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            For my love, Daniel.
Thank you for everything you are and all that you bring to my life.

            
                

            

            For my queer Black girls,
may you find all the beauty you inherently possess and feel my love for every one of you within these pages.
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            Chapter One

            All the Devils Are Here

         

         Three months ago, the Pact protecting the mortal realm shattered. Ten days ago, assassins murdered its custodian, Benjamin Wick, in his cell in the Tower of London. Eight days ago, the Fae and their queen conquered Whitehall Palace as the children of the Orisha fled.

         Augustine Phillips shoved Joan through the magical doorway into Stratford-upon-Avon as fingers burst through his chest in a spray of blood that splattered across her skin.

         Seven days ago, Joan Sands decided she was done losing.

         ‘Close it,’ Phillips whispered, crimson dripping from his lips.

         Joan stood before the forge in her father’s workshop, their abandoned house creaking and groaning around her. Wind buffeted the front windows. They shook violently in their frames as January’s chill claimed the air inside. The hollow sounds thundered in the stark absence of the home’s inhabitants.

         Of her family. 2

         She shivered beneath her heavy wool cloak and rubbed at her icy nose. Her brother’s clothes offered less of a shield from the cold than her usual gowns, but she hadn’t borrowed them for comfort. Maybe the discomfort was payment for her deception.

         Joan could accept that, if this gambit succeeded. And it must succeed.

         Blood gushed down Phillips’ doublet as another set of fingers shoved through his chest.

         ‘Close the doorway,’ Joan rasped, her voice tight with tears. ‘Close it.’

         The old man seemed to smile before the hands impaling him rent his body in two. The bloody remains fell away to reveal Goodfellow, cold-eyed and covered in gore. They stared at Joan as the portal between London and Stratford-upon-Avon slammed closed between them.

         Bile rose in her throat as she swiped at the wetness splattered across her face. She looked down, expecting her palm to be smeared with blood again but found it clean, the phantom droplets nothing but a memory. She clenched her fist. That moment refused to leave her. The sudden spray of red, the horrific sound of rending flesh and bone, the sharp ache of betrayal.

         Bia’s warm metal pressed against the skin of her wrist, a stark contrast to the air around her. The shrunken sword hummed gently, offering comfort.

         Enough.

         Joan huffed out a breath and strode towards the cold forge, shifting her heavy cloak back over her shoulders. Her feet squelched over the spoilt rushes strewn across the floor, the damp stink of rot wafting up with each step. Shadows stretched long against the orange light of the setting sun as the few candles she’d lit made them twist and dance at the edges of her vision. The neglected hearth gaped like an open mouth. A breeze shot down the chimney, puffing old soot into Joan’s face. She sneezed and shivered again.3

         They’d only been gone a week, yet her family’s home felt foreign and hostile.

         Another injury she’d pay back to Titanea, perhaps soon. Joan had placed herself in the middle of the Fae’s territory, and their queen would take notice.

         She had to take notice, for the sake of the others. This audacious gamble would prove worthless otherwise, and the consequences of failure were unacceptable. She refused to lose anyone else.

         Joan grabbed the spade from the rack leaned against the stone base and raked it along the grate to sweep the old ashes away. Each loud scrape vibrated in her chest, drawing her back to the present. A fine dust kicked up into the air as she worked. It sparkled in the fading sunlight. She’d allowed the uncanny emptiness of her home and the seductive pull of painful memories to distract her, but this, this familiar, repetitive movement, this action, settled her mind.

         This felt right.

         She cleaned until she was satisfied, then hauled up an armful of wood in one scoop, the bulky weight nothing against her supernatural strength. She tossed the logs into the forge, and they clattered into a messy pile. The sound echoed around her, devouring the silence greedily. Joan threw one more in for good measure.

         At this moment, Joan’s mother and Master Shakespeare were with Master Burbage and Nick retrieving the families they’d been forced to leave behind after Titanea’s victory.

         This was why Joan snuck to London today. She’d draw Titanea to this house and distract her while the Burbages and Tooleys were rescued. She’d only have to evade Titanea until James revealed that Joan had come to London in his place and sent their mother to retrieve her.4

         The plan was far from perfect and quite dangerous, but Joan would do anything to cure Master Burbage of the melancholy that shrank his great presence and the misery that hung round Nick’s neck like a lodestone. Besides, she could handle the risk. As a child of Ogun, she was the only one who could know that her godfather was dead.

         Joan tried to swallow around the lump in her throat and turned back to lighting the forge. She snatched up the kindling, shoving it furiously into the gaps between the firewood. She flinched, hissing as the splinter buried itself beneath her skin. The tiny point of pain grounded her in the present. She wiped away the blood and let possibilities of the far future flow from her mind.

