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For Ann.


I’m blessed you are my sister. And proud you are my friend.





Acknowledgments


Maid of Deception is the result of many people who helped bring Beatrice’s story to life. In particular, I remain gratefully indebted to Alexandra Machinist, who has made this entire journey so worthwhile. The entire team at Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers also deserves my sincere and profound thanks, not only for making my first year as an author such a tremendous experience, but for devoting themselves to the reimagination of the look and feel of the Maids of Honor series. Bara MacNeill, the copyeditor who worked on this book, was tireless in her efforts as well. She labored long and hard to ensure that my words and details were accurate—any mistakes are, of course, my own. Last but without question most important, I would like to thank my editor, Christian Trimmer. Without his grace, discernment, and insight, Maid of Deception would never have found its light. Thank you, forever and always.





CHAPTER ONE



[image: Images]


SEPTEMBER 1559


WINDSOR CASTLE, ENGLAND


There would be no tears on my wedding day. I would not allow it.


As the music from the Queen’s own orchestra filled Saint George’s Chapel, a perfect blend of viol and harpsichord to complement my perfect union with Lord Percival Andrew William Cavanaugh, I clasped the clammy hands of my fellow Maid of Honor Sophia Dee and smiled into her large, worried eyes.


“Hush, Sophia. All is well,” I said, giving her fine-boned fingers a light squeeze. She shivered despite the stifling heat of the chamber. “If you keep crying, you’ll draw attention to yourself.”


That caught the girl up short. The youngest of our group of royal spies, and the most uncertain, Sophia hated attention. Her eyes, if possible, got even bigger.


“But, Beatrice—you should b-be happy—”


“I am happy, Sophia,” I assured her. And, strangely enough, I was. For all my well-rehearsed sophistication, Lord Cavanaugh represented more than just my crowning achievement at court. Yes, of course, he was one of the richest men in the kingdom. And he was from a respected family whose reputation was not at daily risk from either a drunken father or a muddle-minded mother. And his ancestral home was not overrun by brawling foundling children.


And, perhaps most important, he had no idea whatsoever how desperately I needed this marriage.


But there was more to it than that. Lord Cavanaugh was gentle, fine, and soft-spoken, with a rich, drawling voice that I thrilled to hear. He was gracious and educated, in a court filled with rakes and curs more intent on the hunt than on conversation. He was devout, respectful at service and in court. He was polite to women of every station; he appeared to genuinely care for his mother.


And he loved me.


I saw it in his eyes, in his smile. In the way he nodded his approval as he took in my gowns and hair. I saw it as he watched others watching me. Though I’d worked very hard to ensure that I was perfect for him in every possible way, I still could not believe I had succeeded so well. . . . Lord Cavanaugh loved me. The rest meant nothing beside that truth.


“Babies with my husband will come in time, I am sure,” I said now, addressing Sophia’s current cause for distress. She’d seen—somehow—that my groom and I would have no children, and the shock of her vision was quite undoing her. Sophia, it should be said, had a gift of intuition that might well become the full-fledged Sight at any moment. But Sophia’s predictions were not always clear, and she was definitely wrong on this score. My marriage to Cavanaugh would be perfect. It had to be. “Today I am the most joyful woman alive.” Still, the tiniest thread of fear skated along my nerves.


Sophia raised a trembling chin and gave me a smile, looking like a frail raven-haired ghost in her gorgeous white silk gown. That gown had cost five pounds if it had cost a shilling, and it was embroidered with Italian lace. It would have taken a farmer a year just to earn enough to pay for a dress like that, but it was only one of a dozen gowns Sophia’s betrothed had gifted to her. I pondered that a moment. Had Cavanaugh given me any gifts of late? I’d been so busy with my duties to the Queen, I hadn’t much noticed.


“It’s almost time, Beatrice,” Anna Burgher chirped from the doorway.


We’d participated in the loud and boisterous procession from the Upper Ward of Windsor Castle down to Saint George’s Chapel, and then—just as I’d orchestrated it—my bridesmaids and I had slipped in here while Lord Cavanaugh had moved toward the front of the chapel, to give me a last opportunity to make sure I was completely prepared.


Now Anna was up on her toes, bouncing in her yellow satin skirts, her ginger mass of hair brutalized into a tight coil of braids. I smiled at the back of Anna’s head, imagining her eyes darting this way and that. She’d record every person in attendance of this, my most triumphant public appearance yet. We would spend hours poring over the lists she made, analyzing who was most appropriate to approach, to flatter, and to watch in the weeks following the wedding. The Queen’s birthday was coming up, and there would be time to cement alliances there.


Speaking of. “And Elizabeth? Has she arrived yet?”


“No! She must wish to do you proud, Beatrice,” Anna said staunchly, still scanning the chapel floor. “She will grace you like the Queen of the Fairies at exactly the perfect moment.”


I pursed my lips, the thread of doubt within me thickening to a coarser yarn. Elizabeth was many things, I knew. “Fairy Queen” was not among them. But she had blessed this union, taken pride in it as if it were her own. That was what mattered.


The music shifted in subtle counterpoint just then, and I straightened, casting a glance over my soft pink gown. Unlike the rumored splendor of the recent bridal ensemble worn by Mary, Queen of Scots—all white, if you can believe it—my gown’s skirts flowed down in rich, pale pink panels, parted at the front to reveal a luxurious swath of cream-colored satin, delicately picked out with golden thread. The skirts were attached above to a stiffly embroidered V-pointed bodice that featured a virtual garden of pink, gold, and brilliantly red roses, all of them swirling, twirling, and fanning out along a neckline cut to showcase my blushing porcelain skin—still modest enough, but an effective display of maidenly beauty. My lace sleeves were so fine as to be nearly sheer, ending in delicate cuffs edged, once more, in pink and gold. I was a vision of English sensibilities, from head to toe.


Everything was perfect.


“God’s bones, half of England is out there,” Meg Fellowes observed as she ducked into the doorway, tall and straight in her simple gown of dove-grey satin. I smiled, feeling uncharacteristically charitable toward our resident thief, which I never would have believed possible at the start of the summer. I’d even loaned her the dress she was now wearing. Of course, it was two seasons out of date, but Meg didn’t seem to mind. Probably didn’t know, either.


