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    “YOU’RE NOT GOING TO STEAL ANYTHING.”




    I left the question—Are you?—off the end of the sentence. But Cat heard it anyway.




    “Of course not.” She paused to look at me, shadows eclipsing half her face, blue eyes glittering in the moonlight from the tall, narrow windows of the upper gallery. “I could be flogged. Or pilloried. Or have a hand cut off.”




    A drunken roar of laughter vented up through the beams of the great hall below us.




    “Or executed,” I muttered.




    “We’re just going to look. They can’t hang us for that,” she said, pulling me into a room congested with luxury. Arras tapestries mantled the walls, depicting knights on horseback charging to distant crusades. A silver goblet sat on a table by the fire between two chairs that were cushioned in velvet and tassled in gold.




    “Consider it inventory,” Cat explained, trailing her finger along the gold thread in a tapestry. “We’re doing the duchess a favor.”




    “Right,” I said. “Explain to me how Agnes Howard, née Tylney, the Dowager Duchess of Norfolk, most esteemed noblewoman in England, will think it a favor when she discovers two of her protégées riffling through her clothes.”




    “The duchess has gowns and furs and rings and pendants that she only wears on state occasions, and God knows we haven’t had one of those since Queen Jane died. Someone has to appreciate her things.”




    “Without her realizing it.”




    “She’s downstairs,” Cat said. “Feasting with the duke. Nothing interrupts her when her stepson comes to visit. They closet themselves away and scheme until dawn.”




    She sat and laid her childlike hands over the lions’ heads on the arms of the chair.




    “Not like our wobbly old stools,” she said, caressing the golden mane.




    “Or splintery benches,” I agreed, risking a seat in the other chair. I stretched my ragged slippers toward the fire.




    Few had access to the duchess’s chambers. Close to two hundred nieces, nephews, cousins, and staff lived at Norfolk House. Only select family members and the duchess’s most trusted servants were allowed into her apartments. The rest of us did our best to stay out of her way. I stared up at the ceiling and wondered how it felt to have people care enough about you to avoid your presence.




    “I could get used to this,” Cat murmured. “Like being at court. Like a throne.”




    “Just like old times,” I said, resting my head against the heraldic images carved on the back of the chair.




    Cat laughed.




    “You still remember that?” she said. “How we used to play that we were at court?”




    “Used to?” I said. “We never stopped.”




    The game had just changed—from little girls playing princesses to a more grown-up and complicated hierarchy of status and favor.




    Cat leaped up and mashed her face close to mine, a mischievous smile flickering over it.




    “Onward,” she said, widening her eyes. She spun around and marched to the next door. The door to the duchess’s most private place: her bedchamber.




    I pulled myself from the chair and stepped forward, the thrill of what we were about to do making my fingers tingle.




    Cat stood to attention like the duchess’s steward, staring straight ahead, eyes blank and unemotional. Even drawn up, she stood a full head shorter than me, and I slouched self-consciously to redress the balance.




    She flicked the latch—the sound loud as a cannon shot—and pushed the door open with a grunt and a flourish. The room beyond lay draped in moonlight.




    “After you.”




    Cat kept up her gallant pantomime until I came abreast of her. Then she threw back her auburn curls and danced through the door ahead of me.




    “Glass in the windows!” she crowed, pressing her nose to the glazing. Our room had nothing but leaky shutters that remained closed in the worst weather, forcing us to live out the winters in Gothic gloom.




    Outside, the twisted and massacred topiary shambled to the banks of the Thames. Slightly downriver on the opposite bank, the abbey and palace of Westminster glowed ghostly, their hollows etched in shadow.




    The heavy bed loomed like a giant, crouching toad in the center of the room, shrouded in velvet and redolent of sleep. The duchess had a down mattress and two real pillows and I desperately wanted to know what it felt like to lay my head on one of them.




    Cat skipped right past the bed and into the narrow robing chamber, so I followed. The windowless room reeked of cedar and silk. I stood in the doorway, stunned by the number of chests and the potential opulence they might contain. But Cat threw them open, one by one, turfing out bell sleeves lined with fur, bodices trimmed with pearls, overskirts shot through with gold thread.




    “Look at this!” she hooted, and held up the steel cage of an undergarment. “The duchess wears a corset! To lift those sagging, pendulous breasts!”




    “And to trim her thickening middle,” I reminded her.




    Cat cackled and dove into another chest.




    “This would look stunning on you,” she said, pulling out a French hood, its buckram crown covered in deep green velvet, edged with a twisted tissue of gold and studded with pearls. “Bring out the color of your eyes.”




    My eyes were my best feature. That is, they were the one thing about my appearance that I liked, sea green and edged with gold, like the hood.




    Cat tossed the hood at me and I snatched it out of the air, not wanting it to fall to the floor. I wrestled my straw-like hair into the black velvet veil and fitted the jeweled coronet over my head.




    “Then again,” Cat said, holding up a pink brocade bodice fronted by a crimson velvet stomacher, “perhaps your eyes are not something you want to call attention to.”




    “What do you mean?” I asked, my self-image purling away like leaves on the river.




    She scrutinized me, head cocked to one side, the red-breasted gown completing the look of a robin about to catch a worm.




