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            said. But she read my sister and me fairy tales over and over, enchanting us with princes who swept in on white chargers and
            princesses whose golden hair doubled as ladders. She gave me my first copies of Anne of Green Gables, Little Women, and Pride and Prejudice. In short, Mom, it’s all your fault!
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      Prologue

      
      Once upon a time, not so very long ago …

      
      This story begins with a carriage that was never a pumpkin, though it fled at midnight; a godmother who lost track of her
         charge, though she had no magic wand; and several so-called rats who secretly would have enjoyed wearing livery.
      

      
      And, of course, there’s a girl too, though she didn’t know how to dance, nor did she want to marry a prince.

      
      But it really begins with the rats.

      
      They were out of control; everybody said so. Mrs Swallow, the housekeeper, fretted about it regularly. ‘I can’t abide the
         way those little varmints chew up a pair of shoes when a body’s not looking,’ she told the butler, a comfortable soul by the
         name of Mr Cherryderry.
      

      
      ‘I know just what you’re saying,’ he told her with an edge in his voice that she didn’t hear often. ‘I can’t abide them. Those
         sharp noses, and the yapping at night, and –’
      

      
      
      ‘The way they eat!’ Mrs Swallow broke in. ‘From the table, from the very plates!’

      
      ‘It is from the plates,’ Cherryderry told her. ‘I’ve seen it with my own eyes, Mrs Swallow, that I have! By the hand of Mrs Daltry
         herself!’
      

      
      Mrs Swallow’s little shriek might have been heard all the way in the drawing room … except the rats were making such a racket
         that no one in that chamber could hear anything.
      

   



      
      
      One

      
      Yarrow House

      
      The residence of Mrs Mariana Daltry; her daughter,

      Victoria; and Miss Katherine Daltry

      
      Miss Katherine Daltry, known to almost all as Kate, got down from her horse seething with rage.

      
      It should be said that the condition wasn’t unfamiliar to her. Before her father died seven years earlier, she found herself
         sometimes irritated with her new stepmother. But it wasn’t until he was gone, and the new Mrs Daltry – who had held that title
         for a matter of mere months – started ruling the roost, that Kate really learned the meaning of anger.
      

      
      Anger was watching tenants on the estate be forced to pay double the rent or leave cottages where they’d lived their whole
         lives. Anger was watching the crops wilt and the hedges overgrow because her stepmother begrudged the money needed to maintain
         the estate. Anger was watching her father’s money be poured into new gowns and bonnets and frilly things … so numerous that her stepmother and stepsister couldn’t find days enough in the year to wear them all.
      

      
      It was the pitying glances she had from acquaintances who never met her at dinner anymore. It was being relegated to a chamber
         in the attic, with faded furnishings that advertised her relative worth in the household. It was the self-loathing of someone
         who can’t quite bring herself to leave home and have done with it. It was fueled by humiliation, and despair, and the absolute
         certainty that her father must be turning in his grave.
      

      
      She stomped up the front steps girding her loins for battle, as her father himself would have said. ‘Hello, Cherryderry,’
         she said, as their dear old butler opened the door. ‘Are you playing footman now?’
      

      
      ‘Herself sent the footmen off to London to fetch a doctor,’ Cherryderry said. ‘To be exact, two doctors.’

      
      ‘Having a spell, is she?’ Kate pulled her gloves off carefully, since the leather was separating from its lining around the
         wrist. Time was when she might have actually wondered if her stepmother (known to the household as Herself) was malingering,
         but no longer. Not after years of false alarms and voices screaming in the middle of the night about attacks … which generally
         turned out to be indigestion.
      

      
      Though as Cherryderry had once commented, one can only hope.

      
      ‘Not Herself, this time. It’s Miss Victoria’s face, I gather.’

      
      ‘The bite?’

      
      He nodded. ‘Dragging the lip down, so her maid told us this morning. There’s a swelling there as well.’

      
      Sour as she felt, Kate felt a pulse of sympathy. Poor Victoria didn’t have much going for her outside of her pretty face and
         prettier frocks; it would break her stepsister’s heart if she were permanently disfigured.
      

      
      ‘I have to talk to Herself about the vicar’s wife,’ she said, handing her pelisse to Cherryderry. ‘Or rather, the former vicar’s
         wife. After his death, I moved the family to the far cottage.’
      

      
      ‘Bad business,’ the butler said. ‘Especially in a vicar. Seems that a vicar shouldn’t take his own life.’

      
      ‘He left her with four children,’ Kate said.

      
      ‘Mind you, it’s not easy for a man to get over the loss of a limb.’

      
      ‘Well, now his children have to get over the loss of him,’ she said unsympathetically. ‘Not to mention that my stepmother
         sent an eviction notice to his widow yesterday.’
      

      
      Cherryderry frowned. ‘Herself says you’re to dine with them tonight.’

      
      Kate stopped on her way up the stairs. ‘She said what?’

      
      ‘You’re to dine with them tonight. And Lord Dimsdale is coming.’

      
      ‘You must be joking.’

      
      But the butler was shaking his head. ‘She said that. What’s more, she’s decided that Miss Victoria’s rats have to go, but
         for some reason she banished them to your chamber.’
      

      
      Kate closed her eyes for a moment. A day that had started out badly was only getting worse. She disliked her stepsister’s
         pack of little dogs, affectionately, or not so affectionately, known to all as the rats. She also disliked Algernon Bennett,
         Lord Dimsdale, her stepsister’s betrothed. He smiled too easily. And she loathed even more the idea of sitting down to dinner
         en famille.
      

      
      She generally managed to forget that she had once been mistress of the household. After all, her mother had been bedridden for years before she died, and sickly most of Kate’s life. Kate had grown up sitting opposite her father at the
         dining-room table, going over the menus with Mrs Swallow, the housekeeper … She had expected to debut, and marry, and raise
         children of her own in this very house.
      

      
      But that was before her father died, and she turned into a maid-of-all-work, living in the garret.

      
      And now she was to come to dinner, in a gown that was out-of-date, and endure the smirking pleasantries of Lord Dimsdale?
         Why?
      

      
      She ran up the stairs with a sickening foreboding in her stomach. Kate’s stepmother was seated at her dressing table, examining
         her complexion. The afternoon light fell over her shoulder, lighting her hair. It had a glare to it, that hair, a fierce yellow
         tint as if the strands were made of minerals. She was wearing a morning dress with a pleated bodice of lilac net, caught under
         the breasts with a trailing ribbon. It was lovely … for a debutante.
      

      
      But Mariana could not abide the fact that she was no longer in her thirties. In fact, she had never really accepted the loss
         of her twenties. And so she dressed herself to create an approximation of Mariana-at-Twenty. One thing you had to say for
         Kate’s stepmother: She had a reckless bravery, a kind of fierce disregard for the conventions governing women’s aging.
      