And she was no rival, that much was certain. Somewhere out in that audience was Meg’s special Spanish spy, Rafe de Martine. I’d watched her sneak glances at the boy since he’d entered the chapel, and now I felt something curiously empty in my chest, as though I’d gone too long since breaking my fast.


Anna, usually the smartest of our select company, was convinced that Meg was truly in love, though I couldn’t quite see the point of that. Rafe de Martine was a courtier, but he was Spanish. He was fine for a turn on the dance floor, or even a stolen kiss—or a dozen—behind a darkened tapestry, but nothing more. Rafe had wanted me first, of course, but I could never have given him what he wanted. So he’d turned to Meg.


It wasn’t as if he were going to tuck himself into a corner with Jane Morgan, after all. Her unkind cuts would have left him bleeding.


Still and all, the Queen would never approve a match between Meg and the Spaniard. And Meg, for her part, insisted she had no interest in marriage. This of course was utter folly, but the girl was still new to court. She would learn, I thought as I returned my attention to my gown. Marriage was not about love. I knew that, no matter how desperately glad I was that Cavanaugh loved me.


Marriage was about power.


“So who created this guest list, exactly?” Jane was the last to enter the chapel, and her flat voice interrupted my reverie. Our troupe’s official ruffian generally kept her mouth shut, which is how I preferred it. Still, my attention sharpened not at Jane’s wry words so much as Anna’s reaction to them. Even Sophia lifted a hand to her mouth, her eyes darting first to Anna and then to Jane, and then, resolutely, not to me.


I frowned at Jane’s profile as she turned to stare back out the doorway, but the girl’s grin wasn’t cruel or dark. Just amused. Irritation kindled along my nerves, and I steeled myself against it. I was the future Marchioness of Westmoreland, a future that would be arriving in a few short moments. I would be kind and patient. Even if it killed me.


“I created the guest list,” I said, then offered a careless wave of my hand. “And Cecil and Walsingham reviewed and approved it, of course.” As if there’d be any chance those two wouldn’t want to control every aspect of such a grand court event.


Sir William Cecil and Sir Francis Walsingham were not just the Queen’s most powerful advisors, after all. They were instructors to a very special group of spies within the Queen’s court. The Maids of Honor comprised five young women from all stations of life. Anna and Jane, Sophia and now Meg—and, of course, me. Each of us with unique skills, selected by Queen Elizabeth herself to serve her in a very specific capacity. To be her eyes and ears—and sometimes mouth—and to ferret out secrets that no mere man could hope to uncover. I had been the first young woman chosen to head up this secret sect, a favor that had, I daresay, shocked Cecil and Walsingham. I had not been surprised, however.


The Queen and I had more history between us than Cecil and Walsingham could ever guess.


None of the other girls spoke, and I frowned into the silence. “And probably the Queen stuck her nose into the guest list, as she is ever wont to do. What of it? Who do you see?”


“The Queen?” Meg’s voice had a peculiar tone to it, but I never could tell what the Rat was thinking. “Well, that would do it.”


Irritation crested with a snap. “Who do you—”


“Oh, Beatrice, darling! You look lovely!” I glanced up, startled, then moved forward three quick paces to catch my mother as she stumbled into our little chamber, her breath smelling of honeyed mead and, more faintly, a light, sweet tang; a scent I’d come to know too well.


“Lady Knowles,” Jane said stoutly, and suddenly she was at my side, her strong arms around my mother as if she knew exactly what to do with a woman too muddled to stand upright. My cheeks burned with mortification. Today of all days!


“Beatrice, your father is coming!” Anna squeaked. I whipped my gaze back around toward the door. No! Not now, not with my mother in one of her states.


“He can’t see—he can’t see her like—” I swallowed the words, remembering discretion too late. I turned to the only maid who could possibly understand. “Oh, Anna!”


“Relax. We’ll take care of her,” Meg cut in smoothly. “You just smile like it’s your wedding day, and keep moving. Don’t let him stop to look and see anything.” She sounded like she was directing a play—or a battle. I’m not sure which comparison was more apt. In any event, she took up her place on the other side of my mother and nodded to Jane, two serious maids escorting the mother of the bride. “We’ll be back in a moment.”


“Or two,” Jane muttered, eyeing the woman now listing between them.


Then the pair of them was through the door as they clutched my mother, who’d begun to burble something about “beautiful.” She was the beautiful one, not me. Even with her eyes going glassy and her expression a little lost. My father had done this to her, I knew. Had killed her with a thousand cuts.


If only . . .


My jaw set. I had no time for “if only.” I just needed the woman to keep herself together for another quarter hour. I boosted myself up on my toes, using Anna’s shoulder as a brace, and watched Jane and Meg smoothly steer Mother into her place, even as their attention was captured by someone in the crowd. All three of them were staring, actually. Including my mother.


What in the world could have penetrated her fog?


“Beatrice! Now!” Anna breathed. I dashed back to the table to catch up my bouquet, and turned to receive Lord Bartholomew Edward Matthew Knowles with my face set into an expression of perfectly practiced ethereal joy.


My reward was swift and complete. “Beatrice, you are the most entrancing of women, and the grandest lady in all of England,” my father said, bowing with a flourish.


“And you, my father, are the most depraved lord in all of Christendom.”


“I own it.” He grinned at me with a smile that I knew—from long and occasionally bitter experience—had made women’s hearts melt for the past thirty years. “But say, Lord Cavanaugh is standing up like a strawman at the tilt. Think he’ll have the stamina to make it through the ceremony?”


Anger flashed through me even as my father turned my hand into the crook of his arm. “Lord Cavanaugh is a good man, Father, and will do far more for our fortunes than—” I hastily swallowed my ill-advised words. Control! “Than we have any right to ask.”


Father snorted, seeming not at all convinced, for someone who had heartily approved of this match. “Lord Cavanaugh will have a care around you, anyway, you can be sure of that,” he said, patting my hand as we moved back through the doorway.


His fingers grazed the ring I’d decided to wear next to my betrothal ring, and he glanced down at it now. I felt his fingers tighten as he recognized the bauble I’d recently received from Rafe and Meg. Oh, he recognized the ring all right, more the shame to him.


