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For my mother, who always believed I could
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APRIL 1559


LONDON, ENGLAND


Mule-brained Tommy Farrow would ruin everything.


To my credit I didn’t even flinch as I caught sight of the boy’s white-blond hair bouncing through the crowd. I’d been trained better than that. But the fat purse I’d just lifted from an unsuspecting lord now felt too heavy in my hand. I shoved it deep into the folds of my overskirt with perhaps a bit more force than necessary.


Stepping away from my mark, I smiled easily and strolled forward a few lazy paces along the crowd’s edge; just another young English lady, out enjoying the day’s spectacle.


No one so much as glanced at me.


I ducked under a faded coronation banner that still whipped proudly above a milliner’s storefront, and paused to scan the knot of Londoners clumped together in the inn’s courtyard. Tommy wasn’t hard to spot.


Where is the silly little bit going?


The youngest—and by far the most hopeless—thief in the Golden Rose acting troupe could barely pick the pocket of the simplest of villagers, but this was Londontown. With his mutton hands and clumsy feet and a mouth that galloped well ahead of his brain, Tommy would be branded a thief before he’d bobbed his first lord. And then he’d be branded in fire, a white-hot poker pressed into the soft skin of his hand, forever announcing him a criminal.


My mouth tightened into a grim line. No child deserved that. No matter how straw-headed.


I threaded my way through the gawkers, steadying my nerves by snipping off another loose bauble from a velvet sleeve as I passed. Then the tuft of blond hair abruptly changed course in the crowd, and panic squeezed my heart.


For Tommy, who couldn’t tie his own breeches without getting his fingers trapped, crowds were a disaster. The boy somehow always went after the one mark in the mob who’d never be taken in by his sweet-faced charm and big blue eyes.


Show Tommy a hundred people to fleece, and he’d always choose the worst. It was almost a gift.


Truly. I’d seen the boy target magistrates and nuns.


Now, judging from the purposeful stride of his small, pumping body, Tommy had already picked out his next unlikely victim. I followed the child’s line of sight. And then I did flinch.


Tommy was heading straight for the Queen’s court.


More specifically, toward a hawk-faced scowler dressed all in black, bundled in a thick wool cape and in heavy trunk hose despite the balmy spring afternoon. I’d heard the man called Sir William, even as I’d brushed by him naught but an hour earlier. He looked like he was perpetually in a bad mood, as pale and sour as spoiled milk. The type of man who expected bad things to happen.


So I’d stolen his purse.


Sir William had been making a fine art out of flashing a temptingly round money pouch, loosely attached to his belt. He’d displayed the heavy bag no fewer than a dozen times with a toss of his cape. It was a folly, of course, meant to draw the eye and the errant hands of a thief, whom Sir William could then catch in the act and punish publicly. Our new Queen, as it turned out, hated thieves.


Sir William’s smaller purse, discreetly tucked against his side, was the real prize. Or it had been, until I’d nicked that pouch without the good lord realizing it . . . which meant that Tommy still had a gift for picking the wrong mark.


Figure it out, Tommy . . . .


A sudden spill of people jostled in front of me, blocking my view. For the first time ever I wished a teeming crowd had not turned out to watch our company’s afternoon performance.


The Golden Rose acting troupe had become London’s newest sensation—and not a moment too soon. Grandfather, God rest his soul, had always forbidden us to perform in any of the larger cities. But the young and dashing James McDonald was our troupe master now, and he’d seen the truth of things quickly enough: With the crowning of a new, triumphant Queen, no one much cared for traveling actors anymore. The village folk were giving all their time—and their money—to bards with stories of London and its new royal court. All eyes had turned to the capital city. To survive, that’s where we had to be as well.


And without question, we’d never had larger crowds for our shows than here in Londontown, or riper pickings. Surely, Grandfather would understand.


Just today, in truth, as we performed in the sprawling courtyard of the White Lion Inn, we’d won the ultimate boon. The dazzling Queen Elizabeth and her court of fools had taken it into their heads to walk the city’s streets and mingle with the common folk. Even now they tarried to watch our company shout our way through the second act of our most popular play, The Beggared Lord.


We’d felt the court’s royal presence before we’d even been able to see it, like the quickening breeze of a seaborne storm. Gap-toothed urchins, worn-faced merchant’s wives, even sharp-eyed hucksters, had all tensed with expectation, eager to see the new young Queen. I confess I stared as well. She was nothing short of awe-inspiring, our Elizabeth. Young and powerful. Radiant. Gloriously free to do whatever she wanted.


With her arrival the crowd had swelled to bursting. I’d caught Master James’s knowing nod, and had set to work among the smug-lipped lords. In no time at all, I’d secreted away a fortnight’s worth of their coin beneath my skirt’s heavy cloth.


Master James would be proud. I smiled just thinking on that.


But if Tommy picked the wrong pocket, the blessing of the Queen’s presence would become our curse. Even if the boy didn’t come away with Sir William’s purse successfully, he would be detained for trying. Searched.


And though Tommy wouldn’t have Sir William’s money on him, he’d probably managed to lift someone’s silver this day. Which would be aught that was needed to doom us all. Unless I moved quickly, there would be twenty branded thumbs before the day’s end—the Crown’s punishment of choice for first-time offenders.


And that was if we were lucky. If the Queen wasn’t feeling indulgent, our plights could be far, far worse. Gibbets. The stocks. The whistle of whip leather cutting into flesh.


My stomach clenched and I plunged forward into the crowd, locating Tommy anew when he stepped deliberately into the outermost ranks of royal courtiers. With a nonchalance I’d perfected over long years, I moved ever closer to him, my steps meandering and my manner harmless. This was an act I knew all too well.


Because I was female, I was forbidden to play a true role as a Golden Rose actor before the crowd. Instead, I’d honed my theatre craft in the crowd.


I was a fine and laughing lady, a guileless merchant’s daughter, a scornful fishmonger’s wife. I mimicked those around me easily, be they farmers, freemen, or fools. To a one I smiled, nodded . . . then picked their pockets.


By all accounts, you could say I stole the show.


I reached Tommy just as I saw his tiny hand flash out toward Sir William’s false purse, brushing the man’s coat but missing the purse entirely. Then I heard the turning harrumph of Tommy’s target. The boy had committed no crime, yet that still might not save him.