      
      But of course if Mariana’s costumes were the outward expression of her ambition, they were also the refuge of the failed.
         For no woman yet has appeared twenty in her forties, and a deliciously sensual gown cannot restore youth.
      

      
      ‘I gather you finished your peregrinations amongst your friends and bothered to come home,’ Mariana said acidly.

      
      Kate took one look around her stepmother’s boudoir and decided to remove a heap of clothes from what she was almost certain was a stool. The room was mounded with piles of light cottons and spangled silks; they were thrown in heaps over the
         chairs. Or at least where one presumed chairs to be. The room resembled a pastel snowscape, with soft mountains of fabric
         here and there.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ her stepmother demanded as Kate hoisted the gowns in her arms.

      
      ‘Sitting down,’ Kate said, dropping the clothing on the floor.

      
      Her stepmother bounded up with a screech. ‘Don’t treat my gowns like that, you stupid girl! The top few were delivered only
         a day or two ago, and they’re magnificent. I’ll have you ironing them all night if there’s the least wrinkle, even the least.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t iron,’ Kate said flatly. ‘Remember? I put a scorch mark on a white gown three years ago.’

      
      ‘Ah, the Persian belladine!’ her stepmother cried, clasping her hands together like a girlish Lady Macbeth. ‘I keep it … there.’
         She pointed a long finger to a corner where a towering mound of cloth went halfway to the ceiling. ‘I shall have it altered
         one of these days.’ She sat back down.
      

      
      Kate carefully pushed the stack of gowns a little farther away from her foot. ‘I must speak to you about the Crabtrees.’

      
      ‘God, I hope you managed to shovel the woman out the door,’ Mariana said, lighting a cigarillo. ‘You know the bloody solicitor
         is coming next week to assess my management of the estate. If he sees that scrap heap of a cottage, he’ll make no end of fuss.
         Last quarter he prosed on and on till I thought I’d die of boredom.’
      

      
      ‘It’s your responsibility to keep the cottages in good repair,’ Kate said, getting up to open a window.

      
      Mariana waved her cigarillo disdainfully. ‘Nonsense. Those people live on my land for practically nothing. The least they can do is keep their own houses in good nick. That Crabtree
         woman is living in a pigsty. I happened by the other day and I was positively horrified.’
      

      
      Kate sat back down and let her eyes wander around the room. The pigsty of a room. But after a moment she realized that Mariana hadn’t noticed her silent insult, since she had opened a little jar
         and was painting her lips a dark shade of copper.
      

      
      ‘Since her husband died,’ Kate said, ‘Mrs Crabtree is both exhausted and afraid. The house is not a pigsty; it is simply disorganized.
         You can’t evict her. She has nowhere to go.’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense,’ Mariana said, leaning closer to the glass to examine her lips. ‘I’m sure she has a bolt-hole all planned. Another
         man, most like. It’s been over a year since Crabtree topped himself; she’ll have a new one lined up by now. You’ll see.’
      

      
      Talking to her stepmother, to Kate’s mind, was like peeing in a coal-black outhouse. You had no idea what might come up, but
         you knew you wouldn’t like it.
      

      
      ‘That is cruel,’ she said, trying to pitch her words so that she sounded like the voice of authority.

      
      ‘They have to go,’ Mariana stated. ‘I can’t abide sluggards. I made a special trip over to the vicarage, you know, the morning
         after her husband jumped from the bridge. Bringing my condolences.’
      

      
      Mariana preferred to avoid all the people working on the estate or in the village, except on the rare occasions when she developed
         a sudden taste for playing the lady of the manor. Then she would put on an ensemble extravagantly calculated to offend country
         folk, descend from her carriage, and decipher in her tenants’ startled expressions their shiftless and foolish natures. Finally she would instruct Kate to jettison them from their homes.
      

      
      Luckily she generally forgot about the demand after a week or so.

      
      ‘That woman, Crabtree, was lying on the settee crying. Children all over the room, a disgusting number of children, and there
         she was, shoulders shaking like a bad actress. Crying. Maybe she should join a traveling theater,’ Mariana said. ‘She’s not
         unattractive.’
      

      
      ‘She –’

      
      Mariana interrupted. ‘I can’t abide idlers. Do you think I lay about and wept after my first husband, the colonel, died? Did
         you see me shed a tear when your father died, though we had enjoyed but a few months of matrimonial bliss?’
      

      
      Kate had seen no tears, but Mariana needed no confirmation from her. ‘Although Mrs Crabtree may not have your fortitude, she
         has four small children and we have some responsibility to them –’
      

      
      ‘I’m bored with the subject and besides, I need to speak to you about something important. Tonight Lord Dimsdale is coming
         to dinner and you shall join us.’ Mariana blew out a puff of smoke. It looked like fog escaping from a small copper pipe.
      

      
      ‘So Cherryderry said. Why?’ She and her stepmother had long ago dispensed with pleasantries. They loathed each other, and
         Kate couldn’t imagine why her presence was required at the table.
      

      
      ‘You’re going to be meeting Dimsdale’s relatives in a few days.’ Mariana took another pull on her cigarillo. ‘Thank God, you’re
         slimmer than Victoria. We can have her gowns taken in quite easily. It would be harder to go the other way.’
      

      
      ‘What are you talking about? I can’t imagine that Lord Dimsdale has the faintest interest in eating a meal with me, nor in introducing me to his relatives, and the feeling is mutual.’
      

      
      Before Mariana could clarify her demand, the door was flung open. ‘The cream isn’t working,’ Victoria wailed, hurtling toward
         her mother. She didn’t even see Kate, just fell to her knees and buried her face in her mother’s lap.
      

      
      Instantly Mariana put down her cigarillo and wrapped her arms around her daughter’s shoulders. ‘Hush, babykins,’ she crooned.
         ‘Of course the cream will work. We just need to give it a little time. I promise you, Mother promises you, that it will work.
         Your face will be as beautiful as ever. And just in case, I sent off to London for two of the very best doctors.’
      

      
      Kate was beginning to feel a faint interest in the matter. ‘What kind of cream are you using?’

      
      Mariana threw her an unfriendly glance. ‘Nothing you would have heard of. It’s made from crushed pearls, among other things.
         It works like a charm on all sorts of facial imperfections. I use it myself, daily.’
      

      
      ‘Just look at my lip, Kate!’ Victoria said, popping her head back up. ‘I’m ruined for life.’ Her eyes glistened with tears.

      
      Her lower lip did look rather alarming. There was an odd violet-colored puffiness around the site that suggested infection,
         and her mouth had a slight, but distinct, list to the side.
      

      
      Kate got to her feet and came over for a closer look. ‘Has Dr Busby seen it yet?’

      
      ‘He came yesterday, but he’s an old fool,’ Mariana said. ‘He couldn’t be expected to understand how important this is. He
         hadn’t a single helpful potion or cream to offer. Nothing!’
      