When Rafe had first arrived on our shores these several weeks past, the Spanish spy had carried with him a ring that his mother had retained as a “souvenir” of her own visit to the English court during the reign of old King Henry. Of course, the King hadn’t been old then, and neither had Rafe’s mother . . . nor my father. The nature of the “friendship” between Rafe’s mother and my father was not something I wanted to dwell upon, but thank heavens both Rafe and I had already been born by then. I could barely tolerate the arrogant young man as Meg’s suitor; I could not have stomached him as a half brother. Still, now I had another family heirloom back, a precious treasure reclaimed. And from the guilt-ridden look on his face, Father clearly knew I had discerned yet one more of his secrets.


Vindication swept through me like a cleansing fire. Look hard and long, you skirt-chasing ballywag. I was the one taking care of the family.


Father blinked and stared, like a bear stumbling out of his winter slumber. “But where . . . How . . .” He bristled at me. “Where in the bloody hell did you get—”


“The music is beginning!” Anna’s quick cry mobilized us, and she rushed into position behind Sophia, even as Jane and Meg hurried into place as well, both of them favoring me with knowing glances. What was going on with them? What had they seen?


There was no time, however, and we moved forward into the multicolored radiance of Saint George’s Chapel, the entire hall lit up with light pouring through the stained-glass windows, as if God himself were adding his illumination to my day.


I stepped into the long aisle and held my head high. It was total perfection, and all according to a plan I’d labored to bring to light for the past ten years. Finally I would be married. Finally I would be respected. Finally I would be . . .


Safe.


We moved forward with the elegance due our rank and station in the Queen’s court, and I craned my neck this way and that, taking in the congregation that had filled Saint George’s to bursting. My gaze moved along one thick knot of admirers and over to another—many of them relatives of mine or my lord’s, but some who were nobles, even courtiers from other lands. There were Cecil and Walsingham, stiff in their proper garments. There was Rafe de Martine and the grinning band of Spaniards. There was even Lord Brighton, Sophia’s intended, who stood a bit nervously next to a serenely lovely woman.


And all of them were looking at me.


I nodded graciously in the midst of their open stares and bright eyes. I felt beautiful, suddenly, with my pink-gold dress, my blond hair piled up in an impossibly ornate coiffure pinned with pink roses and bits of white lace, my eyes and mouth touched delicately with careful paints. Within my chest my heart swelled until it seemed almost twice its proper size, the smile on my face now completely unabashed. I was getting married!


The whole of the court seemed to beam back at me, sharing in my joy. I glanced past a particularly gorgeous nobleman I didn’t recognize, in a blue silk doublet and a short cape. Despite myself I hesitated, favoring him with a nod even as my heart fluttered a bit in my breast at the roguish glint in his eye.


That glint seemed vaguely familiar, but surely I would have remembered this young man. He was tall and fierce, with the kind of arrogance that would make him a liability in any court, particularly ours. Had the Queen invited him? Elizabeth was always looking for ways to surround herself with new men. I shook myself, realizing I was staring, but I couldn’t quite tear my eyes away. Nerves, I decided.


Then the young man grinned back at me, his gaze dropping quite obviously to fix on the moderately deep V of my wedding gown as it plunged between my breasts. I knew that look. I knew that leer.


And I almost stumbled in my stride.


I wrenched my gaze away, grateful now for the near murderous grip my father had on my arm as I strode ahead, poleaxed.


This was what Meg and Jane had been grinning about, and why they’d been so eager to escort my mother into the chapel. This was what Anna and Sophia had known but had dared not tell me. This!


Alasdair MacLeod was at my wedding!


The boorish Scot had trampled into the refined English court not four weeks past, part of a grand onslaught of foreigners who’d come to pay court to the Queen. He’d seemed instantly out of place to me, for all his apparent high standing within the Scottish delegation, a bull among chickens—all brawny shoulders and roguish leers and rough manners and knowing grins. The Queen, with her usual perverse pettiness, had assigned me to fawn over Alasdair, of course, to see what secrets I might find out about his true intentions toward the English. As a result I’d been forced to dance with the hulking brute on far too many occasions, and he’d taken every opportunity to embarrass me, press me, hold me too close. The worst had been during a late summer wedding I’d been forced to attend with the oaf, wherein the Clod MacLeod had put both hands around my waist and drawn in a breath so deep it seemed as if he’d sought to distill my own essence within himself. Thank God he’d never tried to kiss me.


Still, had he tried, it would have been entertaining for me to disable him. I had my choice of methods too, one of a half dozen favorites I’d honed during my schooling as a spy. Each more painful than the previous.


There were some benefits to being a Maid of Honor, after all.


Still, whyever is he here? Weddings of commoners were open to all, true enough. But I was not a commoner.


And he had not been invited.


I stared ahead stonily, feeling the cur’s eyes scorch through my gown as I walked sedately toward my future husband, Lord Cavanaugh. My future respected, respectable, and very respectful husband.


The young Scotsman may have been heir to some hulking rock of a castle in the middle of the northern sea, but he was nothing next to Lord Cavanaugh. And he had no business being here. Especially . . . especially looking the way he did now.


This Alasdair had been bathed and shaven smooth, his thick beard now gone; his wild, unruly mane now trimmed and luxuriously thick, its dark blond curls draped carelessly over his sun-warmed face and fierce blue eyes. This Alasdair must have stolen his clothes, so fine were they, the blue and gold doublet undone just enough to show a snowy white tunic beneath, and the slightest glimpse of his broad, firm, powerful chest—


“Beatrice, you’re wounding me.”


I blinked up at my father’s words, and saw him now looking at me with genuine concern, all the anger that had lit his aristocratic features gone. We were at the front of the chapel. The minister was there and Lord Cavanaugh was there, looking handsome and perfect and holding my entire future in his hands. He was everything I wanted and needed, and as if in recognition of that fact, the chapel was finally quieting to allow the solemnity of our service to take place.


I smiled, my heart no longer bursting with joy as much as whirling in utter confusion, but I forced my expression into one of absolute bliss that I hoped would carry the day. My father seemed satisfied, and patted my hand before turning me forward.


To my right, Lord Cavanaugh eyed me with approval.


In front of me the minister lifted The Book of Common Prayer.


And behind me, somewhere in the knot of courtiers and noblemen, aunts and cousins, and neighbors and enemies and friends—stood Alasdair MacLeod.


I straightened my back and drew a deep breath, gratified at Lord Cavanaugh’s soft exhalation. He was staring at me now, taking in every detail of my gown. Good.


Alasdair MacLeod could go hang himself.