Moving quickly, I yanked a heavy brooch out of my bodice and swirled forth in a fluster, praying that my carefully painted face still gave the impression of sophistication far beyond my seventeen years.


“What, ho, young man. You found it!” I cried, even as Sir William’s head jerked up at the interruption, his cold gaze flashing over me as I reached out, clasping my hands over Tommy’s and pressing the brooch into his dirty palm. “My sweet and heavenly days, this is some great luck. What a wonderful lad you are, for finding my lost treasure!”


Even Tommy realized something had gone terribly wrong. “ ’T-tis nothing, m’lady. I saw it shining in the dirt?” he said hopefully, his wide eyes desperate as he proffered the brooch back to me.


“And shine it would!” I beamed, taking the bit of jewelry with great show. “You’ve done very, very well. You should be proud of yourself.”


Tommy nearly fainted with relief, his grin huge and heartfelt. God love the boy, he did try.


As I cooed and fluttered, however, I could feel the chilly grey censure of Sir William, hovering like a soft-gloved hand over my throat, ready to squeeze. Panic clawed through me, but I kept my voice steady, my eyes bright.


“There now. Off you go,” I said, plucking a coin from the largest purse in my carefully sewn pockets, and forcing myself not to smirk. I was paying Tommy with Sir William’s own coin, of all the grand irony. Swiftly I pressed the shilling into Tommy’s hand. “Run along and get yourself a pasty, sweetling, and tell your mum ’twas a gift for being the smartest of boys.”


“I will! I will, then! Thank you!”


As Tommy dashed away, shouting with his good fortune, I turned smartly in the other direction and clutched the brooch to my chest, a fine lady with her riches restored. I went five long paces, then stepped into a deep and shadowed doorway, holding my breath as I glanced back.


I needn’t have worried. With The Beggared Lord to draw the people’s attention, no one paid any heed to a little boy running through the crowd, or to the woman who’d rewarded him so generously.


Even Sir William watched the play now, a curiously soft, secret smile on the man’s thin lips. I offered him my own mocking smile from the shadows. Look your fill, you old goat.


I had no way of knowing his smile would be my undoing.


After allowing another few minutes to pass, I rolled out of the doorway, taking pains not to clink as I drifted through the crowd. Master James and I exchanged another nod as I passed, even as the crowd burst into rowdy applause. Had he seen me save Tommy’s thumbs? Had I impressed him?


The sudden heat that swept through me at that thought made me wince, and I looked away hastily. Not for the first time, I decided that I cared too much what our new young troupe master thought.


I lifted my chin, once more immersing myself in my role as a worldly merchant’s wife—whose husband was conveniently away on the Continent, and ergo not complaining night and day like all the husbands I’d ever seen.


Pish on Master James. There was no harm in being glad he’d noticed my accomplishments, but that was as far as it could go. Master James was smart and handsome, to be sure—particularly this day in his deep black velvet doublet and slashed trunks, with his roguish grin and curling chestnut hair and bright green eyes. And, yes, he was doing a fine job as Grandfather’s replacement, safeguarding our traveling license and ensuring that our troupe of twenty-odd actors and their families did their jobs and ate their fill. There was much to recommend him, but he was still male. In the eyes of Queen and country, that meant he was my better. Should I ever be so stupid as to marry, my husband would own me like I was some prize goat . . . or, worse, a sturdy cow.


I’d lived my life more or less as I’d wanted these past seventeen years. I could not imagine suddenly shackling myself to any man, for any reason. So, to me, Master James could only be a troupe master, nothing more and nothing less.


And he would owe me for this day’s work. I grinned as I hauled my gold-laden skirts up a short stone staircase to gaze over the Thames, the last lines of The Beggared Lord booming out behind me. Grandfather had always worried too much about the dangers the cities held for our company. And for what? London had welcomed us with open arms—and pockets—and I’d never felt more right with the world.


As my skills had sharpened dramatically over the past several months, I’d proven my worth to the troupe twelve times over. Soon Master James would promote me to lead the street thieves, and then I could begin keeping a portion of our profits for myself. Within three years—fewer if we kept to larger cities—I’d have enough coin to live anywhere, be anyone.


That thought was almost too much to think about. I hugged it to me close, a hidden dream.


Then I straightened, pressing my hands to the small of my back to counterbalance my heavy skirts, as acclaim for the Golden Rose troupe thundered through the courtyard behind me. I had no time for dreaming. There were riches to be sorted and sold, and plans to be made for our next performance. Master James relied on me more with each passing day. And if he hadn’t seen my work with Tommy, I’d be the first to tell him about it, and I’d bury my blushes in gold. Everything was moving forward the way it should, and I was at the pinnacle of my abilities: subtle, skillful, and—in my own way—wondrously free.
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Two weeks later, they caught me.




    CHAPTER THREE
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“A moment, miss? A moment!”


I wheeled around, glancing back in surprise at the extraordinarily beautiful young girl who stood behind me on Thames Street. Her eyes were large and luminous against her fair skin, but curiously sad, liked bruised violets in the snow.


She stared at me expectantly, and I quelled my first thought, that she would make the perfect mark. Her dress was a vision of indigo pearl-sewn velvet, and her slippers—I would swear!—were made of satin, molded in a pristine dove grey as yet unsullied by the muddy streets. But young girls like her rarely spoke to me, especially when I was in costume. Today I was playing the role of a round and buxom washerwoman, certainly not the type of woman a well-bred girl would notice.


Why had she stopped me?


Quickly I checked to my right and left. A shadow passed just at the edge of my line of vision, and I narrowed my eyes at the lovely waif in front of me, guessing now that her pearls were made of paste and her dress was as mended as mine. You’ll get no baubles from me, gypsy lass.


“Do I know you, miss?” I asked with a broad Westcheap brogue, holding my heavy basket against my hip, well out of the girl’s reach.


She watched my hands, not my face, another tell. Something was wrong here. “Am I interrupting you?” the girl asked. “I can take your basket.”


Oh, I bet you could. “ ’Tis no trouble. How can I help you, poppet?” I needed to get back to my task. Today we were running a gambit to get into the back rooms of the Whitechurch Arms. Troupe Master James had petitioned for lodgings at the inn earlier in the day, and had been turned smartly away for his troubles as if we were common thieves.