    “Your eyes are too knowing,” she said. “Men will think you see more than they wish you to understand. They want to surprise you. You look at them and they want to slink away.”




    “Thanks,” I grumbled, pulling the hood over my face. “Better?”




    But I wondered if my eyes were the reason no boy had ever visited me at our midnight parties. Or if it was some other lamentable feature—my hair, my height, or my face itself.




    “What are friends for?” Cat smoothed her hair beneath a red velvet caul networked with gold braid and pearls that the duchess had probably worn for a royal coronation. “I tell you these things so you can attend to them in the future. You should practice looking more demure. Less judgmental.”




    Cat was a firm believer in practice. She had invented the way she walked, smiled, laid her fingers on a man’s arm—even the way she turned her face to catch the light. She wasn’t a stunning beauty, a brilliant musician, or a quick wit, but she could get a man’s attention merely by entering the room.




    And I was the perfect mirror. I helped her refine every performance—echoing and casting back at her all the things I couldn’t be myself. She took me with her everywhere. We complemented each other. Completed each other. I was the Kitty to her Cat.




    Being a reflection was better than being nothing at all.




    “Why doesn’t she do anything with this stuff?” Cat asked, pulling on crimson brocade sleeves lined with pink silk and trimmed with ermine. Their heavy bells dipped in the pool of the rosy train at her feet. Other people’s clothes always looked ridiculously large on Cat.




    “Maybe she doesn’t want to wear it out,” I said, swirling an overskirt the color of goldenrod. I thought of my own gowns, already worn out by two sisters I never saw and barely knew. Castoffs that fulfilled family duty, if not affection. The livery of the unloved.




    “Humph.” Cat dropped the duchess’s gown to the floor, revealing her own frayed kirtle. Pink. The color brought out the roses in Cat’s cheeks, and she insisted we all wear it every Tuesday and Saturday, despite the fact that it made me look sallow. “When I am rich and well-married, I shall wear something different every day, then give all my castoffs to the poor.”




    “The poor hardly have need of pearl-encrusted gable hoods.”




    “Oh, I’ll take the pearls off first,” she said. “And nothing could ever compel me to wear a gable, the most eye-gougingly ugly fashion accessory ever created.”




    “Well, that’s all right, then,” I muttered, but she didn’t hear me. Something by the head of the duchess’s bed had caught her eye and she crept out of the robing chamber to get a closer look.




    It was a gilt coffer of wood and leather, covered in tiny romantic illustrations—Tristan and Iseult and Orlando Innamorato.




    “No, Cat,” I warned.




    She ignored me and reached out cautiously, as though afraid it might scream like a magical box in a fairy story. But it opened silently, the leather and metal smooth beneath her fingers.




    Cat let out a sigh that was half giggle, half moan.




    “Come here,” she said, her voice rich with awe.




    “I really don’t think we should be looking in there.”




    “Oh, come on,” she coaxed. “I know you want to.”




    And she was right.




    Tumbled within the smooth-sided box were pearls, rubies, emeralds. A diamond the size of a wren’s egg dangled from a thick enameled collar. Cat stroked a gold letter A from which swung a single teardrop pearl.




    “It’s a good thing it’s not a C,” she said. “Or I might have to go back on my promise not to steal anything.”




    Coins sifted to the silk lining at the bottom of the box, gold sovereigns and angels, silver groats and pennies. Among them lay papers folded and creased, the wax that once sealed them broken, smudged, or completely missing.




    Cat picked up a roll of lace. It was a narrow series of white embroidery squares worked on white linen, the threads of the fabric cut and drawn out to leave behind nothing but air.




    “Isn’t this yours?” she asked. “Unoriginal. But pretty.”




    Ever since the dissolution of the monasteries, nun-made lace was hard to come by, and importing it from Italy was expensive. So the duchess had set all the girls on a program of learning how to make reticella and cutwork. Unfortunately, most failed miserably at the tiny stitches and intricate, repetitive knots. I surprised myself—and Cat—by excelling at it. It was the only thing I could do better than she.




    “The duchess requisitioned it,” I said. Not my best work. The pattern twisted crookedly, pulling the squares into oblongs.




    I picked up a corner, and it unwound like a startled snake. A heavy iron key dropped to the floor. The sound reverberated through the quiet room, and we both stiffened, mirror images of horror.




    “No one heard.” Cat recovered quickly. She snatched the lace from me, wrenching it further out of kilter. She scooped up the key and paused, examining it.




    “What’s the matter?” I asked.




    “Look at the scrollwork,” she said, an edge of disgust creeping into her voice. “It matches the lock to our room.”




    The maidens’ chamber was a dormitory crammed with wooden plank beds, pallets on the floor, and twenty unwanted daughters. Cat and I had laid our heads on the same piece of timber in that room for eight years.




    “Why is it in there?” I asked, pointing at the coffer, the money, and jewels.




    “Because we are part of her fortune,” Cat said, wrapping the key in the lace and stuffing it beneath a slurry of papers and coins. “We’re a host of servants she never has to pay. Not to mention wardships and perhaps even a percentage of a dowry when we’re sold into marriage.”