The minister began to speak, and I heard his words as if from far away. “. . . for their mutual joy; for the help and comfort given one another in prosperity and adversity; and, when it is God’s will, for the procreation of children and their nurture . . .” I frowned, instantly recalling Sophia’s concerns. Would Lord Cavanaugh and I not have children? There must be a male heir, eventually. There had to be. I had only to look back at Queen Elizabeth’s own long and troubled history to explain why. How many lives had been changed irreparably, in houses grand and small, all for the want of a son?


A bit of murmuring struck up in the back of the chapel, but my eyes were trained on the minister, and on the play of light shining down from the stained-glass windows, rendering him into soft reds and greens and blues. He looked like something out of a dream landscape, holy and inviolate, and I finally began to relax.


“Into this holy union Lady Beatrice Elizabeth Catherine Knowles and Lord Percival Andrew William Cavanaugh now come to be joined. . . .”


Behind me the whispering grew louder, and even the minister looked up, his face flickering with shock. I stared at him as he kept speaking, my stomach slewing sideways as Lord Cavanaugh turned with a gasp that had nothing to do with my neckline and everything to do with what he saw coming up behind us, as relentless as a winter storm.


And still the minister pressed on, as if he could no more stop the sacred words than he could stop his own breath. “If any of you can show just cause why they may not lawfully be married,” he cried out, his voice sounding almost desperate to my ears, “speak now; or else for ever hold your peace!”


A moment of deafening silence passed, and then another, and the clutch of terror in my throat was only just coming undone when the sudden sharp, imperious crash of a staff striking the floor nearly turned my knees to water.


“This wedding shall not go forward!” came the voice, as loud, proud, and mighty as the wrath of God, and every bit as damning.


It was the Queen.





CHAPTER TWO
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I kept my eyes forward for just a bare moment more. I focused on the minister, whose mouth was still moving, though no words issued forth. The sweat on his balding head was gleaming in the candlelight, and he looked stricken, his anguished eyes going first to the Queen and then to me.


And that was why I needed the moment desperately. I could never show weakness in court, especially not to the Queen. Especially not when she had just stretched out her long, bejeweled fingers and crushed with a sharp, triumphant squeeze the only thing I’d ever wanted in this life. I felt the tears rise up within me, an implacable tide, and I steeled myself against them.


It was my fault for holding on to this hope so tightly, I knew. For thinking I could keep it precious and safe from the one woman who would delight in ruining even the joy that she had so pompously delivered into my hand.


I would not show weakness.


I turned then, finally, my blue eyes still serene, my blond hair still perfect, my skin still porcelain fair, the soft folds of my petal-pink gown showing all the world that I was a true flower of England. I lifted my gaze to meet the Queen’s down the long church aisle, not missing the high color that slashed our monarch’s cheekbones or the fevered glint in her eye. The expression I’d plastered on my face was cool and beneficent, but Elizabeth was not so cunning. She could not hide the smug twist to her lips.


She was majestic and regal, and she would be obeyed. Even in—especially in—God’s own house.


In one small corner of my mind, the only place not suffused with bitterness, I had to grant the woman this: It truly was a grand play she had devised. What faster way to get the whole of the court wagging its tongues on the one subject she favored most—herself? Even now fans and hands were raised in apparent shock to many mouths. The better for the courtiers to speak in low tones among themselves, of course.


I sank into a deep curtsy, remaining just a heartbeat longer than propriety dictated. Whether those who watched raptly read service or defiance into that heartbeat, I did not care. It turned the tide of attention ever so slightly back to me. I might not have ruled the land, but I would rule this mob . . . and unlike with the Queen, it would not be because they owed me their fealty.


I rose and spoke over the whispers that slithered through the gathered crowd. “How may I serve you, Your Grace?” I asked, pitching my voice loud enough to be heard at the back of the hall.


The Queen drew herself up sharply, astute enough to sense the shifting focus of the congregation, though I had done her no overt insult.


“It is unseemly for this wedding to proceed with such haste in the middle of the royal celebrations,” she pronounced, her hauteur firmly in place. “I am fatigued by the distraction and require you to attend me during these most auspicious events.”


“Of course, Your Grace,” I said promptly. My voice was as smooth as the silk with which I wanted to strangle her. She was the one who had given permission for the wedding to move forward, and she was the one who’d set the timing—after her first grand ball but before the revels that followed. The “auspicious events” she referenced were her interminable and ongoing birthday celebrations. The woman was only twenty-five years old! To think the Crown would be financing these celebrations for her entire reign. . . . England would be bankrupt before the harpy showed her first grey hair.


I said none of these things, of course. Instead I turned and curtsied to a shocked and wild-eyed Lord Cavanaugh, inclining my head to him as if we’d just completed a country dance. He barely returned my bow, so suffused with emotion was he, his lips thin, his face white, and his eyes filled with fire. If anything, his outrage made him even more handsome to me. So he loves me this much, then! It was a blessing and a marvel.


I turned away and walked down the long aisle, my shoulders straight, my head high. The Queen, well in advance of me, spun officiously and banged her ceremonial staff hard upon the chapel floor again, effectively stifling any further discussion.


But she couldn’t stop the shock and dismay that colored the features of the members of court, nor the shrewd-eyed calculation among the most seasoned of them. And she certainly couldn’t stop the pity.


I had sworn long ago that I would never be the object of that hateful sentiment, and anger and bile roiled within me. It was all I could do not to scream.


Then we gained the doorway, and someone did catch my eye just as I swept out of the chapel. A young man, broad-shouldered and long-limbed, his face alight with interest, stared at me unabashedly while everyone else in the room had the grace or wits to look away. Alasdair MacLeod would no doubt be laughing deep into his miserable Scottish ale after this debacle.


Well, he could go to the devil. They all could.


I exited the chapel and found myself surrounded by a gaggle of the Queen’s ladies-in-waiting. We marched behind Her Royal Insufferableness as if we had been summoned to her presence to discuss the latest dance steps out of France, but I was not fooled by Elizabeth’s carefree manner. Not when she started laughing again with her advisors, and not when she consulted with a bevy of servants to bring us refreshments. Instead I nodded serenely at the other ladies’ exclamations of how lucky I was to enjoy a precious few more weeks in Elizabeth’s court as an unmarried woman. I watched. And I waited.


“Lady Beatrice Knowles!” As if on cue, Gloriana’s broad tones rang out over the space. She did so love to hear herself shout.