      
      Kate turned Victoria’s head to the side so that the light fell on it. ‘I think the bite is infected,’ she said. ‘Are you sure
         this cream is hygienic?’
      

      
      
      ‘Are you questioning my judgment?’ Mariana shouted, standing up.

      
      ‘Absolutely,’ Kate retorted. ‘If Victoria ends up with a deformed mouth because you sloshed on some quack remedy you were
         swindled into buying in London, I want it clear that it’s your fault.’
      

      
      ‘You insolent toad!’ Mariana said, stepping forward.

      
      But Victoria put out an arm. ‘Mother, stop. Kate, do you really think there’s something wrong with the cream? My lip throbs
         terribly.’ Victoria was a tremendously pretty girl, with a beautiful complexion and wide, tender eyes that always looked a
         bit dewy, as if she had just shed a sentimental tear, or was just about to. Since she shed tears, sentimental and otherwise,
         throughout the day, this made sense. Now two tears rolled down her face.
      

      
      ‘I think that there might be some infection inside the wound,’ Kate said, frowning. ‘Your lip mended quickly, but …’ She pushed
         gently, and Victoria cried out. ‘It’s going to have to be lanced.’
      

      
      ‘Never!’ Mariana roared.

      
      ‘I couldn’t allow my face to be cut,’ Victoria said, trembling all over.

      
      ‘But you don’t want to have a disfigurement,’ Kate said, schooling her tone to patience.

      
      Victoria blinked while she thought about that.

      
      ‘Nothing will happen until the London doctors arrive,’ Mariana announced, sitting back down. She had a wild enthusiasm for
         anyone, and anything, from London. Kate suspected it was the result of a childhood spent in the country, but since Mariana
         never let slip even a hint about her past, it was hard to know.
      

      
      ‘Well, let’s hope they arrive soon,’ Kate said, wondering whether an infected lip created any risk of blood infection. Presumably not … ‘Why do you want me to join you for dinner,
         Mariana?’
      

      
      ‘Because of my lip, of course,’ Victoria said, snuffling like a small pig.

      
      ‘Your lip,’ Kate repeated.

      
      ‘I can’t go on the visit, can I?’ Victoria added, with a characteristic, if maddening, lack of clarity.

      
      ‘Your sister was to pay a very important visit to a member of Lord Dimsdale’s family in just a few days,’ Mariana put in.
         ‘If you weren’t so busy traipsing around the estate listening to the sob stories of feckless women, you’d remember that. He’s
         a prince. A prince!’
      

      
      Kate dropped onto her stool again and looked at her two relatives. Mariana was as hard and bright as a new ha’penny. In contrast,
         Victoria’s features were blurred and indistinct. Her hair was a delightful pale rose color, somewhere between blonde and red,
         and curled winsomely around her face. Mariana’s hair had the sharp-edged perfection of someone whose maid spent three hours
         with a curling iron achieving precisely the look she wanted.
      

      
      ‘I fail to see what the postponed visit has to do with me,’ Kate said, ‘though I am very sympathetic about your disappointment,
         Victoria.’ And she was, too. Though she loathed her stepmother, she had never felt the same hatred for her stepsister. For
         one thing, Victoria was too soft-natured for anyone to dislike. And for another, Kate couldn’t help being fond of her. If
         Kate had taken a great deal of abuse from Mariana, the kind of affection that her stepmother lavished on her daughter was,
         to Kate’s mind, almost worse.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ Victoria said heavily, sitting down on a pile of gowns about the approximate height of a stool, ‘you have to be me.
         It took me a while to understand it, but Mother has it all cleverly planned out. And I’m sure my darling Algie will agree.’
      

      
      ‘I couldn’t possibly be you, whatever that means,’ Kate said flatly.

      
      ‘Yes, you can,’ Mariana said. She had finished her cigarillo and was lighting a second from the first. ‘And you will,’ she
         added.
      

      
      ‘No, I won’t. Not that I have the faintest idea what you’re talking about. Be Victoria in what context? And with whom?’

      
      ‘With Lord Dimsdale’s prince, of course,’ Mariana said, regarding her through a faint haze of smoke. ‘Haven’t you been listening?’

      
      ‘You want me to pretend to be Victoria? In front of a prince? Which prince?’

      
      ‘I didn’t understand at first either,’ Victoria said, running her finger over her injured lip. ‘You see, before Algie can
         marry me, we need the approval of some relative of his.’
      

      
      ‘The prince,’ Mariana put in.

      
      ‘He’s a prince from some little country in the back of beyond, that’s what Algie says. But he’s the only representative of
         Algie’s mother’s family who lives in England, and she won’t release his inheritance without the prince’s approval. His father’s
         will,’ Victoria confided, ‘is most dreadfully unfair. If Algie marries before thirty years of age, without his mother’s approval,
         he loses part of his inheritance – and he’s not even twenty yet!’
      

      
      Very smart of Papa Dimsdale, to Kate’s mind. From what she’d seen, Dimsdale Junior was about as ready to manage an estate
         as the rats were to learn choral music. Not that it was her business. ‘The doctors will take a look at you tomorrow morning,’
         she told Victoria, ‘and then you’ll be off to see the prince. Rather like the cat looking at the queen.’
      

      
      
      ‘She can’t go like that!’ Mariana snapped. It was the first time that Kate had ever heard that edge of disgust applied to her daughter.
      

      
      Victoria turned her head and looked at her mother, but said nothing.

      
      ‘Of course she can,’ Kate stated. ‘This sounds like a fool’s game to me. No one will believe for a moment that I’m Victoria.
         And even if they did, don’t you think they’d remember later? What happens when this prince stands up in the church and stops
         the ceremony, on the grounds that the bride isn’t the bride he met?’
      

      
      ‘That won’t happen, if only because Victoria will be married directly afterwards, by parish license,’ Mariana said. ‘This
         is the first time Dimsdale has been invited to the castle, and we can’t miss it. His Highness is throwing a ball to celebrate
         his betrothal, and you’re going as Victoria.’
      

      
      ‘Why not just postpone your visit and go after the ball is over?’

      
      ‘Because I have to get married,’ Victoria piped up.

      
      Kate’s heart sank. ‘You have to get married?’
      

      
      Victoria nodded. Kate looked at her stepmother, who shrugged. ‘She’s compromised. Three months’ worth.’

      
      ‘For Christ’s sake,’ Kate exclaimed. ‘You hardly know Dimsdale, Victoria!’

      
      ‘I love Algie,’ Victoria said, her big eyes earnest. ‘I didn’t even want to debut, not after I saw him at Westminster Abbey
         that Sunday back in March, but Mother made me.’
      

      
      ‘March,’ Kate said. ‘You met him in March and now it’s June. Tell me that darling Algie proposed, oh, say three months ago,
         just after you fell in love, and you’ve kept it a secret?’
      