    She closed the lid and laid a finger on the engraving there. Sir Gawain bowed his head before the raised ax of the Green Knight, Lady Bertilak voluptuous and partially clothed in the background.




    “Perhaps it’s time we left,” Cat said. “I no longer feel like playing dress-up. In fact”—she pointed at Lady Bertilak—“undressing is a much more appealing prospect.”




    “Francis?” I asked, though I needn’t have. He had shared our bed repeatedly for more than a year.




    “Mmmm,” she hummed through a seductive smile.




    I turned back to the robing chamber. The cedar chests gaped like the mouths of benighted fish. Hoods and kirtles, sleeves and lacings lay strewn all over the floor. A single loose pearl scrolled out in front of me as I moved to put them away.




    “I don’t remember where they all go!” I smoothed a velvet hood and placed it on top of the bulging corset.




    “It doesn’t matter,” Cat said, stuffing a fur-lined muff on top of a green silk sleeve.




    “She’ll know someone’s been in here.” I knew my voice was edged with panic, but I couldn’t stop it. I matched a pair of sleeves to a bodice and laid them carefully on top of a similarly colored skirt.




    “We’ll blame it on a servant,” Cat retorted, whipping the sleeves out from under my hands. “Or that weaselly Mary Lascelles. The duchess probably never checks on this stuff anyway.” She crumpled each sleeve into a different chest.




    “Why wouldn’t she?”




    Cat whirled on me.




    “When you have this much money and this much power, you don’t have to check on anything. You can have two chairs in your withdrawing room, gowns you’ll never wear, and jewels you can’t even count, and it’s there because you believe it’s there. Because it always has been and it always will be, and there’s nothing anybody can do to change that.”




    She slammed the lid on the last chest, a reverberating bang that shuddered the floor beneath us, quenching the current of voices and laughter from the great hall. Then she laughed, grabbed my hand, and ran.




    We fled back along the narrow, stuffy, unused upper gallery at the back of Norfolk House to the tightly packed living quarters of the lesser members of the household. And straight into Alice Restwold.




    Whip-thin, blonde, and blandly pretty, Alice collected secrets the way the rest of us collected ribbons. Joan Bulmer stood behind her, eyes wide and lips pressed together, her expression one of permanent confusion caused by eavesdropping on partial conversations.




    “Where have you been?” Alice asked in a scandalized whisper. “The duchess was looking for you.”








  



    


    




    [image: ]




    “NOWHERE.” CAT PUSHED PAST THEM INTO THE MAIDENS’ CHAMBER.




    Alice’s nose twitched beneath her particularly ugly magenta gable hood. She had married the previous summer and as a result could no longer wear her hair loose. However, her husband had left for Calais within weeks of their marriage and never returned, relegating Alice and her hood to the maidens’ chamber. Cat called her a “once-again virgin.”




    “What did she want?” I asked.




    “We don’t know,” Joan reported, tugging off her own hood, more orange than pink, though Cat didn’t mention it. Joan’s husband was also long absent and easily forgettable, her hood the only reminder he existed. “But when she asked about you, Mary Lascelles answered, ‘Look in the company of Francis Dereham, for they are always together.’”




    “That little . . .” Cat puffed up like her namesake, ready to spit.




    “But Francis was right there in the room,” Alice cut in, obviously not wanting the best part of the story to be told without her.




    “Behind the duchess’s chair!” Joan brayed, mirth shaking her coif loose. Her unruly frizz of dark hair flew about her head like bees around a hive.




    “Well, obviously what my stepgrandmother doesn’t know can’t hurt her.”




    As we talked, the room filled and crowded. The beds fitted together on the floor like a puzzle. A girl could walk between them, but not if another stood in the way. Our roommates climbed up on beds, had mock disagreements and danced aside, giggling and pushing. Gowns came off, hung on wooden pegs hammered into chinks between the stones in the walls. Cedar chests scraped the floors, pulled from beneath the beds and stirring the two-week-old rushes that moldered on the floor—no woven matting for us, just dried marsh-grass and herbs, loosely strewn. Chests opened to accept sleeves, hoods, shifts, and kirtles. Farthingales, their willow cane hoops creaking and clacking together like teeth, were shaken out and piled in the corner. Bedmates brushed and braided each other’s hair in preparation for sleep.




    Or not. At this moment, sleep was the last thing on most of the girls’ minds.




    “I shall be queen tonight,” Cat said. No one disputed her. No one ever did. Cat ruled the maidens’ chamber.




    She sat enthroned on our bed, a coronet fashioned from yellow embroidery silk on her hair. Her nightdress, worn to the point of near transparency, slipped from one shoulder. I sat beside her, reflecting majesty. Elevated by proximity.




    After dark, after the duchess and the dusty and decayed members of the household had gone to bed, the doors of the maidens’ chamber were thrown open and the room was invaded by boys. Each had received a personal invitation. Some were gentleman pensioners, dressed in the livery of the Duke of Norfolk. One, Lord William Howard, was the duchess’s married son. Two were related to the duchess’s steward, who, in turn, was related to the duchess herself. None were anything less patrician than the younger sons of landed gentry, making their way in a world that favored the firstborn.




    The room was barely large enough to contain the girls who slept there. When boys entered, mayhem ensued.