I turned immediately and curtsied to her, every inch the dutiful maid. “Your Grace?” I offered, in the excessively respectful tone I’d learned to affect in her presence.


“Attend me.” She glided into her Privy Chamber, and I followed, not at all surprised to see Cecil and Walsingham joining us, shutting the doors quietly to cut off the clutch of curious-eyed females we’d left behind.


The moment we were alone in the Privy Chamber, the Queen’s manner changed.


We had no need of disguises anymore. To all the court, I was with the Queen and her maids and ladies. To all the maids and ladies, the Queen was calling me in for a conciliatory chat. Elizabeth and I both knew better, however.


The Queen was my enemy.


She would always be my enemy.


I suppose we could be nothing else to each other.


When Elizabeth had come to power last fall upon the death of her sister, Mary Tudor, she had set immediately upon the idea that she would have a group of young women around her—unmarried, of course, that their loyalties be fixed solely on her; and young, that they might be overlooked more easily, or considered stupid.


She’d immediately named two girls to join this special corps of Maids of Honor: Marie Claire and me. Marie Claire had been the darling of court, a laughing, haughty flirt who’d been as adept as Meg at thieving, and far more knowledgeable than Meg about the ways of the nobility. But Marie had grown too careless, and she’d died because of it, in early spring. By then we’d added three other maids to our number—brilliant Anna, moody Sophia, and murderous Jane. And then there was me, the Maid of hidden truths.


Secrets were my treasure—and had been since I’d been very young, a bright, pretty girl of noble blood shipped off by my father to serve as an elevated companion to young women in other royal houses. Whether he’d done this to protect me from the darkness of my own home or simply because he hadn’t been able to stand the sight of me, I never knew. But the result was the same. In my half servant, half elite role, I’d quickly realized that knowledge was power. In no time at all I’d developed a mental ledger of information on every noble I’d met . . . dozens of them; hundreds, even.


I’d learned a great deal in those great houses. And in one of those houses, I’d met Elizabeth.


And oh, to her everlasting horror, what I’d learned about her.


She’d been only fourteen when I had met her at Sudeley Castle, and I a mere seven years of age. Elizabeth had lived with the King’s new widow, Katherine Parr, and the woman’s even newer husband, Thomas Seymour. Even at that tender age, the princess had been vain and self-serving, prideful and reckless. I’d been assigned as her child-companion, a fetching girl she liked to keep around as a sort of exalted slave.


However, all was not as it should have been in that household. Thomas Seymour had been a scoundrel and a schemer, and he’d liked the young Elizabeth far too much. She’d thought it was her beauty that entranced him; I thought otherwise. But either way, the scandal that erupted in Elizabeth’s young world nearly destroyed the princess when the details later came to light.


Who had been there to see it all happen? I had. Who had helped save Elizabeth’s misbegotten skin when the questioners had come? I had. She’d defended herself brilliantly . . . and I had defended her as well.


But there was the truth Elizabeth had told her questioners, and then there was the truth we alone both knew. She could never forgive me for knowing her secrets, nor ever overtly destroy me. For I was no fool. Even at a young age, I’d ensured that my secrets were not solely locked in my own head. And Elizabeth had no way of knowing what information might come out, were I to meet a bad end.


But that didn’t mean she had to treat me with kindness. She’d raised me to the highest position at her court that I could attain, true. And she made me pay for it daily.


So now we were squaring off yet again under the watchful and almost reproachful eyes of her advisors. The conservative, tight-lipped Sir William Cecil was the titular head of our small select group of spies, but the darker, more audacious Sir Francis Walsingham, the Queen’s spymaster, was never far from our midst. I suspected Sir Francis and Sir William rather hated our corps of maids, and we certainly held no affection for them. However, our group had not been assembled by them but by the Queen. And in this (as in many things), she brooked no opposition.


“You may approach!” At the Queen’s haughty command, I swept forward and dropped into a low curtsy, straightening only after she bade me rise. I’d learned to time my responses to a fine art, but I didn’t play such games when I was alone with the Queen. No need to stoke the fire that was always banked low, waiting to flare to life.


Now Elizabeth looked at me, assessing, clearly trying to decide between the roles of benevolent dictator and horrible shrew. I could almost see when she landed just to the side of benevolence, and I let out the tiniest of sighs. She was still my Queen, and I was her pawn. As much as it grated, I dared not ever forget that.


“We are most distressed to command you to put off your wedded state, Beatrice, but the demands of the Crown know no season,” she said, her words almost pious. It was all I could do not to throw up.


“Of course, Your Grace,” I said, keeping my voice even. “How may I serve you?”


“Your betrothed, Lord Cavanaugh, will doubtless be . . . sorely distressed at the postponement of your wedding night.” Elizabeth went on as if I hadn’t spoken, and I stifled a groan. Apparently the Queen wasn’t quite ready to let my humiliation pass. “True enow, he is a well-regarded courtier, his family without compare. But he is still a man, and as such ever sensitive to the comments and knowing glances of the court around him. You must endeavor to set his mind at ease, to let him know that naught is amiss with your love of him.”


I nodded, forcing myself not to furrow a brow at the woman. What did she mean, my love? I was not the one who’d delayed the wedding.


“There is also the matter of his manly . . . requirements,” Elizabeth went on. And now I did furrow my brow. This area in particular was none of her concern. “You know I absolutely forbid any interaction between my maids and the men of the court,” she said sternly. She looked at me as if awaiting a response.


“Of course not, Your Grace. Your court is devoted to reflecting your virtue.” I framed my words with a completely guileless tone, not missing her sharp look. Elizabeth’s court was a debauch, make no mistake. My fellow Maids of Honor and I were chaste, but that happy state did not fully extend to her entire retinue of maids and ladies-in-waiting. Still, one thing was certain: If Elizabeth caught out an indiscretion among any of her court, her wrath was swift and sure. Ladies were sent packing home, and gentlemen fell out of her favor, or were married off to the first plain-faced, simpering fool the Queen could find.


“Then you will note that I will not make an exception in your case,” the Queen continued repressively. “You are not yet married to Lord Cavanaugh, and you will conduct yourself in his presence with the ultimate care of a chaste and godly maiden. Do I make myself clear?”


“Completely,” I said, the word just shy of a snap. Beside me Cecil and Walsingham stirred restlessly, but the Queen did not seem to notice.