Not every inn welcomed actors into their midst. They thought us cutthroats and vagabonds; ruffians, villains, and curs. Incensed, our company had decided to teach the innkeeper at the Whitechurch Arms not to judge his customers prematurely, by stealing from his till. I was on my way to put our revenge in motion. My role would be to distract the innkeeper with my loud voice and boisterous antics, showing him outfit after outfit that I’d supposedly either washed, beaten, or brushed clean for his patrons, while other members of our troupe snuck in through the inn’s back entrance. But now this child stood before me. And she wasn’t moving.


“Are you looking for someone, miss?” I prompted her, not bothering to hide my annoyance this time.


“Oh, no!” she said, too quickly. Her gaze darted up to my face, shifted away, then came resolutely back. “I mean, I’m looking for a place, not a person. Do you know where the Crow and Pony Tavern is?” Her eyes slid away again, but I caught a look of sheer torture within them. I almost felt sorry for the poor thing. She was truly miserable at lying.


I lifted my hand from my basket to tuck an errant strand of hair behind my ear. “Well, I—” I started, but no sooner had I begun speaking than the girl gasped like she’d been punched in the stomach, then buckled right in front of me. Quick as a breath her face went slack, and her body collapsed into the most awe-inspiring swoon I’d seen in the past five years.


“God’s eyes!” Momentarily forgetting everything except that this girl was a child with no one to care for her, I dropped my basket with a thunk and dove toward her, barely catching her in time before she went facedown into the mud. As it was, I yanked the girl back so heavily that she crashed into me, her hands grasping for mine as her eyes fluttered back open.


The moment our fingers touched, I knew.


Somehow I’d just been marked.


Oblivious to my sudden panic, the girl caught my gaze and held it, her face quivering in distress. “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry,” she whispered, her voice broken with tears.


“Sorry for what? Who is doing this to you?” I jerked the girl to her feet, then shook her thin shoulders roughly, my lye-burned fingers looking painful and cracked against the fine fabric of her gown. “Who are you?” I demanded.


“Sophia!” she breathed. “But you must flee! I’d thought it was just a dream, but it’s coming true! I would never— Please know that I would never have done this had I known what they would do!”


It was already too late to ask her what in the bloody bones she was talking about, because steps were even now sounding around me. The fleeting soft strides of someone else slipping away, and then the thunking crunch of authority.


“Unhand the girl,” came the terse command behind me, puffed with the weight of nobility. That’d be Sir William, sure as I was born.


Damn my eyes.


I carefully made sure Sophia, if that was truly her name, was steady on her feet, then turned to face Sir William, ready to spin myself out of whatever trouble I’d stumbled into. I could play the role of a rollicking washerwoman as well as any other part I’d learned. It was something of a specialty of mine.


I opened up my mouth to let fly a string of expletives, but Sir William raised his hand abruptly, cutting me off. “Your presence is demanded by the Queen,” he said.


Hadn’t expected that.


“The Queen!” I burst out, masking my alarm with a roughneck London cackle. I raised my brows and thrust my hip out, eyeing Sir William up one side and down the other. “The Queen ’erself, ’e says. Well, I doubt that, I surely do. Wot would the Queen want with me, eh, bonny?”


I beamed at Sir William with a gape-mouthed grin, wishing for all the world that I’d lost a few of my teeth already. “But what a fine man you are, my lord. Do I know you? Might you simply ’ave a fancy to buy me an ale—is that what this is about?”


Sir William took a step back. “I beg your pardon?”


The guards that were with him tried to remain unperturbed, but I caught a stifled laugh, a nervous shuffle. I bore my gaze down on Sir William and took a long step forward, jamming my fists onto my padded hips, amply stuffed with rags.


“It is, isn’t it!” I crowed. “You ’ad but to ask, my lord. Ol’ Sally is always thirsty.” I grinned back at Sophia, only to find that she was also staring at me, stupefied.


This might actually work.


I returned my attention to Sir William, advancing on him with a wide smile, making a show of adjusting my apron over my round belly before I reached out to squeeze his arm. “What a right strong man you are.” I grinned. “I’m happy to spend an hour chattin’ with you.”


Sir William was looking at me with growing alarm. “I am ordering you to come with me to the Queen’s court,” he intoned harshly. “Or failing that, to her Tower. It is your choice.”


“The Tower!” I threw up my arms at that, thrusting my padded belly forward like I was going to dissolve into a puddle of jollity. This was going to be one devil of a costume to flee in, but one did what one had to do. “There’s no need for any of that. You can tell me everythin’ right ’ere. What is it then, eh?” I winked broadly, reaching up to chuck him under the chin. “What stories do you want to whisper in my ear?”


“I beg your pardon!”


“You won’t be the first, love, an’ you won’t be the last.” I fluttered my hands at him with an indulgent chuckle. “But carry on! We can talk where’er you like. Just be sure there’s a pint of ale for ol’ Sally when we get there, will you, my lor’?” I stooped to pick up my wash.


“Leave that.”


“Leave it! Leave it, ’e says,” I protested, to mask my growing alarm. “Then you’ll be ’avin’ both ale and shillin’s for me, you better believe. Orderin’ a good, honest woman to leave her clothes in the middle of the road where any sort of unnatural people might come across them. As I live and breathe, the Queen ’e says. As if the Queen would ’ave anything to do with the likes of ol’ Sally—”


I kept up my grumbling as Sir William turned, scowling, to lead us through the courtyard. The guards fell into a loose phalanx around me, but not so close that I couldn’t make a dash for it when the opportunity arose. I felt like I was being watched, but the panic-stricken Sophia had fled, and there were only the stares of the curious passersby.


We turned into the rough-and-tumble New Fyshe Street just where the lane widened into a town square of sorts, and I made a slightly wider arc than the rest of them did, so that the structure of our group got even looser. And that’s when I saw him.


Troupe Master James McDonald was leaning up against a market stall, looking for all the world like he was the proprietor of a cart of trenchers, pots, and wooden spoons. He glanced over at our group lazily, apparently not even registering my presence. But I knew better, of course. When I hadn’t arrived at my appointed place for our ploy against the Whitechurch Arms, Master James had doubtless come looking for me. That was just his way. He took care of his own.


And even though I hated for him to step in to help get me out of this mess, I couldn’t deny my pleasure at seeing him there. Together, we’d beat this snare. Together, we’d find a way out. And together—


Then the stall next to Master James suddenly went up with a blazing whoosh of fire and the ratatat of fireworks, setting the horses in the square to madness and the stall-keepers to screaming hysteria.


