curls wildly about her face, she wears the armor of a warrior. I bob a curtsy, knowing this to be Athena.  
 
    "Ah," Athena says in a voice hard as nails. "You are Aphrodite's mortal daughter. How do you go about here?” she asks, looking at my mother. “Is it Lady Rose and Miss Jocelyn Dormer?” She says our names with a mocking tone. “How lovely you look, Jocelyn." 
 
    I rise from my curtsy with a quiet thanks. Aside from Hera, I have never met another from Olympus. My mother does not speak of or to them; Hera being the exception, since she follows the English court the same as us. I want to ask what Athena is doing here, but all will be revealed in good time. Mother keeps no secrets from me.  
 
    My mother beckons me to her side. I go and allow her to wrap an arm around my shoulders. I see now there is a bushel of golden apples on the table in our room. They look almost too beautiful to eat.  
 
    "Gifts from Athena," my mother says when she sees where I am looking.  
 
    "Gifts?" I ask, sure no gift from an Olympian is given freely.  
 
    "Bribes?" Athena laughs.  
 
    I look at my mother, lifting one of my eyebrows. She smiles at me and squeezes my shoulders. She turns her attention back to Athena. 
 
    "Zeus’s dear child thinks Hera has reigned here too long." 
 
    Athena rolls her dark eyes. They look bottomless in the weak candlelight, like two fathomless wells. "Why should Hera prance about court like she is queen? She took up Katharine's mantle the moment that Spanish princess set foot on English soil and has stood beside her ever since. In doing so, she has kept the rest of us out." 
 
    My mother releases me, stroking my hair as she ushers me to a cushioned chair by the fireplace. "She hasn't kept me out."  
 
    My mother has been in court for years, finding beautiful, witty, kind young women to share the bed of King Henry. She has butted heads with Hera enough times over it. Though as long as my mother keeps to mistresses, it has never gone beyond heated words.  
 
    "Yes, but look at the honors so recently bestowed on Henry FitzRoy," Athena counters. "Katharine is old. She'll not bear him another child." 
 
    I look toward Mother. She purses her lips and narrows her eyes at Athena. I wonder at this. She has said the same to me more than once. Why now does she treat this information with annoyance?  
 
    "What are you getting at, Athena?" Mother shifts her weight from one foot to the other. Her skin sparkles with the movement.  
 
    "I am saying that you might pick a new queen for the King, and then hold court and drive Hera out. Then there might be room for those like myself in England." 
 
    Mother frowns. Her brows knit together and she shakes her head. "Why should I wish to benefit you?"  
 
    Athena places a hand on her chest. "You wound me. Injustices of the past are long gone. You cannot still be mad that the Greeks saw the defeat of your chosen one, Paris." There is a mocking lilt in her voice. 
 
    My mother speaks rarely of the infighting among the gods, but my tutor is a man who teaches mythology as part of my language lessons. I know the struggles of the Trojan War as Homer told it. The truth of things from my mother's own mouth eludes me, though. My eyes flit to the apples again. Are golden apples a joke of Athena's? A jab that a golden apple led to Aphrodite's chosen Paris, and subsequently led to his death when Athena’s chosen Odysseus succeeded?  
 
    I make no comment on the apples, though it is clear Athena watches me closely. No doubt she knows what I’m thinking.  
 
    "Help me put a new queen on the throne," Athena says.  
 
    My mother crosses her arms over her chest and in an instant, she returns to her mortal form, wearing a green dress with a square neckline trimmed in white lace. Her girdle is a string of gold with small rubies accenting it. Her red hair hangs loose down her back and her eyes turn a deep shade of purple. She always wishes to stand out, and I have inherited these fabricated looks. Men and women both flock to our beauty and charm at court. It’s a shame these charms do not work on Hera or Athena.  
 
    Mother nods toward the door. "I think you should go."  
 
    "Aphrodite, I am asking for your help. I want to come to court here. I tire of wandering and wish to settle for a time. Hera makes it impossible." Athena stands her ground, making no move to leave. 
 