    “Ah, the Queen of Misrule,” Francis Dereham declared as he strode up to our bed.




    “Do you not bow before your sovereign?” Cat asked.




    Francis cocked an eyebrow, and then extravagantly lowered his head over his bent knee.




    “You may rise,” Cat pronounced.




    “My head?” he asked, straightening. “Or my . . .” His voice trailed off and he indicated his codpiece. I stifled a giggle.




    “I brought wine.” Francis produced a leather jug with a flourish. “Gascon. I bribed the wine steward.”




    The other men followed suit, and each deposited his pilfered offering at the foot of Cat’s bed, like pilgrims at a shrine: marzipan that inspired Joan Bulmer to squeal, new apples from an orchard in Kent, spiced wafers so thin and crisp they dissolved with one snap of the teeth.




    Cat bestowed on Francis a benedictory kiss that quickly became more heated. Cat and Francis could kiss forever. Their clandestine meetings in the chapel or unused galleries often concluded with their mouths puffy and red, their hair disheveled and clothing askew. Over Francis’s ear, Cat gave me The Look. I would not rest my head on my own timber pillow that night.




    Bedmates swapped and bickered and jostled for occupation. Four in a bed was not uncommon: half sitting, half lying, limbs cast out in the aisles.




    The wine moved quickly, everyone taking a drink or two and passing it on. The sweetness overpowered the sharp tang of grape skins and soothed the burn of alcohol in my throat. I gazed hopefully about the room, though I knew none of the boys was there for me.




    Joan pulled Edward Waldegrave, bearer of marzipan, to his feet, and hummed an almain, slightly off-key. Another girl giggled, but joined in, her gentleman offering a baritone harmony. They danced between the beds, tripping over feet and discarded clothing.




    Alice perched precariously on the edge of her bed, as if ready to bolt the moment Joan and Edward returned for the rest of the evening’s festivities.




    “Come, Alice,” I said to her. “Let’s start something a little more lively.”




    I interrupted the monotonous hum with my own version of a galliard tune and coaxed Alice into a volta. My height put me in the right position to play the man, but when I tried the first lift, I nearly dropped her.




    The boys heckled and jeered, grabbing their girls to demonstrate proper form. Edward clasped Joan around the waist, and despite the fact that they probably weighed the same, lifted her up and buried his face between her unbound breasts, making her giggle uncontrollably. They collapsed together on the nearest bed, a tangle of limbs and laughter.




    Suddenly the door banged open and the duchess herself stood framed by torches behind her, looking for all the world like an avenging angel come to hammer the light of righteousness into us.




    “Out!” the duchess shrieked. Her long gray hair spilled from her head in wicked wisps. Her fur-trimmed velvet dressing gown churned with wrath. Her dark eyes scoured the room from furrowed sockets.




    The men scampered to attention, straightening doublets and hunting for shoes. Girls bolted to their feet, arms held like breastplates over the thin fabric of their nightclothes. Francis looked bewildered as he tried to focus on his patroness.




    “Francis Dereham,” she spat at him. “You disappoint me.”




    Francis cringed. His chivalrous demeanor had always endeared him to the duchess.




    “How dare you abuse my good nature and tarnish my name!” she shouted. She swept into the room, pushing and clouting as she went. The men hastened out the door like whipped dogs, shielding their faces and whimpering apologies. Francis ducked a blind swipe of her bejeweled hand, but didn’t fail to bow before fleeing down the stairs.




    The duchess reached Cat, wrestled her to her feet, and then knocked her to the floor with a backhanded slap.




    Cat sprawled in the rushes spitting lavender.




    “Where do you think you are?” the duchess ranted. “The court of Henry the Eighth?”




    She grabbed Joan, frozen nearby, and slapped her, too, for good measure.




    “You think you can dissemble and cozen me? That I won’t notice corruption and debauchery in my own household?”




    Cat propped herself up on an elbow and laid a hand on her cheek. A red mark bloomed beneath it, a ring-shaped welt on her jawbone. She turned wide, brimming eyes to the duchess, who stopped screaming.




    Joan knelt by Cat’s side, but Cat took no notice. She stared only at the duchess.




    A single drop welled in Cat’s eye and spilled out over her fingers.




    This was something we practiced together. I acted as Cat’s mirror as she perfected ways to encourage emotional responses in her audience. Tears bring sympathy, she told me. Now I found that she was right. Cat’s tears caused the duchess to pause and look about the room like someone who has forgotten her purpose.




    “You know I would do nothing to vex you, grandmère,” Cat said, her voice high and sweet, as if laced with honey.




    The duchess appeared to be considering whether or not the pretty, delicate girl weeping at her feet was really capable of deception.




    “And yet you invite men to a room meant for virginal maids,” the duchess countered. I suppressed a snort of laughter. Cat hung her head, a picture of abject remorse.




    “Which one came to your bed?” the duchess continued. “Francis Dereham? I’ve treated him as a favorite, but he doesn’t befit you. You are a Howard. You are meant for better things.”




    “Yes, grandmère.” Cat knew very little French, but exercised it liberally around the duchess. It made an impression.