      
      Victoria giggled at that. ‘You know exactly when he proposed, Kate! I told you first, after Mother. It was just two weeks
         ago.’
      

      
      
      The lines between Mariana’s nose and mouth couldn’t be plumped by a miracle cream made of crushed pearls. ‘Dimsdale was slightly
         tardy in his attentions.’
      

      
      ‘Not tardy in his attentions,’ Kate said. ‘He’s seems to have been remarkably forward in that department.’
      

      
      Mariana threw her a look of dislike. ‘Lord Dimsdale very properly proposed marriage once he understood the situation.’

      
      ‘I would kill the man, were I you,’ Kate told her.

      
      ‘Would you?’ She gave an odd smile. ‘You always were a fool. The viscount has a title and a snug fortune, once he gets his
         hands on it. He’s utterly infatuated with your sister, and he’s set on marrying her.’
      

      
      ‘Fortunate,’ Kate commented. She looked back at Victoria. She was delicately patting her lip over and over again. ‘I told
         you to hire a chaperone, Mariana. She could have had anyone.’
      

      
      Mariana turned back to her glass without a comment. In truth, Victoria probably wasn’t for just any man. She was too soft,
         too much like a soggy pudding. She cried too much.
      

      
      Though she was terribly pretty and, apparently, fertile. Fertility was always a good thing in a woman. Look how much her own
         father had despaired over his lack of a son. Her mother’s inability to have more children apparently led to his marriage a
         mere fortnight after his wife’s death … he must have been that anxious to start a new family.
      

      
      Presumably he thought Mariana was as fertile as her daughter had now proved to be. At any rate, he died before testing the
         premise.
      

      
      ‘So you’re asking me to visit the prince and pretend to be Victoria,’ Kate said.

      
      ‘I’m not asking you,’ Mariana said instantly. ‘I’m commanding you.’

      
      ‘Oh, Mother,’ Victoria said. ‘Please, Kate. Please. I want to marry Algie. And, really, I rather need to … I didn’t quite understand, and, well …’ She smoothed her gown. ‘I don’t want
         everyone to know about the baby. And Algie doesn’t either.’
      

      
      Of course Victoria hadn’t understood that she was carrying a child. Kate would be amazed to think that her stepsister had
         even understood the act of conception, let alone its consequences.
      

      
      ‘You’re asking me,’ Kate said to her stepmother, ignoring Victoria for the moment. ‘Because although you could force me into the carriage
         with Lord Dimsdale, you certainly couldn’t control what I said once I met this prince.’
      

      
      Mariana showed her teeth.

      
      ‘Even more relevant,’ Kate continued, ‘is the fact that Victoria made a very prominent debut just a few months ago. Surely
         people at the ball will have met her – or even just have seen her?’
      

      
      ‘That’s why I’m sending you rather than any girl I could find on the street,’ Mariana said with her usual courtesy.

      
      ‘You’ll have my little doggies with you,’ Victoria said. ‘They made me famous, so everyone will think you’re me.’ And then,
         as if she just remembered, another big tear rolled down her cheek. ‘Though Mother says that I must give them up.’
      

      
      ‘Apparently they are in my bedchamber,’ Kate said.

      
      ‘They’re yours now,’ Mariana said. ‘At least for the visit. After that we’ll –’ She broke off with a glance at her daughter.
         ‘We’ll give them to some deserving orphans.’
      

      
      ‘The poor tots will love them,’ Victoria said mistily, ignoring the fact that the said orphans might not like being nipped
         by their new pets.
      

      
      ‘Who would accompany me as chaperone?’ Kate asked, putting the question of Victoria’s rats aside for the moment.

      
      
      ‘You don’t need one,’ Mariana said with a hard edge of scorn, ‘the way you careen about the countryside on your own.’

      
      ‘A pity I didn’t keep Victoria with me,’ Kate retorted. ‘I would have ensured that Dimsdale didn’t treat her like a common
         trollop.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I suppose that you’ve preserved your virtue,’ Mariana snapped. ‘Much good may it do you. You needn’t worry about Lord
         Dimsdale making an attempt at that dusty asset; he’s in love with Victoria.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, he is,’ Victoria said, sniffing. ‘And I love him too.’ Another tear slid down her cheek.

      
      Kate sighed. ‘If I am pretending to be Victoria, it will create a scandal if I appear in a carriage alone with Dimsdale, and
         the scandal will not attach to me, but to Victoria. In short, no one will be surprised when her child appears on an abbreviated
         schedule after the wedding.’
      

      
      There was a moment of silence. ‘All right,’ Mariana said. ‘I would have accompanied Victoria, of course, but I can’t leave
         her, given her poor state of health. You can take Rosalie with you.’
      

      
      ‘A maid? You’re giving me a maid as a chaperone?’

      
      ‘What’s the matter with that?’ Mariana demanded. ‘She can sit between you in case you lose your head and lunge at Lord Dimsdale.
         You’ll have the rats’ maid as well, of course.’
      

      
      ‘Victoria’s dogs have their own maid?’
      

      
      ‘Mary-Downstairs,’ Victoria said. ‘She cleans the fireplaces, but she also gives them a bath every day, and brushes them.
         Pets,’ Victoria added, ‘are a responsibility.’
      

      
      ‘I shall not take Mary with me,’ Kate stated. ‘How on earth do you expect Mrs Swallow to manage without her?’

      
      Mariana just shrugged.

      
      ‘This won’t work,’ Kate said, trying to drag the conversation back into some sort of sensible channel. ‘We don’t even look alike.’
      

      
      ‘Of course you do!’ Mariana snapped.

      
      ‘Well, actually, we don’t,’ Victoria said. ‘I – well, I look like me and Kate, well …’ She floundered to a halt.

      
      ‘What Victoria is trying to say is that she is remarkably beautiful,’ Kate said, feeling her heart like a little stone in
         her chest, ‘and I am not. Put that together with the fact that we are stepsisters related only by marriage, and there’s no
         more resemblance between us than any pair of Englishwomen seen together.’
      

      
      ‘You have the same color hair,’ Mariana said, dragging on her cigarillo.

      
      ‘Really?’ Victoria said doubtfully.

      
      Actually, Mariana was probably right. But Victoria’s hair was cut in pretty curls around her head, in the very newest style,
         and fixed with a delicate bandeau. Kate brushed hers out in the morning, twisted it about, and pinned it flat to her head.
         She had no time for meticulous grooming. More accurately, she had no time for grooming at all.
      

      
      ‘You’re cracked,’ Kate said, staring at her stepmother. ‘You can’t pass me off as your daughter.’

      
      Victoria was frowning now. ‘I’m afraid she’s right, Mother. I wasn’t thinking.’

      
      Mariana had a kind of tight look about her eyes that Kate knew from long experience signaled true rage. But for once, she
         was rather perplexed about why.
      