         Anger made her sloppy. She need only focus on lighting the fire and preparing for Titanea to find her here. Any other worries left her vulnerable.

         She lifted the flint and steel, tilted it at an angle and struck. The spark caught the kindling on the first hit. She leaned forwards, blowing gently against the tiny flame.

         ‘James?’

         Joan spun at the sound of her brother’s name, flicking Bia into her hand as it grew to its full size. A wide-eyed Henry stumbled backwards, his hands raised placatingly as he looked down at her blade. His light brown skin paled.

         ‘Joan? How did you …’ His gaze darted from her face to her sword, then back again. ‘Why are you …’

         She scowled at the older boy but didn’t lower Bia. ‘What are you doing here?’

         ‘What am I doing here? I’m your father’s apprentice.’ He gripped his curly black hair, his voice raising in pitch as he spoke. ‘Was I to ignore the 5fact that my master and his whole family had disappeared without a word? That the house and the shop and all our work had just been abandoned?’

         She took a deep breath and lowered her sword. She couldn’t blame Henry for his prying. Her father should have told him something instead of leaving behind an empty goldsmith’s shop and an apprentice with no direction.

         Henry ran his hands down his face and shook his head. ‘What happened at the palace, Joan? Why are you here dressed like your brother?’

         ‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Joan blurted. She discreetly touched her handkerchief, shifting it to secure the sword to her belt.

         No, Henry wasn’t wrong for coming to check on the Sands family, but it didn’t mean he could stay. It was far too dangerous for that.

         She grabbed the tall boy’s shoulders, turning him quickly and shoving him toward the door. She felt it then, the slightest shift in the air. Bia shook at her hip, the blade itching for a fight. Not that she’d needed the warning. She laid her hand over its hilt. The hair at the back of her neck lifted, drawing all of her attention to the space near the worktable to her right.

         She’s here, Ogun whispered the words inside her head as his burning energy filled her chest. Titanea had come.

         Henry glanced over his shoulder, his eyes widening.

         Joan nudged him forwards again, catching his gaze when he looked down at her. ‘Hide,’ she whispered, putting the urgency she wouldn’t let her body show into the word.

         He obeyed her terse command with an uncharacteristic quickness, and Joan watched him disappear behind the wall that separated the work area from the shop. The fire crackled in the forge, flames devouring the wood in snapping licks. Heat rolled against her back. She touched the 6handkerchief, letting Bia slip into her grip as the fabric went slack. A drip of sweat slid down her spine. Finally, Joan turned.

         The Fae queen sat atop the worktable; her legs delicately crossed one over the other. The growing flames cast a golden glow over the rich brown skin of her true form. She wore a crimson velvet doublet embroidered with swirling gold thread and a set of black hose and boots – King James’s clothes, Joan realised.

         The true king was safely in Stratford along with his courtier Philip Herbert, whisked there on the night of Titanea’s attack. That the Fae queen now wore his clothes meant that she’d likely abandoned her guise of Queen Anne for one with far more power. None of it boded well.

         Titanea stared at Joan, her gaze sharp and predatory.

         ‘You shouldn’t be here,’ she echoed, her tone mocking. She jerked her head towards Bia. ‘But since you are, give us the sword.’

         Joan subtly shifted her stance to balance her weight on her toes, ready to dodge or attack if Titanea so much as twitched. ‘No,’ she said defiantly.

         ‘You cannot defeat us here, dear Joan,’ Titanea cooed, wrapping Joan’s name in false affection. ‘But if you hand over that sword, you shall be greatly rewarded. Think carefully before you …’

         ‘No.’

         Rage burst across Titanea’s face before she wrestled her expression to calm benevolence. The table beneath her creaked as her hand clenched around it, the wood splintering under the force of her grip.

         Steady, Joan thought. She sent iron flowing down Bia’s blade.

         The wind kicked up, shrieking against the windows and rattling the glass. It echoed through the house, amplified by the empty rooms until it seemed to roar around them.7

         Titanea pushed herself to her feet, the quiet menace in her movements in stark contrast to her soft expression. ‘Give up the sword and forswear that spirit who drives you against us and you shall be protected from all that is to come.’ She smiled. ‘And there is much to come.’

         Something in the distance yowled, deep and primal. Joan felt panic surge within her. She clutched Bia tighter, her sweat-slick palm sliding against the grip as she shoved the feeling down fiercely.

         Titanea held out her hand, beckoning with her fingers.

         Joan didn’t move.

         ‘Hand over that damned sword!’ the Fae queen screamed. The house trembled with the force of her words. ‘We will not tell you again!’