“Good.” She nodded, a small smile playing around her lips. Instantly I tensed. I’d thought with these intrusive comments on my personal life, she’d finished with the worst part of this conversation. But I knew that smile. The Queen was a conniving witch when she wanted to be, and her aspect of delicious anticipation never boded well.


I did not have to wait long to know what amused her so.


“I have a new assignment for you, as it happens. One which, I’m sure you’ll see, requires you to be unmarried, undistracted, and in full command of your . . . charms. In this assignment, should you have a need to appear less than chaste, well—I would be more lenient.”


I could not avoid the flaring of my eyes. “An assignment?” I managed. The Queen noted my confusion and took ultimate delight in it, her eyes going even brighter.


“Yes,” she said triumphantly. “We are given to understand that the Scottish rebellion continues to gain ground against the hated French, and that outright conflict is not long off. And here, in our very midst, we have more than a dozen Scotsmen milling about. They beg for my intercession, but can I truly trust them? Their country is so steeped in Catholicism, how can I truly know their loyalties to a Protestant Queen?”


I frowned at her. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but the members of the Scottish delegation have already pledged their allegiance to you in bold and overlong manner.” To a man the Scots had been loud in their praise of the new English Queen. “They could hardly do otherwise if they wanted to gain your assistance, and they clearly want the French at their threshold even less than you do. I cannot see how they would be false in this.”


“Talk is meaningless with so much at stake. I would know their hearts.” The Queen was serious, I realized. She did want to know more about the Scots. I supposed it made sense, though I would rather not have been the one thrown at the delegation to learn their secrets. Still, I could be accommodating.


“Very well, Your Grace,” I said. “I am happy to associate more closely with the delegation—”


“No.” And now Elizabeth’s edge of malice returned, all the more alarming for its swiftness. “It is not the delegation as a whole that concerns me but one member in particular of their group. There is just something about him that I find . . . intriguing.”


“One member—” I frowned at her, bemused, and then the reality of what she was asking smote me so hard in the face that even I lost my composure. “Oh, Your Grace, you cannot mean it!”


“And yet I do.” She trilled off the words, exultant that she had made me flinch. “You will attach yourself quite completely to the young Alasdair MacLeod, draw him out in that way I have seen you draw out men of the court since you were barely seven years old, and gain the secrets of his holding and his people. MacLeod plays to our perceptions that he is an inconsequential part of that rabble, but the others clearly look to him for guidance. We can use that to our advantage.”


“But—” I swallowed my own words. MacLeod did have the ear of his men, but of course he would. He was the biggest. And the loudest. That did not mean he was the smartest.


“I wish to know what confidences his men are sharing with him,” Elizabeth continued. “I wish to know how much truth there is in the Scots’ assurances of fidelity to the English cause.”


I gave a pointed glare at Walsingham, who surely had better men than me to carry out this simple task of spying. “But why do I—”


“Because he fancies you, you stupid girl!” The Queen’s words struck out, as sharp as knives in the quiet room. I took a step back at her sudden, vicious anger. “Do you think me blind? He watches you whenever you enter a room and takes note of when you leave it. If I’m going to have a tool fashioned so prettily for my use, do you not imagine that I would wield it ever and always when I have need? Fie, the work should be easy enough for one such as you. Simper and pout and distract the boy, and learn what there is to be learned.” The Queen lifted her chin, curling her lip disdainfully. “This conversation bores me. You may go. But I will expect your report within the fortnight, on the truth of Alasdair MacLeod.”


“Your Grace.” I sank down into a curtsy, then rose again, backing away as protocol dictated. My face was flaming with outrage and embarrassment.


I was supposed to get married today! Not be set upon a thick-witted boor like some common street trollop, to bat my eyes and coo in his ear, all for secrets he probably didn’t even possess. I was a noblewoman; I should be respected! Everything I’d done up till then had been leading to one end, and yet the Queen, with a snap of her fingers, was setting me back days—probably weeks! It was not to be borne!


Fury dogged my heels as I finally turned, gathering my composure before I strolled out into the Presence Chamber once more.


I would spy on the accursed Alasdair MacLeod, and I would get the Queen the information she was so determined to acquire. But she would not defeat me.


She would never defeat me.


I was still steaming when I cleared the outer chamber, but I’d gone not three steps more when a hand reached out from one of the antechambers—and I was whisked into a completely undesired embrace.





CHAPTER THREE
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“F-Father!” I spluttered, peeling away from him. He already smelled like the spiced ale of my wedding banquet, but I supposed he’d paid for it, so he might as well drink it. “What are you—”


“Beatrice, ol’ girl, that Queen of yours is a royal bi—”


“Hush!” I said hurriedly. Cecil and Walsingham may not have been hard on my heels, but the very walls had ears in Windsor Castle. “What is it you want? Why are you here?”


“He wants an explanation,” came the cultured voice, as sharp as a slap. “As do I.”


I felt my heart turn to stone. Now more than ever I had to play Lord Cavanaugh expertly. He was a proud man, as rich men often are. And he remained an exceptional match, despite the ruination of our wedding day—tall and slender and elegantly turned, his coolly patrician features a perfect counterpoint to my own soft beauty and feminine charms.


My feminine charms. My stomach almost turned at the phrase. The one thing that had ever gotten me out of the scrapes of my family had now sorely landed me in the center of a thicket. But there was no time for thinking on that now. Lord Cavanaugh had to be assured of my love, my devotion, my fidelity. Starting immediately.


“Dearest!” I beamed, turning to him with a delight that was no less heartfelt for all that it was feigned. “How kind of you to come to me, when you must be sorely put out at this morning’s delay. You handled the Queen’s command with such grace and dignity as I have never seen. She commented on it herself.”


“Well, I certainly—” Lord Cavanaugh’s pompous outrage was effectively blunted with that salvo. “She did?” he asked, after a pause. “What did she say?”


I smiled with genuine affection. I truly appreciated this man, perhaps most of all because he was so easy to redirect. “She said you were gallant and proud, and that I should hasten to assure you to not worry overmuch about the capriciousness of your Queen. She will get you your bride in good order, once our royal birthday revels are at an end.” I blushed credibly, even in the low light of that inner room. “She was afraid I would be too blind-eyed with love were we to be married, as to be completely of no use to her.”