      
      ‘Kate is taller than I am,’ Victoria said, counting on her fingers. ‘Her hair is a little more yellow, not to mention long,
         and we don’t have the same sort of look at all. Even if she put on my clothing –’
      

      
      ‘She’s your sister,’ Mariana said, her mouth tight, as if the copper pipe had been hammered flat.

      
      
      ‘She’s my stepsister,’ Kate said patiently. ‘The fact that you married my father does not make us blood relatives, and your
         first husband –’
      

      
      ‘She’s your sister.’
      

   



      
      
      Two

      
      Pomeroy Castle

      
      Lancashire

      
      ‘Your Highness.’ The prince in question, whose given name was Gabriel Albrecht-Frederick William von Aschenberg of Warl-Marburg-Baalsfeld,
         looked up to find his majordomo, Berwick, holding a salver. ‘I’ve got this unguentarium all in pieces, Wick. Speak quickly.’
      

      
      ‘Unguentarium,’ Wick said with distaste. ‘It sounds like a salacious item one might buy in Paris. The wrong side of Paris,’
         he added.
      

      
      ‘Spare me your quibbles,’ Gabriel said. ‘This particular jug was meant for the dead, not the living. It used to hold six small
         bones for playing knucklebones, and was found in a child’s grave.’
      

      
      Wick bent nearer and peered at the pieces of clay scattered across the desk. ‘Where are the knucklebones?’

      
      ‘The knuckleboned Biggitstiff threw them out. In fact, he threw this little jug out too, since the child was poor, and he is only interested in ravaging the tombs of kings. I’m trying
         to see whether I can identify how the top, which I don’t have, was attached. I think there were bronze rivets attached to
         both these pieces.’ He pointed. ‘And the rivets were mended at least once before the unguentarium was put in the tomb, see?’
      

      
      Wick looked at the pieces. ‘Needs mending again. Why are you bothering?’

      
      ‘This child’s parents had nothing to give him to bring to the underworld but his knucklebones,’ Gabriel said, picking up his
         magnifying glass. ‘Why shouldn’t that gift be honored equally with the trumpery gold Biggitstiff is after?’
      

      
      ‘A message has arrived from Princess Tatiana’s delegation,’ Wick said, apparently accepting Gabriel’s edict in regard to the
         knucklebones. ‘She is now in Belgium and will arrive on schedule. We’ve had some two hundred acceptances for your betrothal
         ball, among them your nephew, Algernon Bennett, Lord Dimsdale. In fact, the viscount will arrive before the ball, by the sound
         of it.’
      

      
      ‘Bringing the Golden Fleece?’ Gabriel’s nephew, whom he vaguely remembered as a boy with a fat bottom, had affianced himself
         to one of the richest heiresses in England.
      

      
      ‘His Lordship will be accompanied by his betrothed, Miss Victoria Daltry,’ Wick said, glancing at his notes.

      
      ‘It’s hard to believe that Dimsdale could have garnered such a prize; perhaps she has freckles or a squint,’ Gabriel said,
         carefully aligning the clay fragments so that he could determine where the rivets originated.
      

      
      Wick shook his head. ‘At her debut this spring Miss Daltry was accounted one of the most beautiful women on the marriage market.’
         They had been in England for a matter of months, but he already had a firm grasp on relevant gossip among the aristocracy. ‘Her adoration for her betrothed was also universally noted,’ he added.
      

      
      ‘She hasn’t met me,’ Gabriel said idly. ‘Maybe I should steal her away before my own bride arrives. An English Golden Fleece
         for a Russian one. My English is far better than my Russian.’
      

      
      Wick didn’t say a word, just slowly looked from Gabriel’s hair to his feet. Gabriel knew what Wick was seeing: black hair
         pulled back from a widow’s peak, eyebrows that came to points over his eyes in a way that frightened some women, the shadow
         of a beard that never seemed to really go away. Something in his expression scared off the soft ones, the ones that thought
         to cuddle and wrap his hair around their fingers after sex.
      

      
      ‘Of course, you could try,’ Wick commented. ‘But I expect you’ll have your hands full trying to charm your own bride.’

      
      Not his best insult, but pretty good.

      
      ‘You make it sound as if Tatiana will run for the hills at the sight of me.’ Gabriel knew damn well that the glimmer of ferocity
         in his eyes frightened ladies who were more used to lapdogs. But for all that, he had yet to meet the woman whose eyes didn’t
         show a slight widening, a sparkle of happiness, at the prospect of meeting a prince. They liked to have a prince under their
         belt.
      

      
      Still, this was the first time he would be trying to charm a wife, rather than a lover. One had to assume that women took
         the business more seriously than they did the occasional bedding.
      

      
      A curse sounded in his head but died before reaching his lips. He turned back to the little pot before him. ‘Perhaps fortunately,
         my betrothed has no more choice in the matter than I do.’
      

      
      Wick bowed. He left as silently as he had arrived.

   



      
      
      Three

      
      Yarrow House

      
      There was a moment of cool silence in the room, like the silence that follows a gunshot when hunters are in the woods.

      
      Victoria didn’t say anything. Kate took one look at her soft, bewildered eyes and saw that her mother’s pronouncement had
         flown over her head.
      

      
      ‘Victoria is my sister,’ Kate repeated.

      
      ‘Yes, so you bloody well better go there and make sure her marriage goes through before she’s ruined. Because she’s your sister.’

      
      A little pulse of relief rushed through Kate’s veins. She must have misunderstood, she had –

      
      ‘She’s your half sister,’ Mariana clarified, her voice grating.

      
      ‘But – she’s –’ Kate turned to Victoria. ‘How old are you?’

      
      ‘You know how old I am,’ Victoria said, snuffling a bit as she rubbed her lower lip. ‘I’m almost exactly five years younger
         than you.’
      

      
      
      ‘You’re eighteen,’ Kate said. Her heart was thumping in her chest.

      
      ‘Which makes you a ripe twenty-three,’ Mariana said pleasantly. ‘Or perhaps twenty-four. At your age, it’s easy to forget.’
      

      
      ‘Your husband, the colonel –’

      
      Mariana shrugged.

      
      Kate found herself struggling to breathe. She felt as if her whole life were unfolding in front of her, all the questions
         she never knew she had. The shock of her father coming home, just two weeks after her mother’s funeral, and saying that he
         was planning to marry by special license.
      

      
      Her mother lying in bed all those years, and her father popping his head in now and then to say cheerful things and toss kisses
         in her direction but never to sit by his wife’s side.
      

      
      Because apparently he’d been sneaking off to sit with Mariana. ‘I feel as if I’m missing something,’ Victoria said, looking
         from one to the other. ‘Are you going to cry, Kate?’ Kate recoiled. She had never cried, not since her father’s funeral. ‘Of
         course not!’ she snapped.
      