         Joan glared back at her, ignoring the fine tremors shaking her hands as she steadied Bia. ‘I said no.’

         Titanea dove at her. Joan dodged, scrambling across the floor as the Fae queen soared past her. She surged to her feet and swiped at Titanea’s throat. Titanea shoved her arm away, jerking Joan backwards by the collar. Joan stumbled at the sudden shift in weight and tried to regain her footing. Titanea twisted the fabric, tightening it around Joan’s neck.. Joan gasped and thrust Bia under her arm in a desperate strike. Titanea hissed as the sword sliced across her skin. She threw Joan to the floor and danced out of the blade’s reach.

         Joan grunted as the back of her head cracked against the ground. Her vision went white but she scrambled to her feet. She had to keep moving or Titanea would …

         Titanea appeared in Joan’s face, snatching up both Joan’s wrists before she could react and wrapping her other hand around Joan’s throat. She squeezed.8

         ‘That offer wasn’t a lie, Joan, but you know that,’ she said softly. She stretched Joan’s arms so high her shoulders popped. ‘Our affection would’ve protected you had you been obedient.’ She glanced up to where Joan held Bia uselessly above them, and her lips twisted into a sneer. ‘You’re so much like her.’

         Do not speak of her! Ogun’s voice burst into Joan’s mind as she struggled to breathe, the Orisha’s anger burning fiercely in her chest.

         If she could hit Titanea with some iron, she might …

         Her head throbbed as her vision darkened around the edges. Every movement felt sluggish and impossible. She jerked her arms down, trying futilely to break Titanea’s hold.

         The Fae queen tugged them up again and leaned in close to whisper into Joan’s ear. ‘But disobedience has its own reward. You can reap what she and your god sowed.’

         She slid her thumb along Joan’s neck, slowly forcing her head to the side until it twisted unnaturally. Searing pain shot through Joan as her muscles threatened to tear under Titanea’s supernatural strength and the world shifted into sudden, stark focus.

         Titanea would snap her neck if she didn’t move.

         She kicked at Titanea’s torso, her eyes tearing up as the Fae queen took every blow as if a feather’s brush. Joan’s chest burned for air. Something popped in her neck.

         ‘Pity,’ Titanea said, her face dispassionate. ‘You truly were our favourite.’

         CLANG!

         Titanea pitched to the side, brow furrowed with pain. Henry struck her again with the iron skillet, throwing all of his weight into the blow.

         CLANG!9

         Titanea’s eyes rolled up into her head as her body went slack.

         Joan collapsed, her knees slamming into the wooden floor with a crack. She gasped and coughed and gulped in air as she tried to regain her senses and think beyond the joy of being able to breathe again. Her neck ached. Henry stood above her, staring at the spot where Titanea had fallen, his knuckles pale from how tightly he gripped his makeshift weapon in shaking hands. His gaze drifted to Joan.

         He blinked rapidly and crouched down beside her. ‘Get up,’ he whispered, tugging at her arm, his grip tight enough to bruise, ‘before she comes for both of us.’

         Henry was right; they needed to escape. The Burbage house was nearby. Her mother was there, and she’d take them all safely back to Stratford-upon-Avon.

         Titanea started to rise from the ground.

         But for that, they needed time.

         Joan held out her hand. Heat blazed in her chest as the tools hanging around the forge vibrated and swept into the air. The metal that sang back was more steel than iron, but she didn’t care.

         Any iron at all would hurt.

         The tongs and hammer melted into a shimmering flow of liquified metal that danced into the air at Joan’s command. She flicked her fingers in Titanea’s direction. A set of cuffs slammed shut around the Fae queen’s wrists as thick metal braids shot out from them and burst through the floor, pinning her to the foundation beneath the house. Titanea shrieked in fury. The sound echoed through the house. She glared up at Joan, naked betrayal cut across her face.

         ‘You’ll earn what you deserve, Iron Blade,’ Titanea said, her voice raspy and tight. The light caught a shimmer in her eyes that disappeared 10as she blinked rapidly. She grunted, tugging at the restraints holding her in place. The house groaned as it rattled beneath the force.

         The cuffs wouldn’t hold her for long. They needed to run.

         ‘We’ll pay it to you from our own hands.’ Titanea bared her teeth in a smile that sent a shiver down Joan’s spine. ‘What you all deserve.’

         Henry dragged Joan to her feet, her rising panic allowing him to move her with ease. He swung the door open. The gust of frigid air buffeted them and seemed to find all the exposed skin between the folds of her cloak.

         Titanea jerked her hands upwards. Somewhere beneath her, wood splintered with a shriek. The house gave a violent shiver.