It took only a second for me to realize what had happened. And then I was running too.


“Fire!” I screamed, diving through the guards, loosening my girdle beneath my skirts as I galloped in huge, lurching strides. I whipped around a corner and tossed my padded false stomach into a doorway. I rued the loss of the disguise, but there was nothing for it. I had to move.


I heard the guards behind me, and knew I’d never beat them in a race of sheer speed. My skirts were too long without the padding to billow them out, and my legs were too short. But while I was new-come to London, I wasn’t without resources. I already knew places nobody wanted to go.


I pounded down another passageway and out onto a narrow street that backed up to the Thames. Gutted, rotting fish carcasses pooled in narrow ditches, waiting for a good rain to carry away what the street cleaners always missed, and I rushed along the foul-smelling passage without a moment’s hesitation.


Where had I gone wrong? My costume had been perfect and my manner carefully honed. Out of all the Golden Rose actors, I’d been the one Troupe Master James had chosen to approach the innkeeper, after all. So how had that chit of a girl known who I was?


I didn’t stop until I reached the Thames proper, my long dark hair flying freely now, my wig and cap long gone. Then I heard a sound rife with wrongness. It was naught more than a whisper of movement, but enough to cause me to immediately shift away—


And then I was facedown against the stone ledge of the river wall, a wickedly sharp blade a bare inch from my eyes. My neck was locked down so tightly, I feared it would snap like a chicken’s.


“Sorry, but I canna chase you all day.” It was a girl who held me down, her voice as plain and flat as a board. She came from Wales, from her accent, and she sounded younger than I would have expected, for hands so strong and cruel. Perhaps eighteen, but no older.


“Who are you?” I gasped, my body tensing to flee at the first opportunity. Could I bribe the woman? Somehow break away? Would Master James find me in time?


She grunted as she positioned her knee more squarely into my back. “They’ll be angry enough that you gave them the slip, especially one Sir William Cecil. I don’t need him mad at me, too. You would have made it, though, if I hadn’t been watching.” She sighed, a soft whisper of regret in the sound. “I didn’t have the sense to run when they came for me.”


“Let me go!” I tried again, but the girl just clamped harder on my neck, cutting off my breath.


“I canna do that,” she said, reasonably enough, as my sight dimmed to a pinprick. “You sealed your own fate when you lifted Cecil’s purse a fortnight past. He might not want anything to do with you, but the Queen does. And she’s what counts.” She hesitated, and when she spoke again, her voice sounded like linen washed too often over the rocks: thin, cold, and resolute. “And I’m Jane, by the way. Beggin’ your pardon again, but this is the only way.”


I heard the whoosh of something slicing through the air, ending in a curiously loud thunk! against my temple.


And then there was nothing.




    CHAPTER FOUR
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THREE MONTHS LATER


WINDSOR CASTLE, WINDSOR, ENGLAND


I’d never hated words before I’d been brought to Windsor Castle.


Here, they’d become a plague.


“Again, Miss Fellowes,” Sir William Cecil snapped, his voice striking out at all angles into the cramped room. He shoved the book at me, and I leaned over it dutifully, dread balling in my stomach. Bahrrrr . . . barrruuss . . .


I’d never really hated Mondays before Windsor Castle either.


On Mondays, the most loathsome day of the week, we studied and translated texts in Latin, French, Dutch, and Spanish. Tuesday, the subject was politics. Wednesday, social graces. Thursday, observation skills.


On Fridays, we learned about poisons. Strangleholds. And less dignified ways to die.


It seemed like a lifetime had passed since I’d first been hauled to the Tower and charged with stealing royal gold. That first day, I still thought I could escape. That first day, I’d been astonished, then furious with myself at my own stupidity for being captured in the first place.


Sir William had marked me with ridiculous ease, as it turned out. Using a trick so old and tired that I’d stopped looking for it in any village with more than two goats to its name.


Apparently assuming that his riches would be lifted the moment he stepped outside, Sir William had etched a secret symbol into his coins before leaving the safety of the castle. He was a skulking coward, I’d decided, a panic-stricken fool.


Well . . . perhaps not a complete fool. Because before night had fallen on that accursed day, Sir William had found me out. After waiting the shortest of whiles, he had sent men to follow Tommy, and they’d trailed the boy to the pasty stand. After that, it had been a simple thing to ask the stand’s keeper to hand over the coin Tommy had just used to buy his treat. The shilling had borne Sir William’s mark, of course.


I secretly prided myself that it had taken the Crown nearly a full fortnight to lay hands on me after that, and in the end they’d needed two maids to achieve it.


Or had they? Was that a lie too? In the long days of my captivity, I’d had ample time to learn the depths of Sir William’s cunning. After three wretched months in his questionable care, my life with the Golden Rose was naught but memory, a freedom I feared I would never fully grasp again.


Gone were the days of shouting lines back and forth over the morning fires, of sewing late into the night to stitch back together costumes that had become more thread than cloth. Gone was the unfettered joy of sleeping under the summer stars, or bundled together in pitch tents while a child exclaimed over the first snowfall. Gone was little towheaded Tommy Farrow.


Gone was Master James.


Acting, thievery, and deception, however, were still very much a part of my life.


I’d carried nothing with me to the Tower but the much-mended clothes on my back and my two precious gifts from my grandfather, hidden in my shift. On his deathbed, sick and pale with fever, my grandfather had given me a slim book of verse and a set of golden picklocks—without ever explaining why. For luck, I’d sewn those gifts into my shift just hours before I’d been arrested. And as luck would have it, they now were the only possessions I still owned in the world.


That first day, as I’d woken up in my cell deep in the bowels of the Tower with a lump on my temple and my ears still ringing with pain, I’d prayed they wouldn’t take my clothes from me. But I’d been prepared for it.


In fact, I’d thought I was prepared for anything. As a first-time offender and a woman, I knew I would not be killed or visibly maimed. But I’d expected their questioning to be painful—perhaps involving thumbscrews or white-hot tongs. And when they’d yanked me from my cell and marched me into to the foul-smelling heart of the Tower of London, my hands and feet bound with chains, I’d fully believed I would be humiliated, reviled, and left heartily wishing I was dead.


What they’d actually done was much worse.


In a dank and barren corner of the Queen’s dungeon, they’d . . . sat me at a table. Served me spiced wine. And explained my new life to me in clear and simple terms.