      
      There was another beat of silence in the room.

      
      ‘Why don’t you do the honors?’ Kate said finally, looking at her stepmother. ‘I’m agog to learn the particulars.’

      
      ‘The particulars are none of your business,’ Mariana stated. Then she turned to Victoria. ‘Listen, darling, you remember how
         we used to see dearest Victor even before we came to live in this house?’
      

      
      Victor! Kate had never thought for a moment that her father’s name had any connection to that of her stepsister.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Victoria agreed. ‘We did.’

      
      ‘That would be because your mother was his mistress,’ Kate said. ‘I gather he visited your house for at least eleven years, before my mother died. Was there a colonel at all? Is Victoria illegitimate?’ she asked Mariana.
      

      
      ‘It hardly matters,’ Mariana said coolly. ‘I can provide for her.’

      
      Kate knew that. Her beloved, foolish father had left everything to his wife … and Mariana had turned it into a sweet dowry
         for Victoria, and be damned whether the estate needed the income. It was all Victoria’s now.
      

      
      Who was not only pregnant, but illegitimate. One had to suppose that the colonel, Mariana’s putative first husband, had never
         existed.
      

      
      Mariana got up and stubbed out her cigarillo in a dish overflowing with half-smoked butts. ‘I am shocked beyond belief that
         the two of you haven’t sprung to your feet and hugged each other in an excess of girlish enthusiasm. But since you haven’t,
         I’ll make this short. You will go to Pomeroy Castle, Katherine, because your sister is carrying a child and needs the approval
         of the prince. You will dress as your sister, you will take the bloody mongrels with you, and you will make this work.’
      

      
      Mariana looked tough, and more tired than she usually did. ‘In that case, you will keep the Crabtrees in their cottage,’ Kate
         stated.
      

      
      Her stepmother shrugged. She didn’t really give a damn either way, Kate realized. She had launched the Crabtrees into the
         situation just in case the plea of blood relations failed.
      

      
      ‘I’ve summoned the same man who cut Victoria’s hair,’ Mariana said briskly. ‘He’ll be here tomorrow morning to cut off all
         of that rot on your head. Three seamstresses are coming as well. You’ll need at least twenty gowns altered.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll be at the castle for three or four days,’ Victoria said.

      
      She got to her feet, and for the first time, Kate recognized that her sister was indeed going to have a child. There was something slightly clumsy about the way she moved.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ Victoria said, walking over to stand before Kate. ‘There’s nothing for you to be sorry for!’ Mariana interjected.

      
      ‘Yes, there is,’ she insisted. ‘I’m sorry that our father was the sort of man he was. I’m not sorry that he married my mother,
         but I’m – I’m just sorry about all of it. About what you must think of him now.’
      

      
      Kate didn’t want to think about her father. She had tried not to think of him in the last seven years, since his death. It
         was too painful to think about the way he laughed, and the way he would stand by the fireplace and tell her amusing stories
         of London, reflected firelight glinting from his wineglass.
      

      
      And now there was a whole new reason to not think of him.

      
      She returned Victoria’s embrace politely, then disengaged herself and turned to Mariana. ‘Why must I come to dinner tonight?’

      
      ‘Lord Dimsdale has some doubt that you two look enough alike to fool someone who might have met your sister.’

      
      ‘But my hair –’

      
      ‘It’s not the hair,’ her stepmother said. ‘We’ll put you in a decent gown and you’ll see the resemblance soon enough. Victoria
         is known for her beauty, her dogs, and her glass slippers. As long as you don’t indulge your churlish tongue, you’ll pass.’
      

      
      ‘What on earth is a glass slipper?’ Kate asked.

      
      ‘Oh, they’re marvelous!’ Victoria cried, clasping her hands together. ‘I brought them into fashion myself this season, Kate,
         and then everyone started wearing them.’
      

      
      ‘Your feet are about the same size,’ Mariana said. ‘They’ll fit.’

      
      
      Kate looked down at her tired, gray gown and then up at her stepmother. ‘What would you have done if my father had lived?
         If I had debuted when I was supposed to and people recognized the resemblance between myself and Victoria?’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t worry about it,’ Mariana said with one of her shrugs.

      
      ‘Why not? Wouldn’t there have been the risk that someone would have seen the two of us together and guessed?’

      
      ‘She’s five years younger than you. I would have kept her in the schoolroom until you married.’

      
      ‘I might not have taken. I might not have found a husband. My father would have …’

      
      A smile twisted the corner of Mariana’s lips. ‘Oh, you would have taken. Don’t you ever look in the mirror?’

      
      Kate stared at her. Of course she looked in the mirror. She saw her perfectly regular features staring back at her. She didn’t
         see Victoria’s dewy eyes, or her light curls, or her charming smile, because she didn’t have any of those.
      

      
      ‘You’re a bloody fool,’ Mariana said, reaching out for her cigarillo case and then dropping it again. ‘I’m smoking too many
         of these, which is entirely your fault. For God’s sake, get yourself into a decent dress by eight this evening. You’d better
         go see Victoria’s maid straight off; you’re not fit to scrub the fireplace in that rag you’re wearing.’
      

      
      ‘But I don’t want Algie to see my lip like this,’ Victoria said, sniffing.

      
      ‘I’ll instruct Cherryderry to put a single candelabrum on the table,’ her mother said. ‘Dimsdale won’t be able to see a rat
         if it jumps on the plate in front of him.’
      

      
      So it all came back to the rats, which was fitting, because that’s where the story began.

   



      
      
      Four

      
      Kate knew quite well that the household was on her side. They couldn’t help it; it was bred into the bones of the best servants.
         They were trained to serve ladies and gentlemen, not those of their own class. Obviously they had sensed that Mariana’s origins
         were not genteel. For her part, Kate had imagined that her stepmother was a shopkeeper’s daughter, who had married a colonel.
         She hadn’t thought she was –
      

      
      What she was.

      
      A fallen woman. Her father’s mistress. A trollop, by any other name.

      
      No wonder poor Victoria found herself with child. Her mother was hardly qualified to steer her through the season. For that
         matter, Kate wasn’t entirely sure how to behave in polite society either. She had been only twelve when her mother retired
         to bed, and sixteen when her mother finally died and her father remarried. Though she’d learned how to use cutlery, the finer
         nuances of behavior in polite society escaped her.
      

      
      
      She’d had a year of dancing instruction, but it felt as if it had happened in another lifetime. Weren’t there rules about
         talking to princes, for example? Did you have to back out of the room after speaking to one? Or was that a rule that applied
         only to kings and queens?
      

      
      She found Victoria’s maid, Rosalie, in Victoria’s dressing room. Years ago the chamber had been designated for guests, but
         at some point Victoria had amassed so many dresses – and they had no visitors – that it had been transformed into a wardrobe.
      