Cavanaugh’s eyes were on me again, but I felt uncomfortable beneath his gaze, as though he were inspecting a prize goat. I pushed the thought from my mind. “Hmmm,” he mused. “I suppose the wait could be turned to my advantage. . . .”


“An’ how long was she thinking, Beatrice?” my father cut in, ruining—well, ruining nothing at all, in truth. The moment I’d just shared with Cavanaugh had not been precisely the coming together of tearful all-but-wed sweethearts after their most cherished love had been torn asunder. It had been more like—merchants coming to terms. Still, I had to be reasonable about this. Marriage was a contract first. I was blessed that Cavanaugh loved me, but that of course could not be his primary concern at all times. “Will it be a month or a year?”


“Well, surely not a year, Father—”


“A year would entirely be outside of too much!” Lord Cavanaugh blurted, but when I favored him with an appreciative glance, he was not looking at me but at my father. “We had an agreement, Knowles, as well you know. The marriage contract did not assume—”


“The marriage contract didn’t have a date attached to it either, Cavanaugh,” my father snapped back. “You’ll get your dowry and to spare when Beatrice is your legal wife, and not before.”


Dowry? I barely forestalled a gape at my father. What nonsense was this? My family had barely two shillings to rub together once our court allotment was factored in. Our manor house, Marion Hall, was a falling-down heap in the middle of a vast and unruly estate. Only God knew what was happening there now, with both of my parents here at court and our extended raft of foundlings and foster children left to wander its grounds. “Now, well and truly,” I said in my most conciliatory voice. “There is no need to argue. I will be free to wed no later than—”


“Am I supposed to simper and dance attendance, then, a half-married man?” Cavanaugh proclaimed, as if he’d just now thought of this, a new outrage. “She cannot expect me to—”


“You have a problem with paying attention to my daughter?” My father cut him off coldly. “Is it too much to ask you to accept the role of a married man?”


What? No! I put my hands on both their arms, all soothing grace and comfort. “Indeed, I know you both must be sorely disappointed not to complete this, ah, most felicitous of transactions, but I can assure you—”


“What is it you are implying?” growled Cavanaugh to my father. “You cannot tell me that you, of all people, expect me to change my life over the simple eventuality of becoming married.”


“We had an agreement, and agreements must be honored,” my father said, his voice dripping equal parts syrup and lye.


“Gentlemen!” I cried out, desperate to break through their conversation, even as my head began to whirl. “What is all this talk of contracts and terms? Lord Cavanaugh and I were just interrupted in the most sacred of events, and he is understandably hurt. As am I!”


“Of course you are,” Cavanaugh said, as if such hurt were only my due. Just as I felt my own embarrassment prick, however, he turned to me. He lifted my hand, his eyes going soft and gentle as he brushed my knuckles with his thin, aristocratic lips.


“You are a prize of the court, my lady,” he murmured. “And I will be delighted to stand up with you in a month’s time.”


Then he dropped my hand with an almost unseemly haste, and leveled a look at my father. “No longer, I suspect.”


“I rather suspect not,” my father agreed.


Lord Cavanaugh glanced again to me. “Until such time as that, however, we have no need to consort with each other as betrotheds. You can tell the Queen whatever is the most expedient. That I do not trust myself near you, that I am swept away by your charms. But I shall not be made to dance for Her Majesty in hopes that she may hasten to grant me that which is already mine by contract and decree.”


I stood there, stunned, then startled myself back into the moment with all the composure and grace I had left, which was precious little at that point. “I thank you for the compliment, my lord Cavanaugh,” I managed. “I am sure I will come up with a suitable explanation for Her Grace. Do not trouble yourself at all on my account.”


“It is no trouble at all.” He glanced again my way. “You will be mine by month’s end, and we can depart this court for my home. You will be comfortable there.”


“Of course,” I replied, though in truth his words struck fear straight to my core. I had just assumed we would remain near the Queen and the other maids until such time as Her Grace tired of needing spies. I’d imagined I would be put up in some fine apartment, perhaps one of the small homes in Dean’s Cloister, but still be close enough to keep my pulse on the court and its ever-changing politics. The idea of immediately going to Cavanaugh’s estate at the back edge of beyond had never even occurred to me.


“Just plan on doing your part, and you’ll get your just rewards, Cavanaugh,” my father said, with his calculated callousness that never failed to grate on my nerves. He exchanged bows with Cavanaugh, but lingered long enough after my good lord left to see the fury seethe unchecked across my face.


“Oh, now that’s the Beatrice I’ve come to know and love—”


“How dare you!” I hissed. My father, to his credit, backed up a hasty step. “How dare you take what was already a ruined day and make it even worse!”


“Beatrice!” He seemed genuinely shocked, but I did not have time for his silver-tongued apologies.


“Is that all I am to you, still?” I demanded. “A tool to do your bidding—a negotiating ploy?” I lifted my hand to forestall his denials. “I must report to my quarters, on order of the Queen. Enjoy the rest of the wedding ale, and try to find Mother before she falls off a castle wall.”


And with that, I was off.


But as I rushed with officious dignity through the halls of Windsor, the cord of uneasiness that had begun curling within me during my own wedding twisted yet further, until I was choking with doubt and confusion. How would I regain my position with Cavanaugh when I would have to be throwing myself at Alasdair at every turn?


And what did my father mean by Cavanaugh doing his part? In my distraction and dismay, what had I missed?





CHAPTER FOUR
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I didn’t know whether to rip my hair out or scream with frustration. Of course, I could do neither. The first was unsightly and the second unseemly. And if the walls of Windsor had ears, well, of course they had eyes as well. I would never—ever—allow my composure to be shattered on so public a stage. Deliberately I slowed my steps, smoothed my gown, schooled my expression, and remembered what was important.


Cavanaugh loved me. He’d pledged his hand, his heart, and his future to me. And in hopefully one month’s time he would be my husband. Until then I simply . . . needed to pay court to another man under his very nose.


What could be easier?


By the time I rounded the corner into the maids’ quarters, I’d almost managed to square myself with the idea. Such were the games at Windsor, and who knows? Perhaps I could even turn—


“Beatrice!” Sophia’s lilting cry shocked me out of my reverie, and I was smote with a whirl of flying silks topped by a mop of ink-dark hair. Sophia threw her arms around me like she hadn’t seen me in weeks, and there were actual tears staining her face. What on earth?