If I did not do exactly what they told me to do, exactly how they told me to do it, it would not be merely me who suffered.


True, I’d be imprisoned for the rest of my life. But more to the point, Master James and the other principal actors of the Golden Rose would be hunted down with whips and blades, paraded through the city as thieves, and then left trapped in the stocks for five whole days, at the mercy of any Londoner with a stone to throw.


The news of their arrest would be spread throughout England as fast as a horse could ride. The troupe would be ruined.


They would all starve.


Alternatively, if I performed my duties well and honorably, if I completed my assignments and served the Queen as a loyal subject and spy, then perhaps—just perhaps—I would be allowed to go free, eventually. I could return to the Golden Rose to live out my days, with a small purse of coin besides, a token of the Queen’s thanks. So my options were these: imprisonment, ruin, and the starvation of my troupe . . . or service to my Queen as a spy.


I knew I was missing some hidden deception in their words, but what choice did I have? After that miserable morning, I’d done everything they’d asked.


I’d learned to eat with silver utensils without palming (nearly) a single one. To laugh at every courtier’s joke. To find the Queen’s bracelet in the far corners of Saint George’s Hall and slip it back into her hand with no one the wiser. Just three months in, and I also already knew how to kill a person six different ways. Which, despite my colorful upbringing, was six more ways than I ever planned to use. I would never kill anyone. I would never even cut anyone. I was a thief, not a common thug.


As it happened, the art of thuggery was the specialty of another maid in our less-than-merry troupe: the plain-voiced girl from Wales who’d walloped me with her dagger hilt the day I’d been caught. Jane wasn’t stuck in the room with us this day, at least. Cecil had sent her away on some errand. Now, she was probably out somewhere sharpening her knives. I’d nicknamed her “the Blade.”


“Miss Fellowes,” Sir William prompted. “Repeat the passage Miss Knowles just completed. Only with better form.”


I sighed and looked down dejectedly at the book before me. Despite all my newfound abilities, there was one skill that I could not seem to master, no matter how I tried. It was the one skill I most craved to possess too, since I could then read for myself the words of bards and playwrights. And yet . . .


“Say the words, Miss Fellowes.” Sir William—or Cecil, to those who knew him well—jabbed his thin finger at a passage of finely wrought letters that mocked me from the page. I tried to sound them out in my head: Bahrrrr . . . barrruus . . . hick . . .


I could not read.


It was the one indulgence Grandfather had never allowed me, though he’d taught me how to speak all the words in the world, with the richness of speech favored by the noblest of men. We doona have the time to read, lass, he’d tell me when I’d ask and beg and plead. I doona have the energy. So it was all the more ironic when, on his deathbed, Grandfather’s first of two gifts to me had been . . . a book.


A book I could not read.


“Sometime before I grow old and die, Meg,” came the irritated whisper behind me.


Beatrice Knowles, dressed in a spectacular gown of dawn-pink silk, sighed dramatically to underscore her taunt. With her shining blond hair and sky-blue eyes, her gorgeous clothes and flawless skin, I’d been tempted to hate Beatrice on sight. Then she’d opened her mouth, and I’d given in to the temptation. Proud, haughty, and mean-spirited, her head filled with court gossip and very little else, Beatrice would have made a grand character in a play . . . as long as she ended up dead by the third act. Or at the very least married off to some pompous old fool.


But of course, Beatrice the Belle had not been chosen to join our group because of her sweet and sunny disposition. She’d been chosen because she possessed an uncanny ability to convince any of the male species to do her bidding, whether he was a six-year-old stable boy or a sixty-year-old lord. She cooed and fluttered, simpered and preened, and flirted outrageously at every turn.


Beside her, the quiet Anna Burgher shifted her feet. Currently clad in a sturdy overdress of soft yellow wool, with a high collar and heavy sleeves that tidily covered her plain white smock, the green-eyed, ginger-haired Anna the Scholar could be excused for having no patience for idiots. And sure enough, as I hesitated, I could hear her grinding her teeth.


The more I tried to actually read the words before me, the longer we’d be forced to stay in class. So I alone was causing their discontent. Though usually only reasonably tolerant of each other, Anna and Beatrice were now clearly united in their desire to escape this airless room. Even with my eyes trained on the page, I could feel them both from the side. Glaring at me.


“Miss Fellowes?” There was neither scorn nor pity in Sir William Cecil’s voice as he watched my struggle—only cunning. He undoubtedly knew I could still not decipher those strange tracks marching across the page. He probably preferred it in some devious way, if only to keep me under his boot heel. Cecil did not relish spending time on a ragged, scrappy thief who’d fooled him once—and nearly twice. I suspect he would have kept me in the dungeon without a backward glance, if it hadn’t been for the Queen’s demand that I be trained as a spy. He made no secret of the fact that it was Elizabeth who had selected me for this service, not him. He did not trust me, he did not like me, and he did not want me here. And I, for one, did not blame him. I didn’t want to be here either. I far preferred the swiftness of the chase, the swish of stolen silk, the cool feel of silver in my palm.


Barbaruuuss . . . hick . . . ehhgo . . .


But I feared that Cecil was also beginning to suspect I could do something far better than read, something that might be of particular and unexpected use to him and his Queen. And now he wanted me to show my hand.


Under the weight of the girls’ combined stares, and Cecil’s insistent tapping, I gave up the pretense of translation. I had other options.


Beatrice had been the last girl to translate, and her words still hung low in the air like overripe fruit. Without lifting my head, I opened my mouth, taking those same words and making them my own, as I’d done countless times while working with my fellow actors. Since Grandfather had never taught me to read, I’d learned to play the world by ear, and had become the perfect mimic to help the troupe’s actors learn their lines. Now, after more than a decade of practice, I had only to hear an entire three-act play spoken aloud one time, before being able to repeat it back word for word.


One short passage of unintelligible babble was child’s play to me.


“Barbarus hic ego sum,” I began, careful not to repeat Beatrice’s cadence exactly, faltering just enough that it seemed like I was, in fact, reading something of what lay in front of me. I knew Beatrice had made errors, so I would be making the same ones as well, but I added a few additional smell variances just to keep Cecil guessing. The Latin flowed like music, and its companion English translation sounded harsh, almost unnatural in its wake. “ ‘. . . understands me,’ ” I completed the translation triumphantly, and then I finally saw a word I could decipher—one that Beatrice had not spoken. I looked up to meet Cecil’s gaze. “By Ovid.”