      
      Kate looked around with some curiosity. The room was lined with cherry cabinets clearly stuffed with gowns. Flounces of lace
         and corners of embroidered fabric poked from half-open drawers. The room smelled like roses and fresh linen.
      

      
      ‘Cherryderry told me of the dinner tonight, and the seamstresses coming tomorrow,’ Rosalie said, ‘and I’ve been through all
         of Miss Victoria’s gowns.’ That would have been no small task, given that Victoria had half again as many as her mother, though
         they were more neatly arranged. ‘I think you should wear this tonight, as it won’t need more than a stitch or two around the
         bodice.’
      

      
      She held up a gown of the palest pink silk. It wasn’t particularly low-cut, but it looked to be tight until just below the
         bosom, when the overskirt was pulled up into curls and furbelows, revealing a dark rose lining.
      

      
      Kate reached out a finger. Her father had died before they would have begun the visits to modistes to assemble a wardrobe
         for her debut. She had gone straight from funereal blacks to sturdy cambrics, reflective of her changed position in the household.
      

      
      ‘Couleur de rosette,’ Rosalie said briskly. ‘I fancy it will set off your hair a treat. You won’t need stays, being so slim.’
      

      
      
      She started to unbutton her, but Kate pushed her hands away.

      
      ‘Please allow me –’ Rosalie began.

      
      Kate shook her head. ‘I’ve been dressing myself for years, Rosalie. You can help me put that gown on, if necessary, but I
         will pull off my clothing myself.’ Which she did, leaving her in nothing more than an old chemise. She did own a pair of stays,
         but they were too uncomfortable to wear, as she was on horseback every day.
      

      
      Rosalie didn’t say a word, just looked at the tired chemise, and the way Kate had darned it (not terribly well), and the length
         of it (too short). ‘Mr Daltry …’ the maid said, and paused.
      

      
      ‘Turning in his grave, et cetera,’ Kate said. ‘Let’s get on with it, Rosalie.’

      
      So the maid began pulling out hairpins and clicking her tongue like someone counting pennies. ‘I never would have thought
         you had all this hair!’ she said finally, having unpinned and unwound all of Kate’s locks.
      

      
      ‘I don’t care to have it messing about,’ Kate explained. ‘It gets in my way while I’m working.’

      
      ‘You shouldn’t be working!’ Rosalie cried. ‘It’s just wrong, all of this, and seeing you there in that chemise like a dishcloth.
         I didn’t know.’ She threw down her brush and pulled open a deep drawer. Inside were stacks of pristine white chemises.
      

      
      Rosalie snatched one. ‘Miss Victoria won’t even notice, not that she would care because she isn’t like her mother. She likes
         silk for her chemise,’ the maid said, jerking Kate’s chemise over her head and throwing it to the side. ‘I prefer a nice cotton,
         as sweat stains these terribly. But there, if you aren’t dressed properly to the skin, you aren’t really a lady, when all’s
         said and done.’
      

      
      
      The chemise settled around Kate like a translucent cloud. It was trimmed with exquisite lace.

      
      Had her father lived and had she debuted, she would have worn garments like this all the time, not fraying, tired garments
         in sober grays and blues that made her look like the poor relation she was.
      

      
      Her mother had left her some sort of small dowry, but without the chance to meet any eligible men, it hardly mattered. For
         years she’d been telling herself to leave the house, to go to London, to find work as a governess … anything to escape. But
         that meant deserting the tenants and the servants to Mariana’s haphazard and unfeeling oversight.
      

      
      So she hadn’t left.

      
      An hour later her hair was curled and tousled and swept up into an approximation of Victoria’s. Her face was dusted with rice
         powder, the better to approximate the pampered look of her sister’s skin; she was swathed in pale pink, and her lips were
         painted to match.
      

      
      She stood in front of the glass waiting for a moment of startled recognition. To realize that she really looked like Victoria,
         that she too would be accounted a great beauty.
      

      
      Not only did she not resemble her sister, but she would be accounted a beauty only by a blind man. She looked too angular
         and the dress hung oddly from her shoulders.
      

      
      Rosalie plucked at one sleeve. ‘You’re broader in the arms than Miss Victoria,’ she muttered.

      
      Kate glanced down at her offending limb and knew exactly what the problem was. She spent at least two or three hours a day
         in the saddle, trying to manage the estate the way her father’s bailiff had done, before her stepmother threw him out of the
         house. Her arms were muscled, and lightly colored from the sun. She couldn’t imagine that other young ladies faced that particular problem.
      

      
      What’s more, her cheekbones were too pronounced, her eyebrows too sharp. ‘I don’t look like Victoria,’ she said, a bit dismally.
         She had vaguely hoped that fashionable clothing would transform her, making her as beautiful as her sister. A woman whom all
         the ton considered a diamond.
      

      
      She looked more like a flinty stone than a diamond. Like herself.

      
      ‘The style doesn’t suit you,’ Rosalie admitted. ‘Pink wasn’t the right idea. You need bold colors, more like.’

      
      ‘You do know why I have to look like Victoria, don’t you?’ Kate knew perfectly well that Cherryderry had followed her up the
         stairs and positioned himself outside her stepmother’s bedchamber, intent on hearing the entire conversation.
      

      
      Rosalie set her mouth primly. ‘Nothing that I shouldn’t know, I would hope.’

      
      ‘I am to accompany Lord Dimsdale on a visit to Pomeroy Castle, and I need to make everyone there think I’m Victoria.’

      
      The maid’s eyes met her own in the mirror.

      
      ‘It won’t work,’ Kate said, accepting it. ‘She’s just too beautiful.’

      
      ‘You’re beautiful too,’ Rosalie said stoutly. ‘But in a different way.’

      
      ‘My mouth’s too big, and when did I get so thin?’

      
      ‘Since your father died and you started doing the work of ten people. Miss Victoria, bless her soul, is as soft as a pillow,
         but she would be, wouldn’t she?’
      

      
      Kate eyed the material draped over her bosom. Or rather, where her bosom ought to be. ‘Can’t we do something about my chest,
         Rosalie? In this dress, I don’t seem to have one at all.’
      

      
      
      Rosalie plucked at the extra material. ‘You’ve a nice little bosom, Miss Kate. Don’t worry. I can’t do much for it in this
         dress, but I’ll find others that will work better. Thanks be to God, Miss Victoria has more gowns in her chambers than a modiste
         would after a year’s labor.’ A moment later she had tucked two rolled-up stockings into the front of Kate’s chemise, and that
         was that.
      

      
      It was odd how her similar features resulted in such a different appearance from Victoria’s. Of course, she was five years
         older. All ruffled and curled and made up, she looked like a desperate aging virgin.
      

      
      Panic was a new sensation. Never having been offered the chance to dress like a lady, at least not for years, Kate had rather
         forgotten that her nubile years were passing.
      