    I don’t like the look in Athena's eyes as she pleads with Mother. She looks like a hungry wolf, looking to feast on us. She changes from her true form as well and I see that she came to Mother glamoured as a simple maid. Her hair is covered by a white bonnet and a large apron covers her brown dress. Her dark curls change to stringy blonde locks that escape the bonnet in places.  
 
    "Think on it," Athena says. "We could transform this place, make it a modern Athens." 
 
    My mother narrows her eyes. "I will think on it." She turns toward the window, watching as rain begins to fall.  
 
    A sly smile crosses Athena's face. Mother does not see it, but I do. I am clearly of no consequence, because Athena ignores my presence and leaves the room. The heavy door closes with a soft thud. Only the patter of rain on the windowpanes fills the room.  
 
    "Is she up to something?" I ask as I join Mother at the window. 
 
    "Power and influence, no doubt. Same as half those petty denizens on Olympus. No doubt she has eyes on some lord or knight to raise up, one whom she imagines will bring her glory."  
 
    Silence reigns again. I shift my weight from foot to foot. "What will you do?" 
 
    A flash of lightning lights up Mother's face for a split second and I see her mouth turned down in a hard line. She shakes her head. "I am not sure. Hera has been here for decades. She has kept many out by standing steadfastly behind Katharine. Why should we not push her out?" 
 
    "Is that wise?" Hera wields her anger like a club. She could not truly punish my mother, but she could easily come for me or whomever Mother pushes forward as a new queen.  
 
    "I will have to think on all this." She turns to me and smiles. With that movement, the room brightens, and it is easy to see how men and women are swayed by her. Her features are soft and lovely in the candlelight, though she burns with an internal flame. "Don’t worry about this, dear one." 
 
      
 
    ~*~*~ 
 
      
 
    But I do worry. The golden apples sit on our table like some sort of warning or promise of things to come, I'm not sure which. Mother considers her options but does not consult me. At fifteen, she sees me as too young to grasp the situation.  
 
    She's wrong, of course. There is danger in trying to usurp Hera. Bacchus has been trying to come to England's court since Henry took the throne, vocal about his desire to rule behind the King. Hera was quick to pounce on him and drive him out. She is the one who dictates revelries. Any god or goddess who tries to insert themselves in the lives of the King and Queen meet with her swift wrath.  
 
    Mother suspects some of her Olympus brethren are already flitting about among lesser nobles, far from the seat of power, but they are too low for Hera to care. Mother only maintains her position because Henry is licentious. If my mother hadn’t swayed him with mistresses, someone else would have. I think Hera prefers the enemy she knows when it comes to Mother. Theirs is a silent understanding. Hera will remain with the Queen and Aphrodite will command the mistresses, but none will be elevated into an official capacity as is done in France and elsewhere. So far, this arrangement has benefited Hera and my mother. 
 
    I sit in our solar, my needlework untouched in my lap. The apples sparkle as sunlight streams through our window. It has been over a week since Athena left them with us. They show no sign of age. I doubt they ever will. Mother has forbidden me from eating them.  
 
    She has gone from our rooms, leaving me alone. She enjoys traversing the gardens by herself. She says it clears her mind, and I am sure the apples weigh heavily on her. She must be contemplating the idea that this is some sort of trick.  
 
    I try to ignore the apples, though they fill the room with their tantalizing fragrance. My mouth waters, but I steadfastly resist the urge. I wish Mother would just let me throw them away – in the trash, in the river, anything.  
 
    As I do my best to focus on my needlework, Mother sweeps into the room on a flurry of perfumed air, her braid swinging down her back. When she walks the garden, she wears her hair uncovered, refusing to be bound by the dictates of court. Though she is a “widow” with a daughter, she hates to cover her hair. She looks beautiful, almost wild. There is a gleam in her eye, a fire I’ve not seen in some time.  
 
    “I have seen the Duke of Norfolk,” she says. She pulls her hair free of the braid, running her fingers to smooth it out.  
 
    "Oh? And what did he have to say?" 
 