    “I never want to see you with him again,” the duchess said, brushing her skirts as if to remove the detritus of scandal. “If I see the two of you together again, even kneeling in prayer, I will have both of you thrown out of this house so quickly you will never return to polite society.”




    Cat’s face was hidden from the duchess by a shower of hair, but I saw it harden, the jaw clench and the eyes kindle and spark. Then it smoothed to an image of gratitude and she looked up at the old woman.




    “Yes, grandmère.”




    “Who let them in?” the duchess said. “Who suggested this bedchamber farce?”




    She scanned all of our faces, her own drawn down with age and anger like a melting candle.




    “Joan?” she asked. But Joan just gaped at her.




    “Alice?” But Alice never parted with information without something in return.




    “Kitty?” She turned her trenchant gaze on me, but capitulated immediately. “I should know better,” she scowled. “Loyal to the grave, that one.”




    She turned wearily, her shoulders hunched.




    “This is best forgotten.” The duchess waved away our stares. “From tonight onward, a curfew will be set, and the door to this chamber will be locked. There will be no repeat performance. Go to bed. All of you.”




    She parted the torchbearers like the Red Sea and hauled them down the gallery in her wake. Girls crept to their beds, thankful to have escaped the duchess’s ire. Only Joan, Alice, and I remained standing.




    Cat rose from the debris on the floor.




    “Forgotten?” she said. “I’m unlikely to forget any of it. I’ll make her life miserable.”




    “Cat,” I warned.




    “You can wipe that sanctimonious look right off your face, Kitty Tylney.”




    I kept silent. When Cat’s anger gathered momentum, it was best to stand back and stay quiet, for fear of getting flayed alive by words or fingernails.




    “Besides,” she sneered, “I wasn’t talking about the duchess. I was talking about Mary Lascelles.”




    Mary was one of the few girls even less connected than I was, her only family a bully of a brother who had dumped her unceremoniously in the duchess’s lap when he decided Mary needed “elevating.” I looked at Mary’s bed. Her bedmate sat in the middle of it, shocked by our stares. Mary was nowhere to be seen.




    “You mean you didn’t see her? She was right behind the duchess! Smirking away as if she deserved a medal. She’ll be sleeping on the duchess’s floor tonight, not because she’s favored but because she’s afraid of retaliation. She’d better never set foot in this room again.”




    Despite the annoyance I felt toward Mary for informing on us, I felt a little sorry for her, too. The remainder of her life in Norfolk House would be miserable. The punishment for snitching was to be shunned by all the girls. She would be pinched in chapel and thumped at dinner. Mary would be black and blue by the end of the week. And for the rest of her days.




    “Did you hear the duchess?” Cat returned to her rant. “Just where do you think you are, the court of Henry the Eighth? As if I’d confuse this dreary, boring, hypocritical place with the dazzling circle the king has around him.”




    “What do you think she meant?” Joan asked.




    Cat sighed and enunciated slowly as if speaking to the village idiot.




    “Joan, at court people are always making secret assignations. It’s de rigueur. It’s expected. The duchess finds it morally reprehensible.”




    “If the king allows it, why doesn’t she?” I wondered.




    “Because she’s a Howard. Ha! She’s not even that. She’s a Tylney.” Cat spat the name as she would a bitter seed.




    I willed myself not to react. My side of the family was so far removed from the duchess that our name—Tylney—felt like the only indication we were related at all. If the duchess was inferior, what did that make me?




    “She’s not even my real grandmother,” Cat said. “Just some grasper who saw a hole in the Howard family and filled it.”




    We waited while Cat’s anger spun itself out.




    “One day she’ll be sorry. One day she’ll have to scrape and bow to me.”




    I failed to picture a time when the highest noblewoman in the country would fall so low as to look up to Catherine Howard, forgotten daughter of the forgotten third son of the man who had once been Duke of Norfolk. But I said nothing.




    “I’ll find a way to see Francis. She can’t keep us apart.”




    “We could get them in through the window,” I suggested.




    “He tried that, remember?” Cat shot me a withering glare that brought heat surging to my cheeks.




    True. The spring before, in a fit of romantic valor, Francis had attempted to scale the outside wall to the second-floor window with a rose between his teeth, but proved unequal to the task.




    “Could we bribe one of the servants to unlock the door?” Joan asked, looking for approval.




    “I don’t trust any of them,” Cat said.




    We lapsed into silence, waiting for her to speak. Cat always thought of a solution.




    “We’ll just have to steal the key,” she announced.




    “Simple,” I muttered, unsure if I wanted her to hear. Cat didn’t take criticism well.




    “It is, actually.” Cat stared hard at me. “The steward has his own set of keys. The duchess’s copy isn’t used. She’ll never know it’s gone.”




    “It’s brilliant, Cat,” I said. “But who’s going to do it?”




    Whoever it was would have to be very well connected or very brave—or very stupid.




    “Why, Kitty,” Cat said. “You are.”
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    WORDS CAN KILL. AS SURELY AS SWORD OR AX OR DAGGER. THEY CAN prostrate the subject and render the speaker voiceless. Words may not fracture bone, but they can wound with devastating precision.




    “Me?”




    “She’ll never know,” Cat said.