      
      She’d be twenty-four in a few weeks, and she felt as long in the tooth as a dowager.

      
      Why hadn’t she noticed that she wasn’t rounded and charming and delectable anymore? When had bitterness entered her bloodstream
         and – and changed her from a young girl into something else?
      

      
      ‘This isn’t going to work,’ she said abruptly. ‘I don’t have the faintest resemblance to a young debutante who took the ton by storm.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a matter of wearing the right clothing,’ Rosalie said. ‘You don’t look your best in this gown, miss. But I’ll find a
         better one for you.’
      

      
      There wasn’t much Kate could do but nod. She had thought …

      
      Well, she hadn’t thought much about it. But she knew that she wanted to be married, and to have children of her own.

      
      A sharp pang of panic rose into her throat. What if she was already too old? What if she never –

      
      
      She cut off the thought.

      
      She would do this visit for Victoria, for her newfound sister’s sake. After that, she would leave, go to London and parlay
         her modest inheritance, the money her mother had left, into a marriage license.
      

      
      Women had done that for years, and she could do it as well.

      
      She straightened her shoulders. Since her father died, she had learned what it felt like to be humiliated: to tuck your hands
         out of sight when you saw acquaintances for fear they would see the reddened fingers. To hold your boots close to the horse’s
         side so that no one saw the worn spots. To pretend you left your bonnet at home, time after time.
      

      
      This was just a new kind of humiliation – to be dressed as lamb while feeling like mutton. She would get through it.

   



      
      
      Five

      
      By the time Kate escaped to her room hours later, she was exhausted. She had been up at five that morning to do three hours
         of accounts, then was on a horse at eight … not to mention the emotional toll taken by the day’s charming revelations. At
         dinner, Mariana had been snappy even with the viscount, and Victoria had wept softly through three courses.
      

      
      And now the dogs – the ‘rats’ – were waiting for her, sitting in a little semicircle.

      
      There was no more fashionable accessory than a small dog, and Victoria and Mariana, with their characteristic belief that
         twenty-three ball gowns were better than one, had acquired not one small dog, but three.
      

      
      Three small, yapping, silky Malteses.

      
      They were absurdly small, smaller than most cats. And they had a sort of elegant sleekness about them that she found an affront.
         If she ever had a dog, she’d want it to be one of the lop-eared, grinning dogs that ran out to greet her when she stopped by the cottages on Mariana’s lands. A dog that barked rather than yapped.
      

      
      Though at the moment they weren’t yapping. As she entered her small room, they rose in a little wave and surrounded her ankles
         in a burst of furry waving tails and hot bodies. They were probably lonely. Before the bite, they were always at Victoria’s
         side. Perhaps they were hungry. Or worse, they might need to visit the garden. If only she had a bell in her room … but persons
         of her status had no need to call servants.
      

      
      ‘I suppose,’ she said slowly, thinking of the stairs and her aching legs, ‘I have to take you outside.’ In point of fact,
         she should be grateful that they had not urinated in her room; it was so small and the one window so high that the smell would
         last a month or more.
      

      
      It took a few minutes to figure out how to attach ropes to their jeweled collars, not helped by the fact that they had begun
         yapping, jumping up and trying to lick her face. It was hard not to flinch away.
      

      
      She trudged down the back stairs that led to her room, her steps echoed by the scrabbling little claws of the rats. She was
         so tired that she couldn’t even remember their names, though she thought they were all alliterative, perhaps Fairy and Flower.
      

      
      ‘What do they eat?’ she asked Cherryderry a few minutes later. He had been kind enough to accompany her to the kitchen garden
         and show her the area fenced off for the dogs’ use.
      

      
      ‘I sent Richard up to your chamber an hour or so ago; he fed them and brought them out for a walk. I will admit to disliking
         those dogs, but they’re not vicious animals,’ he said, watching them. ‘It’s not really their fault.’
      

      
      
      They were all piling on top of each other, a mass of plumy tails and sharp noses.

      
      ‘Caesar didn’t intend to bite Miss Victoria,’ he continued. ‘You needn’t worry that he’ll bite you.’

      
      ‘Caesar? I thought they were all named after flowers.’
      

      
      ‘That’s part of their trouble,’ Cherryderry said. ‘Miss Victoria never quite settled on names for them. She changed them every
         week or so. They started out as Ferdinand, Felicity, and Frederick. Currently they are Coco, Caesar, and Chester. Before that,
         they were Mopsie, Maria, and something else. The lead dog – see the slightly larger one? That one is Caesar. The other two
         are Coco and Chester, though Chester never learned to respond to any name other than Frederick or Freddie.’
      

      
      ‘Why did Caesar bite Victoria, anyway? I never thought to ask.’

      
      ‘She was feeding him from her mouth.’

      
      ‘What?’
      

      
      ‘Holding a piece of meat between her lips and encouraging him to take it from her. Foolish business, coming between a dog
         and his meat.’
      

      
      Kate shuddered. ‘That is disgusting.’

      
      ‘Princess Charlotte has trained her dogs to do the same by all accounts,’ Cherryderry said. ‘The princess has a lot to answer
         for.’
      

      
      ‘So how do I keep them quiet at night?’ Kate asked, longing for her bed.

      
      ‘Just treat them like dogs, with respect, but firm-like. Miss Victoria made the mistake of thinking they were babies, and
         then she would get annoyed and send them down to the kitchen whenever they misbehaved, so they never learned better. I’ll
         give you a little bag of cheese scraps. Give them a piece every time they do something right and they’ll be fine.’
      

      
      Back in her room Kate discovered that the dogs had their own personalities. Caesar was remarkably unintelligent. He seemed
         to believe that he was very large: He prowled and pounced and kept issuing promises to attack anyone who entered the room.
         In fact, he reminded her of an imperial general; his name befitted him.
      

      
      Frederick was lonely, or at least that’s what she surmised when he jumped onto the bed, licked her knee, and wagged his tail
         madly. Then he gave her a dramatically imploring look, quickly followed by a roll onto his back with his legs in the air.
         In short, he was silly and Freddie suited him better than Frederick.
      

      
      Coco showed every sign of being remarkably vain. Victoria had glued tiny sparkling gems into the fur around her neck, and
         rather than trying to scratch them off, as would any self-respecting mongrel, Coco sat with her paws perfectly aligned and
         her nose in the air. She showed no sign of wishing to approach Kate’s bed, but arranged herself elegantly on a velvet cushion
         that had appeared on Kate’s floor along with a bowl of water.
      

      
      Kate pulled Freddie out of her bed and dropped him on the floor, but he jumped straight back up again. And she was too tired,
         too bone-deep tired, to do anything about it.
      

      
      So she lay there for a moment thinking about her father, little pulses of anger going through her body. How could he have
         done this? He must have loved Mariana; otherwise, why would he marry his mistress?
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