    My mother smiles and shakes her head, as though she has some secret joke I cannot be part of. "Normal pleasantries about the weather and the recent elevation of Henry FitzRoy to the title of duke." She relishes withholding the real conversation. She prefers to tease things out, keeping me hanging on her every word. Same as she does with courtiers. 
 
    I simply roll my eyes at her. "Yes, and?" 
 
    "You know he is the uncle to Mary Boleyn." 
 
    I nodded. "What of her?" I knew Mary and her family well enough. My mother had pushed the King toward her as a mistress. I became good friends with her, despite my age. I even served in her wedding to William Carey. She could be silly and flighty, but she was kindhearted. And when Mother allowed it, I visited her and her child. Her daughter, Catherine, looked suspiciously like the King.  
 
    "Athena is right; Hera has a stranglehold here, and why should she? Mary was a great beauty, but she lacked the intelligence and wit to keep Henry occupied for long. Her sister, on the other hand, is brilliant." 
 
    I frowned. I liked Anne well enough. She was kind to me, but her temper ran hot. I’d seen how she flew into a rage over her failed engagement to Henry Percy. Her intelligence may keep the King engaged for a while, but I fear her temper will only get her into trouble. 
 
    "You mean to propose Anne as a mistress...?" 
 
    "No, no, as a wife. Katharine is old, and her childbearing years are behind her. Anne is young and intelligent. A modern queen for England." 
 
    "Mother, perhaps this is not a good idea." 
 
    I scan the room quickly for signs of peacock feathers. Hera uses the eyes of Argus in the tail feathers to spy. We routinely search and remove her feathers from our rooms. If she were to catch wind of Mother's plan, she would drive us clear from England. I do not wish to be at the receiving end of her wrath. 
 
    "I know it worries you." Mother comes to me and takes my face in her hands. "But this is a good idea. We can shape court as we see fit." 
 
    "Through Anne?" 
 
    "Yes, of course." 
 
    Mother would be better off using Mary. Anne, she will find, is not as pliable as her sister. The idea that Anne will go along with this plan seems unlikely.  
 
    Mother runs her thumb under my eye. A trail of warmth is left in its wake and it soothes me. My tightened muscles relax under her smooth touch. 
 
    "Do not fret about Hera. I will see to her and I will speak with Anne." 
 
    "And what of me?" 
 
    My mother's face hardens. "You will go to our country estate. I will see to things here, but I will not have you interfering. Also, in case Athena has set us in a trap." 
 
    Even if I am blameless, Hera will find a way to punish me for Mother's folly. I do not say this aloud, though.  
 
    Instead, I nod toward the apples. "Do we eat those now?" 
 
    Mother follows my line of sight. The glittering apples shine against the afternoon sun streaming into our rooms. "No, those shall be a gift for Anne and Henry." 
 
    She will use them to sway the mortals. There is not much I can do. Mother is set on her plan. I hope this does not turn into a disaster before the end. 
 
    

  

 
   
    A Note on Names and Family Trees 
 
      
 
    The spelling of Katharine – Katharine of Aragon’s name appears as Catherine on such sources as Wikipedia and Britannica. It appears as Katherine on the official site for Hampton Court. However, her grave marker at Peterborough Cathedral spells it Katharine. Since her final resting place spells it Katharine, I have decided to use that spelling. 
 
      
 
    The parentage of Eris – Some myths list Eris as the daughter or Zeus and Hera. As sister to Ares, she would ride into battle, filled with glee to sow discord. Other myths name Nyx (the goddess of night) as her mother. For the purposes of this story, I have chosen to follow the myth of Nyx as her only parent.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Tudor Rose Cocktail 
 
      
 
    
    	 1-2 shots of vodka  
 
    	 1 Cup of Black Cherry or Strawberry Sparkling Water 
 
    	 1 TBSP of grenadine or juice from a jar of maraschino cherries 
 
    	 A splash of heavy cream 
 
    	 2-3 cherries as garnish 
 
   
 
      
 
    Stir together and enjoy! 
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