Beatrice clapped her hands in mock applause, and Cecil raised his brow, a sour-eyed owl.


“Exactly so,” he murmured. “You are next, Miss Burgher. Turn the page and begin.”


Anna Burgher recounted the new passage in her precise, learned voice—first in Latin, then in Spanish, then Russian, German, and what I suspected was Greek, of all things. All the while, Cecil continued to stare at me. No doubt calculating the likelihood that I had somehow achieved spectacular literacy since the preceding Monday.


I graced him with my most serene smile. Grandfather may have failed me on the art of reading, but he had more than made up for it with his lessons on voice, listening, acting, and persuasion. Let Cecil wonder just how deep that training went. Old goat.


After a long moment, Cecil gave a sniff of dismissal, then turned his full attention to Anna.


Left alone again while Cecil and Anna sparred in five different languages, I shifted in my ill-fitting gown of dull grey silk, and strained to pick up any sound beyond the walls of this makeshift study, tucked away just off the Queen’s Privy Chambers. It was impossible, of course. These walls were as thick as a yew tree, and lined with heavy tapestries over panels of carved wood, rendering the room virtually soundless. As a result, the classroom always struck me as a half-open tomb.


Fitting, really, for what was to befall the five girls who took our instruction there.


While the other young women and ladies who served Her Grace—a swirling mixture of “ordinary” maids of honor and the older and usually married ladies-in-waiting—sewed and gossiped, knelt and processed, and learned the finer points of dancing and court etiquette, our little company was daily summoned away for “advanced” studies; a separate, secret sect. And here, in this tiny, overstuffed chamber that had become my own personal circle of hell, amid rustling skirts and thick, musty texts and the high, strident voice of our peevish instructor—here the true Maids of Honor were being taught how to spy for the Queen.


Perhaps that sounds exciting—even fun. A grand adventure to serve the most extraordinary Queen of any country, as bold and dashing protectors of the Crown.


It hadn’t been exciting so far.


I’d been in the Crown’s employ for three months now. It’d taken the first week for my jailers to simply get me clean, it seemed, though I never felt that way after I’d been perfumed and pomaded, powdered and pinched. They’d outfitted me in dresses of high—but not too high—quality, and assigned me the royal identity of an orphaned ward from a distant duchy. I’d apparently come to court through one of the many generous acts of Her Majesty, and should act at all times both grateful and painfully shy. This bit of business was designed to cover up my abysmal lack of social graces, as Beatrice was always quick to point out, but it suited me well enough. Being ignored was one of a thief’s greatest assets.


Weeks two and three had been spent on manners and food, especially manners with food. It seemed the nobler I became, the longer it took before I could actually eat my evening meal. The sewing wasn’t so bad, as I’d had plenty of experience mending the clothes of the Golden Rose players. The dancing, however, nearly killed me; as did the endless rounds of prayers, catechisms, and sermons I had to endure.


To assist me with my reading, I had Lily’s Latin Grammar textbook, as well as hornbooks and spellers to keep me company. And, of course, the Bible. Needless to say, they didn’t help much. Anna extolled the virtues of the philosophers she favored. In addition to Ovid, there was Plautus and Horace; Virgil, Cicero, and Seneca . . . but those texts were well beyond me even after three months of intense instruction. And none of them helped me understand my grandfather’s tiny leather-bound book. Which was the only book I truly wanted to read out of all of them.


Finally, starting at the end of the first month, we got to the business of spying. At first I’d embraced the change. We learned how to move quietly, to observe keenly, and to kill or maim without creasing our skirts. The other maids were forced to repeat lessons they already knew as I caught up, which earned me no friends among them. But eventually, even for me, the study of deadly weapons became, well . . . deadly. And then there was endless instruction on elocution, languages, and court behavior. This included whole days spent on the proper timing and depth of curtsies, complete with accompanying drills that ran so far into the night that I couldn’t pass a field mouse without instinctively dropping to the floor.


Yet even with the exhaustive training, I still felt so behind. The other girls had all been in service to the Queen four more months than I had. Elizabeth had selected her troupe of spies the moment she’d ascended to the Crown the previous fall . . . but no one would talk about why she’d suddenly decided to add me.


“Meg Fellowes!” Cecil snapped, startling me. His voice was always too loud for whatever space he occupied. “Repeat the passage Miss Burgher just shared.”


He did not even allow me the pretense of reading it this time. It was a direct test of my secret skills, but I dared not pass it. “My apologies,” I gasped. In truth, I could have recounted anything that had been said within the past hour, even though I’d been only half-listening. Anna had just said, “Parve—nec invideo, sine me, liber, ibis in urbem.” I had no idea what it meant, but could have repeated it verbatim (a Latin word I actually knew!) just the same.


“I was not paying attention,” I said instead.


“You were not . . . paying attention?” Sir William’s icy gaze spoke volumes when his words would not. He likely knew I was lying. But that was a chance I was willing to take. I could not betray the full extent of my mimicry skills, not to him—not to anyone. I’d reveal enough to keep them happy, but nothing more. Certainly not the whole truth: that a word, once spoken, was forever in my mind, repeatable to anyone, at any time, with the same vocal inflections and tone. I liked having a skill that was not fully understood by the Crown; perhaps I could use it one day to get myself out of trouble. Besides, I could only imagine what the Queen’s advisors would do if they knew my secret. Probably force me to listen to one of the archbishop’s interminable sermons and recite it to condemned prisoners until they begged for death. It wouldn’t take very long, trust me.


Cecil smiled thinly into my continued silence, and a whisper of warning snaked through me, recalling me to my present danger. “Then,” he said, “I’m afraid Miss Burgher will have to repeat the passage for your benefit—”


“Oh, no, Sir William. Truly?” The ordinarily stoic Anna had now clutched up one of the small, ornate wooden puzzle boxes she always carried with her, her voice heavy with strain. I glanced at her in alarm, sensing disaster.


“I can repeat it,” I said hurriedly, but Anna paid me no heed.