    “She’ll never know because I’ll never do it.” I couldn’t let Cat convince me. It was suicide. And I was the last person who should be doing it. Tall, gawky, slightly clumsy, I was a questionable covert agent.




    “But Kitty, don’t you see? You are the perfect candidate.”




    “How so?”




    “You have no suitor,” she said with a sticky smile.




    “Thanks for reminding me.” My sarcasm fell flat. “But how does that help?”




    “You have no motive. No one will suspect you.”




    She had a point. I had no reason to keep the midnight revelries going. No reason except it alleviated the boredom of the day-to-day existence in Lambeth. It gave us a taste of what real court life might be, with the wine and delicacies stolen from the duchess’s kitchen. With whispered songs and barefoot dancing across the lavender-and-rosemary-strewn floor. Even if my only partner was Alice.




    If I stole the key and got caught, I could be sent home, a godforsaken hole on the far side of nowhere. My parents had leapt at the chance to disencumber themselves of their unwanted youngest daughter when I was eight. Cat discovered me on my first day, crying alone in the garden and told me they weren’t worth my tears. I’d never looked back.




    “Also,” Cat continued, “you have little family and no one who really wants you. You have no motive, but you have everything to lose.”




    The words cut like thin blades. Cat understood the grief and terror lodged deep within me. She knew my fear that ultimately, the rest of the world would treat me as my parents had and abandon me to my own inept facilities.




    If I didn’t steal the key, I would forfeit my place at Cat’s side, as forsaken and friendless as if I had gone home. Because Cat’s favor was everything at Norfolk House—more important than money, men, or family influence. She was the one who set the standard, guided the aimless, and judged the unworthy.




    But stealing?




    “I can’t.” I hadn’t the breath to speak louder than a whisper.




    Cat narrowed her eyes.




    “Can’t? Or won’t?”




    Refusing Cat was like refusing the king. No one did it. No one knew where it could lead. To disfavor? Or beheading? But the panic-inducing thought of returning to the frigid bosom of my family forced me to risk it.




    “Won’t.”




    Cat stiffened into silence, and I felt the breath quake in my chest.




    “Joan?” Cat said sweetly.




    Surely I couldn’t get off that lightly? Joan couldn’t say no to anyone.




    “Joan, darling, you’d do anything for me, wouldn’t you?”




    “Of course, Cat,” Joan said, her glance flicking from me to Cat and back again. Jittery. She could feel it, too. The same disquiet that wouldn’t leave my limbs.




    “Anything for the good of all the girls here, right?” Cat said.




    She aimed all her words directly at me. I knew that she wouldn’t ask Joan to steal from the duchess’s coffer.




    “Of course, Cat,” Joan repeated. “You girls are my family.”




    I wanted to close my ears to her toadying. Didn’t she know when to be quiet?




    Cat linked her arm with Joan’s. They were almost the same height, but where Cat was all curves, like a perfectly proportioned miniature, Joan was round, almost doughy.




    “And without our family of girls, what are we?” Cat asked me.




    I squirmed. She no longer expected an answer. She expected submission. And with a hopeless surge of self-loathing, I knew she would get it.




    Joan stared, open-mouthed, unable to participate in this one-sided conversation. Alice remained silent and invisible.




    “Nobody,” Cat said. I hated her at that moment, with a white-hot rage. I hated her almost as much as I hated myself. “Unwanted and unloved.”




    Misery swept through me, scouring away all resistance. I sank down onto the bed, a glacial emptiness yawning in my heart. She was right. Without the girls, without Cat, I was . . .




    “Nothing.”
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    FOUR DAYS LATER, A BLACK PAWN FROM ALICE’S CHESS SET LAY WRAPPED in the piece of lace in the wood-and-leather coffer. I tucked it beneath the papers and jewels of the duchess’s shifting wealth. The key lay in Cat’s smooth, open palm, a pale pink ribbon dangling from it.




    “Oh, Cat!” Joan cried. “You got it!”




    “Aren’t you clever?” one of the other girls murmured.




    “We’ll have wine and dancing again!”




    “And boys!”




    News traveled quickly in Norfolk House. The maidens’ chamber was full, in the middle of the day. It was a wonder the entire household didn’t grind to a halt with no one to tend the duchess’s fire or fetch her spiced wine.




    Cat smiled. I waited for her to say it was me. I hadn’t wanted to do it. I hadn’t wanted any part of it. The least I could get was the credit.




    She opened her mouth, and all around her quieted.




    “Tonight,” she said.




    The cheer that arose rattled the shutters on the windows.




    I couldn’t breathe, stifled by Cat’s treachery, and by Joan’s willingness to accept it. Only Alice observed me through lowered lashes, pity or contempt on her lips. My heart contracted with the realization that I probably deserved both.




    The dancing and cheering stirred the dust and mites from the reeking rushes littering the floor, and nettled my eyes to tears.




    I stumbled from the room. No one noticed. They were too busy congratulating Cat, who lapped it all up.




    The top two stairs complained bitterly at the weight of the wretchedness I carried with me. I moved to the far left of the stairwell and crept unheard down the more secure runners near the wall. Cat had taught me that little trick when we were ten and raided the buttery at night.