“Beatrice, I’d no idea she would go so far or be so cruel. I’d feared there would be a disruption, verily I did, but I can never know exactly how such things will manifest, and I thought it could just as likely be a spurned suitor or a heartsick—”


“Sophia!” I shouted into the barrage of words, not unkindly, but in truth enough was enough. My tone was sufficient to stem the tide, but Sophia hiccuped, hugging herself.


I took the moment to glance at the other Maids of Honor, ranged as they were around the room. They all looked positively morose, which meant yet more work for me. “I’m well, truly I am,” I said, raising a hand as Sophia stumbled back, staring at me like she was the most wretched of souls. “It is not as bad as all that.” It is far worse. “The Queen has need of me to spy for her, and so spy I will.” On an accursed Scotsman who stinks of sweat and leather and ale. “She’s postponed my marriage, and I have already discussed the matter with both my father and Lord Cavanaugh.” And I will turn it to my advantage. Somehow.


I switched my gaze back to Sophia. “Your visions were not so terribly far off, you see? You worried I would not have children with Lord Cavanaugh, and in point of fact, I cannot help avoiding the state of motherhood while I remain unmarried to him. So all is well.” I gave her what I hoped was an encouraging smile. “Your gift is closer than you think.”


“I just do everything wrong!” she blurted, so startling me with her anguish that I forgot myself and opened my arms to her as if she were one of the foundling children at Marion Hall. I gathered her slight frame close for a soothing hug.


“Oh, Sophia, not at all,” I said, willing her quaking to cease. “You are doing the best that you—”


“No, I’m not.” Sophia straightened away from me, scrubbing at her face, the action merely serving to brighten her cheeks in lovely counterpart to her huge violet eyes. “I know too much and too little. I hear too clearly and not clearly enough. I see what isn’t there, what might be, and what may never be. I’m useless.”


I bit my lip and exchanged a long look with Anna, as Jane and Meg suddenly seemed endlessly fascinated with their own hands. Sophia was a riddle, there was no denying it. But she was far more powerful than even she realized.


I’d been in my position as a Maid of Honor a scant month when John Dee had come calling to Elizabeth’s chambers, with his arms full of charts and his words full of portents. As the new young Queen’s official astrologer, Dee had become a constant guest in the waning days of 1558. Together he and Elizabeth had puzzled out when the Queen’s coronation should be held, when every important meeting should be scheduled, who should be added to her list of confidantes and who should be turned away.


He’d brought his young ward, Sophia, with him after the third visit, and Elizabeth had quickly become fascinated with the girl. I’d been more wary, not that the Queen paid me any mind. Still, Dee had seemed too careful, too skittish around the quiet girl, too unsure of her even as he’d doted on her, too watchful and eager.


It hadn’t taken long for the Queen to realize that Dee thought the girl possessed a budding psychic gift, that he’d waited long years for that gift to manifest, and that—finally!—he thought the time was nearing for it to arrive.


After that the good astrologer hadn’t stood a chance.


Dee had found himself being “honored” by having his own niece swept away from him and taken into the Queen’s care, with vague assurances of access to her that never quite materialized. Then Lord Brighton had shown up, and all too quickly Sophia’s betrothal had been announced—with no apparent word from Dee on the subject. The astrologer barely darkened our doors after that, preferring to stay cooped up in his library at Mortlake, a western district of London that was a good hour’s ride from Windsor Castle.


It appeared all the same to Sophia. She swooned at least three times a week to avoid confrontation, she suffered from terrible headaches, and she was as pale and trembling as a newborn lamb. Her greatest fear appeared to be of her own betrothed. And truth be told, for all his generosity, Lord Theoditus Brighton was about two decades too old to be considered a decent choice for the girl. Sophia was only now nearing her sixteenth birthday!


I frowned, a new thought striking me. What would the Queen do with not just one of her Maids of Honor being married (myself) but two? How would she shore up the corps of spies she herself had created? Had she even given the matter thought?


Knowing Elizabeth, she had. Her Maids of Honor were important to her. We were governed by Cecil and Walsingham in our day-to-day spying activities, but in the end we were the Queen’s women.


“Sophia,” I said gently now, returning to our less than easy conversation. “Have you learned something to make you particularly afraid?”


“Ah. Well, then, yes,” Meg interrupted. I shot her an annoyed glare. I was speaking here!


But Meg and Jane were looking at each other fiercely, and I straightened to take their measure. “I think,” Meg said carefully. “I think it’s time that we share some news of our own.”


I narrowed my eyes. If one of them had become betrothed without my knowing it, I truly would lose my temper. There were certain things that were not to be borne, and the marriage of a common thief or a deadly assassin before mine was one of them. “What sort of news?”


Sophia had turned as well, her eyes impossibly wide now. Jane just grinned, leaning up against the wall. “One less secret to keep,” she acknowledged, and Meg gave a short laugh.


“Should I give them the long version or the shorter one?” Meg asked.


“I think you’ve already strayed into the long version,” I said, folding my arms. “Does this news have a beginning point? Or should we just start guessing?”


“Briefly, then; briefly,” Meg mused, looking up at the ceiling. I knew she was doing it just to bait me, and I was all the more irritated that it was working. I seethed quietly, about to burst, when she finally began speaking.


“In the hunt for the killer of Marie Claire last month, Jane and I stumbled on secret passages cut into the very walls of Windsor,” she said. “Quite by chance, I assure you.”


“Quite,” agreed Jane, with the slightest twist of her lips.


“But something found cannot be unfound, and so of course, we began mapping the passageways below the castle.”


“Are we drawing near a point sometime soon?” I asked. “What is this great discovery you are dying to share?”


“I’m getting to it, I’m getting to it!” Meg grinned at me. “In our searching we encountered a section that stretches all the way down to the Lower Ward, into the areas behind the Cloisters.”


Beside me Sophia gave a little gasp, and even Anna was leaning forward now. I’d known about the passageways—well, some of them—for many years. But before Jane and Meg had begun their mapping, even I had had no idea of the labyrinth of corridors that had been cut beneath Windsor. You could spend days trying to find their ends, as Jane and Meg certainly had. But this was the first they’d spoken of what they’d found down there.


“Once we’d found our way behind the Cloisters,” Meg continued, “the passage allowed us access into the apartments. We were running late, and, again quite by chance, we stumbled into the living quarters of Lord Brighton.”
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