“I pray you reconsider, Sir William,” she said, nervously twisting the small cube on its silver chain. The puzzle box was painted in gold, silver, red, and yellow, and featured a delicately illustrated cover of a Japanese princess, with its sides made to look like woven wood. Anna had told me that the box required more than four hundred steps, executed in the right sequence, to reveal its inner contents. She’d been given the box as a gift from the Queen’s astrologer—as another test for our resident puzzle-solver, I suspected. Anna hadn’t yet been able to open it, but that didn’t stop her from trying. Now she twisted and turned the little box’s moving parts so hard, I feared that it would break in her worrying fingers. “The Spaniards are at our doorstep, and they will not be speaking the language of Ovid, but Spanish, or possibly Dutch!”


I bit my lip in consternation. It was always reckless to object to Cecil’s training, even politely—even (or especially) if he’d just ordered us to eat our fifth tureen of soup. But Anna, in her distress, was not noting Cecil’s swift, cold smile, or did not recognize its danger. Her green eyes were large and pleading, her cheeks rosy with determination, and the loose strands of her braided burned-spice hair nearly stood up in agitation as she bobbed her head for emphasis. “Dutch is something on which we have spent far too little time. In fact, I—”


“I can repeat the passage!” I tried again. “I can!”


“Yes, surely, Sir William, you must see the folly in this.” Beatrice’s well-bred voice layered silkily over Anna’s and mine with the imperious sneer of the soft-palmed rich. “Teaching Meg to translate is like teaching a fish to walk. It cannot be done, and ’tis a waste of all our time.” Beatrice gazed at Cecil with her dewy eyes, now as wide and innocent as a wolf’s. “Especially your time, Sir Wil—”


“No, no, you misunderstand! I take no issue with the translating.” Anna’s voice had a new note of earnestness in it, as if she sensed the shifting current of the conversation. “But while I have no end of interest in the classics, I fear our time for study is growing short. I urge you, please, Sir William: Have us decipher a report—a dockmaster’s bill of lading from a Spanish galleon. A contemporary court conversation. Surely that would be more relevant, given our present needs?”


Beatrice pursed delicate lips. “It seems to me our most pressing need is to find a way to ensure Meg does not embarrass us all.”


Anna turned to Beatrice, dropping her puzzle box to let it dangle from its chain at her waist. Her eyes now flashed with protective fervor, still more wisps of her hair slipping loose from her braids. “Beatrice, that is unfair,” she said. “Surely you know that Meg would never shame us.”


“I’m afraid that when it comes to Meg, I don’t know anything at—”


“Enough.”


Cecil’s soft rebuke may have sounded calm to the untrained ear, but it masked a pit of outrage, like branches over a trap. I glanced over at him, biting my lip. The muscles in his jaw were tight, his eyes jaded and expectant, as if he’d seen this play unfold before. Everyone be quiet, I implored silently, the words of one of the Golden Rose’s plays sparking in my mind. Be mindful, still, and wary, for there is danger here.


It did no good. Beatrice could never tell when she was baiting a bear beyond its patience. “But, Sir William,” she whined, rounding on him. “You can hardly expect me to not wish to forestall the kind of social scandal Meg will undoubtedly bring upon me—upon us all. I have certain standards to uphold. My aunt, shall I remind you, is second cousin to—”


“I said, enough.”


Cecil didn’t shout the word, or even raise his voice. In fact, he spoke not quite above a whisper. Still, I felt like I’d been punched in the chest, suddenly unable to breathe. Beside me, Beatrice and Anna froze, but it was too late. Because Cecil wasn’t finished.


“You’ve not been brought here to uphold standards,” he said, slicing the air with his words, quiet and deadly. “You have not been brought here—any of you”—and he eyed each of us for a single moment that lasted half a day—“to think. I don’t care if your aunt was Cleopatra. I don’t care if you do aught but recite ancient poetry as the castle burns to the ground, if that’s what you’ve been told to do. You have been brought here as tools for the Queen, utensils she can bend and shape as she wishes or throw into the trash heap without a backward glance. That is the sum total of your purpose, and you forget it at your peril. As long as you are a part of this group, you have no individual identity. You have no role beyond that which I assign to you. You are not free to speak or dance or prattle, or ‘respond’ or ‘take issue’ as you choose,” Cecil spat. “You are the Queen’s property. And, by her proxy and command, my property. Do you understand?”


Beatrice’s mouth was still hanging open, but no more words came out. She somehow clamped her lips closed, too flummoxed even to nod. She’d be angry later—but not at Cecil, I knew. Somehow this would all be my fault.


“I said, do you understand?” Cecil thundered.


“Yes!” Beatrice squeaked, and beside her Anna nodded hurriedly.


Cecil paused a moment, his scowl so deep, I feared it might be fixed upon his face forever. He shifted his gaze to me. “And you, Miss Fellowes. You will do what you are told, everything that you are told, and no less than what you are told.” He paused for emphasis. “Tonight you will be called on to make your first official report. You will make that report specifically, in detail, and without missing a syllable of what you hear. Always observe. Always remember.” His eyes narrowed. “And if you so much as pocket a thimble without my express instruction, you will be returned to the embrace of the cellar room you love so well. Do I make myself clear?”


He clearly expected an answer, and for once I gave him what he wanted to hear.


“I will not fail the Queen, Sir William,” I said, and I meant the words with all my heart. “You can tell her that, for me.”


His face did not change, but his gaze seemed to intensify. Somehow he was no longer looking merely at me—but into me. And in that damning silence we heard the only sound that ever dared penetrate the walls of our schoolroom. The castle clock struck, chiming the tenth hour with a steady, rhythmic cadence, as fell as the march of doom.


Cecil’s mouth curved into a hard, mocking smile.


“You may tell her yourself,” he said. “She awaits you in the Privy Garden. With your first assignment.”




    CHAPTER FIVE


    [image: Images]


Gloriana, her most high majesty Queen Elizabeth Regnant, stood magnificently in her private garden, surrounded by her attendants like stars around the sun.


She was spectacular in the morning light—tall and fair and flame-haired, her strength and vitality positively glowing beneath the deep red satin gown she wore. The dress framed her graceful neck and shoulders in a square-cut collar edged in snowy lace, and its wide-set sleeves were strung with pearls and ended in narrow, bejeweled cuffs. The entire gown was embroidered with heavy golden thread against its crimson silk, and must have weighed four stones. It would have overpowered most women, but not our Elizabeth. With every movement the Queen commanded the eye; each word from her lips pricked the ears and sent a shiver down the skin; each glance could send a heart aflutter or a stomach plunging in fear.