    I slipped through the oak gallery, which ran the full length of the house. Autumn sunlight fell heavily on the carved paneling, the duchess’s allegiances spelled out in oak. I passed an ancient pomegranate carved in 1509 for King Henry’s first queen, Catherine of Aragon. A Tudor rose carved for Henry himself. A falcon—abraded and indistinct—for Cat’s cousin, Anne Boleyn, the king’s ill-fated second wife. The third, Jane Seymour, hadn’t lived long enough for the duchess to change any of the panels for her, having died quickly after giving birth to England’s only prince.




    The door at the end of the gallery squeaked a little when I opened it and I paused, breath held, before escaping into the garden.




    Finally, my lungs functioned again. The sun angled over the haphazardly shaped hedges. One may have been a griffin, another, a lion. The duchess wanted to keep up with social trends, but had no interest in paying a decent gardener, so the shrubbery grew wild and bizarre. Few people ventured outside, anyway. The duchess cultivated a very indoor household, so I often had the outdoors to myself. In the house, I was always surrounded by others, their noise and odors tangible. Outside, I could breathe.




    I quickly passed through the garden and exited the grounds. The duchess forbade us to go out alone. She warned us of the murderers, scavengers, and vagrants who hid in the woods. Highwaymen waiting to prey on vulnerable young girls. The only things she didn’t mention were harpies, trolls, and the descendants of Gog the giant.




    I never went far—just through the narrow apple orchard on the southeastern edge of the duchess’s garden, up a slight rise to the wooded area the duchess called the “park.” Because Lambeth consisted primarily of marsh and mansions, the duchess coveted the little forest, owned by some long-feuding neighbor who was never willing to sell.




    An arch between two oaks led into a clearing made by a huge fallen beech. The tree itself created a sort of bench, albeit one with arse-poking branches at regular intervals. It was the one, magical place where I could be alone. Not even Cat knew about it. My trips to the forest were my secret.




    I hoisted myself onto the tree, gathering my skirts around me to avoid snagging. I held myself still, listening to the night-loving forest dwellers rising from their beds, and watching the sky above me transfigure from white to gold. The trees exhaled the tired scent of autumn. All quieted, and my head sang with the silence.




    My seething anger left me, replaced by a dull, familiar ache. Cat served herself well. It was remiss of me to expect anything different. Befriending me was one of the few selfless things she’d ever done. She’d found me, homesick and melancholy, saved me a place next to her at dinner, made room for me in her bed. Gave me my name. That first night, she’d wrapped an arm around me and said, “So, Kitty, would you like to come to court?” and the next day we entered the palace of her imagination, playing a game that never really ended.




    Cat was still queen.




    I sighed and lay back on the tree. It wasn’t comfortable. Prickly. Awkward. But it allowed me full view of the crumbling leaves and the sky.




    A squawk shattered the stillness. Three ravens, grumbling and croaking, bolted from the branches of a tree far to my right and flapped blackly across my view.




    The sight of them felt like an omen. A chill crept over my skin like a million tiny feet, and I sat up. A noise froze me. Like an animal, large and clumsy. Or so big it didn’t require stealth. It crashed through the underbrush, through the carpets of fallen leaves crusty from the lack of summer rains. Distant, but approaching quickly.




    I pressed my hands against the rough bark of the fallen tree. My fingernails dug into it until flakes came off beneath them. I couldn’t decide if I should run or stay still. My limbs made the choice for me. I couldn’t move. I hoped whatever it was would think me part of the forest itself.




    I strained to look between the spindles and barrels of the bare tree trunks, feeling grievously exposed. A whip of white on the far side of a scramble of hawthorn caught my eye. A flash of gold.




    The crashing stopped, cut off by a cry of anguish and replaced by a hungered grunting. It had caught whatever prey it chased.




    And then something that sounded like laughter. Not the ravens. More like a man.




    My skirt tore with a hoarse whisper as I slid from my bench. I ignored it and crept forward to the low, hedgelike hawthorn. The leaves were just beginning to fall, the berries blood-red against them. I hid, camouflaged in my moss-green gown and heavy brown sleeves, silently thanking Cat for making Wednesday green.




    The leaves and branches obscured my vision. I saw one figure. Two. Movement. Leaves. Cobwebs. I used one hand to pry open an eyelet.




    Not far away, a man fell to the ground in a patch of dappled late-day sun. He didn’t live at Norfolk House, but obviously came from privilege, judging by the gold braid on his doublet. He was long and lean with blond hair, dark eyes, a straight nose, and a jutting jaw. His beauty was surprising, down near the forest duff.




    He held himself up on his hands. His hose slipped down to reveal pale buttocks glowing in the fading light. Something swathed in dirty white writhed beneath him. A woman.




    He crushed his face to hers, and a growl escaped him.




    “I know you want this.”




    For one startling instant of intense clarity, I felt the woman’s pain, the man’s lust. My heart kicked me in the chest. Pummeled me. Screamed at me to flee. But my stomach sank right down to the roots beneath me and locked me where I knelt.




    Two more men stood beyond, grimacing like the disembodied heads of traitors on London Bridge.




    One looked down, his head bent at the angle of a supplicant. He watched the spectacle, one foot planted firmly on the woman’s left wrist.