Her face could not be called pretty, exactly, though she was favorable to look upon, with high cheekbones, dark flashing eyes, and a firm jaw. But she possessed a hardness, a power in her very bones that transcended feminine beauty. Even at a mere twenty-five years of age, she was both King and Queen in one resplendent form.


She’d saved me from prison, when Cecil had wanted me banished. And now she would give me the means to achieve my freedom.


My first assignment! Nimbly my mind jumped ahead days, weeks—months even—directing a play as yet not fully cast. If I carried out my charge well, what would the next assignment be? How soon would I complete my service and be allowed to return to my troupe?


Leading the way with his usual brisk stride, Cecil barreled through the garden like a bull among chickens, scattering the squawking women as he led us toward the Queen. Behind him, I exchanged glances with Beatrice and Anna. Even in the Queen’s private garden, we knew what we had to do. We’d been trained to watch and report.


With an artful turn of her head, Beatrice began scanning the women arranged around the Queen. She was more than just a flirt, no matter my disdain for her. She had memorized a complicated map of the current alliances among the nobility, both temporary and entrenched, and she was ever adjusting that map according to the shifting tides of favor that seemed to rock the court. She knew more about how the women of the court ranked, whether by birth or by subtle court power exchanges, than they probably knew themselves, and she narrowed her eyes slightly as she watched, concentrating on two ladies at the far end of the garden who apparently should not have been standing together.


Anna, for her part, was to provide a simple accounting: who was there and who was not, from monarch to maid to serving girl, complete with names and what they were wearing or carrying. This work was not as intriguing to her as deciphering codes or playing with astrolabes or translating ancient Greek, but Anna enjoyed the game of numbers and descriptions very much. Even now, her cheeks flushed with excitement as her gaze discreetly swept the small space.


My role, in turn, was to learn the unspoken secrets of the players around me, simply by observing how they conducted themselves upon this royal stage. I noted who was leaning into intimate conversation, and who was being rebuffed. Who had curiosity or anger or delight or dismay writ upon their faces, and who was watching whom. After three months of this constant assignment, I could no longer enter a knot of people without systematically tracking the cues they gave, which announced their intentions before they ever opened their mouths.


Still, my stomach tightened as we approached the Queen. I didn’t know what to expect from her, and I didn’t like surprises. Surprises required improvisation. Improvisation worked far better in a play than in real life—and even then, only with the most skilled of actors. Would I be convincing enough to carry the day, if my assignment proved to be beyond my skills? I put on a smile of confidence like a mask, and made ready to say yes to anything.


Seated beside Queen Elizabeth were three ladies-in-waiting, who in turn were attended by the youngest member of our special group of maids, Sophia Dee.


Yes, that Sophia—whose touch had been my undoing, three months ago in the marketplace.


Orphaned when she was very young, Sophia was both ward and niece to the Queen’s astrologist, John Dee, and the dark-haired, violet-eyed girl was believed to almost possess the Sight. It was beyond ironic to me. A hundred years ago—or even more recently, in truth—an ability to foresee the future might have gotten Sophia burned at the stake. But here, with this Queen and in this court, the idea that she might serve the Queen in much the same way John Dee did had made Sophia a commodity of highest value. And her gift was going to manifest itself with clarity any day now, everyone was certain.


I, for one, suspected it already had. Cecil had forced Sophia to stand in my path that day in April, to confirm his suspicion that I was the thief that he sought—and with her touch she’d condemned me. I’d forgiven her for her part in taking me down, but only because she was so distraught for days after, swearing she did not know why I’d filled her with such fear, or how exactly she’d known of my crimes. Sophia had mentioned a dream to me that day in the marketplace, but when I’d asked her about it later, she’d said I’d misheard her. This of course was impossible—I misheard no one. But at the girl’s obvious distress, I didn’t press the point. Perhaps she didn’t trust her dreams as yet; perhaps all of her dreams weren’t accurate. Or perhaps she was simply scared. I know I would have been. It could not be easy to see the future, especially if it came true.


We’d talked more since that day, and I quickly realized that Sophia felt a certain kinship to me. Not because of our backgrounds, since Sophia had been born to wealth and had never roamed the streets and countryside as part of a laughing crowd. But simply because I was the new member, the slow learner, the sharpening stone on which the other girls honed their wits. Before, that role had been hers. I did not quibble with Sophia’s camaraderie, though. I was glad to call anyone an ally. I thought of her as “the Seer.”


Now, as Sophia sat quietly beside the Queen, her quiet blue gown of stiffened lace doing nothing to dim her ethereal beauty, her role was to watch the space between the spaces around the women gathered here, in case their spirits spoke to her or she was given some clue as to their future actions. It was a fruitless chore, in truth. Sooner or later, I felt in my bones, Sophia would gain real command over her sight. And then she would truly shine.


Hopefully, it would be sooner rather than later. The poor girl was already betrothed, and to an old man at that! I couldn’t imagine a worse fate. Invariably, when I’d played the role of the wife of an older man as part of my “acting” duties within the Golden Rose, it had called for sarcasm, anger, and a surfeit of grief. From everything I could tell, in observing both the members of our own troupe and the lives of the villagers and farm people who made up our crowds, marriage was the lot all women hoped for . . . until they found themselves enmeshed in it. Yes, of course there were exceptions, but they were precious few. For most women, marriage was like a yoke hewn from a sturdy beam, something to be endured for the security it provided. But my aim in life was freedom, not endless servitude; joy, not misery. There would be no husband for me.


That left only one member of our small band of five maids a-spying who was unaccounted for this morning: Jane Morgan, the Blade.


The most secretive spy among us, Jane was probably hiding not ten feet away, watching us all. She had a knack for that sort of thing, as well I knew. Invariably her role, no matter the setting, was to be ready to kill someone—or at least horribly maim them. She could recognize the tensing of a body, the stealth of a step, the shift of the eyes. An attack on the Queen was not a likely concern when she was surrounded by women in her own Privy Garden, but Jane never knew when she’d be called upon to act. Especially in a castle as full of mayhem as Windsor.


In the short time I’d been here, there’d been no fewer than a dozen odd court disturbances, from the theft of the ladies’ precious gowns—later found floating in the Thames—to the string of English roses painted around the rim of the Round Tower, to the enormous wharf rats that had been released into the kitchens, setting the entire staff of cooks and servants into a screaming fury. The Queen and her court were irritated, and all of Windsor was abuzz with the outrage of it all.
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