    Her right hand dug spasmodically at the earth.




    The other man was really a boy. Not much older than me. A swag of rich golden hair framed a round face and wide-set brown eyes. He stared out into the forest.




    And found me.




    He squinted. Bewilderment clouded his features. Then comprehension cleared them.




    I recovered my feet and ran. Crashes and snaps echoed in my wake. Thin fingers of tree limbs yanked at my skirts and wrists. My legs leadened. My breath came in choking gasps. It was like fleeing pursuit in a nightmare, but knowing I couldn’t wake.




    I strained to hear a shout of alarm. A cry to give chase. I heard none. Just an exultant howl of satisfaction.




    I reached the arch of the oak trees, crossed into the light of civilization. I ran back to the house with the visions I had seen streaming out behind me like a veil, twisting and unwrapping but never tearing completely free.
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    I CROUCHED IN THE HEDGES BEHIND THE BRICK MONSTROSITY THAT was Norfolk House and disgorged every morsel that had passed my lips that day. I shook like someone with the sweating sickness. If only I had the sweat, which left its victims delusional and babbling, dead within hours. I would prefer anything to the image engraved behind my eyelids, the image of that poor woman, contorted by pain and humiliation. The sound of the man’s voice vibrated beneath my temples.




    I sat back and wrapped my arms around my knees to stop the quaking. The moisture from the earth soaked through my skirts, and the night air cooled around me. I should have flown at the men in a rage, frightening them off like a harpy. I should have picked the woman up off the ground, tended her bruises. Offered her bread and wine in the duchess’s kitchen. I should have stopped them.




    I had done none of those things. I had done nothing. Fear had swaddled me in cowardice. Too weak, too pathetic to help, I was as much to blame as the man who held her down. As culpable as the boy who stood watch. Who saw me.




    Why hadn’t he called out? Why didn’t they give chase and hunt me down? Why was I not now weeping somewhere on the forest floor like that poor peasant?




    I rolled forward onto my knees and retched again. Nothing but bile and self-loathing spilled from my mouth.




    The man who had abused her looked prosperous, well fed, sure of himself. The richness of his clothes and the arrogance of his manner characterized someone who expected life to hand him everything he wanted, and if it didn’t, he would take it.




    I thought about what he had said. Had she, at some point, wanted him? She hadn’t appeared to anymore, her face screwed up against his words, her arm pinned down by his crony. No one wanted that.




    I hoisted myself off of the ground, brushed the soil from my hands and knees, and staggered back to the house. The duchess was right. It was wiser to stay closeted indoors.




    I might never leave the house again.




    The twilight filtered into the oak gallery, shadows like bars running the length of the paneling.




    My skirt hissed along the floor, carried somehow by my trembling limbs. I reached the corridor to the back stairs, and a creak above me took my balance. I fell back, one foot caught on a stray bit of hem, my left hand grasping wildly for support. Anne Boleyn’s falcon caught me.




    “Kitty, if you grow any taller and more awkward, you’ll need your own usher to keep you upright,” Cat laughed, skipping down the last of the stairs and twirling me, stumbling, into the darkened gallery. “Still, as long as he’s handsome . . .”




    “Cat,” I interrupted, and stopped the giddy dance, “I have to tell you something.”




    “Oh, but Kitty,” she said coyly, “it can’t be nearly as important as what I’ve got to tell you.”




    “No,” I said. Meaning, no, don’t tell me. No, don’t speak over me. Don’t tell me your news is more important than this.




    “Exactement,” she started toward the north wing of the house. “Let’s find Joan and Alice. They have to hear this, too.”




    She turned when I didn’t follow and looked at me critically.




    “You’re filthy,” she said. “You spend far too much time out in that garden. And you really shouldn’t go out there alone.”




    “I’ve done something horrible,” I blurted.




    “So have I!” Cat cackled, pulling me through the back stairs corridor and into the servants’ vestibule. I crawled after her, mind ablaze with agony.




    “I’ve dumped the contents of every pot in the maidens’ chamber into the one under the duchess’s bed!”




    When I didn’t respond, Cat huffed in irritation, waiting in the doorway to the front vestibule.




    “It’s Mary Lascelles’s job to empty it!” she cried. “She’ll never get down the stairs without spilling, the silly cow. But she brought it on herself. Fools find their own misery.”




    She brought it on herself. She wanted it.




    “And I rubbed rancid fat in her pallet while I was there,” Cat whispered as we walked into the main withdrawing room, clustered with girls and women sewing. “Her bed will be full of maggots by week’s end.”




    “Cat!” I gasped, one final desperate attempt to get her attention.




    Cat’s aunt, the Countess of Bridgewater, looked up. A pale woman, she wore pale clothes and engaged in pale activities. But she observed—and reported—everything.




    “Hush!” Cat hissed. “Do you want everyone to know what I’m up to?”




    She sauntered to the far corner of the room, swishing her skirts. I watched her go. She seemed so sure the world contained no greater wickedness than the perfidy of Mary Lascelles.




    She was right about one thing. I shouldn’t have been out in the forest alone. I should have stayed in the house, cloaked in the drama of stolen keys and sloshing chamber pots.
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