         The sound might as well have been the boom of a cannon. Fear shot through Joan as Henry gave a half-swallowed shriek. His nails cut into her arm through the fabric of her shirt. Bia slipped in her sweaty hands. She locked her fingers around the hilt as the sword vibrated in her grip.

         Titanea scowled, her gaze shifting slowly to Joan. Their eyes locked. ‘Run, little girl.’

         Joan obeyed.
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            Chapter Two

            The Foul Fiend

         

         Joan’s mind raced as she struggled to hold any thought beyond the panicked repeat of Run, run, run, run. It propelled her from the house, driving her through the streets of London with Henry at her side. She glanced at him. Sweat beaded on his face despite the cold January air, and his skin hadn’t regained its colour. He constantly looked over his shoulder, his longer legs keeping him from falling behind.

         Between her magic and Titanea’s … Joan knew his mind reeled from everything he’d seen tonight. Her grip on Bia tightened again. She’d wanted to forever keep her secrets from Henry and hoped he wouldn’t question her until they were safe. The Burbage house wasn’t far from here.

         Her mother wasn’t far from here.

         The sun had nearly disappeared on the horizon, the sky above them indigo with inky darkness not far behind. Sodden earth sucked at her feet with every step as if the muddy roads sought to trap her in place. All around, people rushed towards their own homes seeking safety before nightfall. This wasn’t unusual. Between the mandated curfew and the inconvenience of darkness, no one lingered on the streets after sunset. But an 12edge pervaded the air tonight. Joan could see it in the way eyes shifted over and away from them quickly, in the way everyone moved with their heads tucked low as they scurried from place to place.

         This was London without the safety of the Pact. How much worse would it become if Joan didn’t act soon? She touched trembling fingers to her aching throat, flinching as she put pressure on skin that was surely purpled with bruises.

         She’d been so foolish …

         ‘We need to get to Shoreditch,’ Joan said. She grabbed at Henry’s hand and ran straight into a man walking in the opposite direction.

         The man grunted as he stumbled back, his pale face turning a sudden sharp red. ‘Shite! Watch where you’re going.’ He glared at her and swiped at his clothes. ‘No manners …’

         ‘Apologies,’ Joan said quickly with a lowered voice.

         She tried to shift around the man, but he caught sight of the sword clutched in her hand. His eyes widened. Joan tensed, bracing herself for his reaction. Would he call for a guard? Attempt to have her arrested?

         They didn’t have time for a confrontation.

         Henry snatched her arm and bolted away down a side street. The man shouted behind them, his voice fading as they retreated. Henry tugged her across the next main throughway, then cut a sharp left into a narrow alleyway between rows of houses. He tucked her behind him in the shadows along the backside of some shop, turning to watch the street beyond. They stood together in the dark, Henry’s breath rushing out in gasps as they both listened for the sounds of pursuit.

         Nothing.

         Joan sighed and leaned back against the building. She took a moment to orient herself. Everything looked foreign in the fading light, but as her 13panic subsided, the sign hanging from the building opposite the alley – a raven in flight with a tankard clutched in its talons – caught her attention. The Rook alehouse was near the Burbage house. Relief surged through her. They were still heading in the right direction. They needed to hurry if they hoped to catch her mother before she and the others made their way back to Stratford-upon-Avon, but they wouldn’t have to retrace any steps.

         Behind them, the lights inside the shop disappeared one by one as the owner closed down their business for the evening. The orange glow of the setting sun slanted across the white plaster walls. Bia thrummed hard enough to nearly jerk out of her grip. A warning.

         Something was coming their way.

         ‘We have to move. Now,’ Joan said.

         She slipped out from behind Henry, heading towards the opposite end of the alley before beckoning him along. He sighed but followed as she led them back out on the main roadway. The crowds had cleared considerably as darkness claimed the streets. Any light from the houses around them glowed dimly, as if the people who lived there sought to hide their presence. It set Joan’s senses further on edge. She felt too aware of everything: the scratch of her wool trousers against her legs, the heavy drag of her cloak on her shoulders, Henry’s harsh breathing. A quick look over her shoulder showed that the same unease hung over the few who remained on the streets. She watched a man, his pale face half-obscured by the light behind him, squint at them from the doorway of his bakery before slamming the door as they passed.

         Henry scoffed. ‘Small-minded people disgust me.’

         Joan hummed but didn’t respond. It wasn’t that she disagreed; petty prejudices enraged her too. But this … this was something different. Bia thrummed at her wrist again, shaking her arm.14

         Titanea had claimed her territory.

         Joan didn’t need Ogun’s confirmation to know the truth of the thought. She could see it for herself.

         Something small and dark skittered through the shadows, letting out a cackle like the rattling of bones as it moved. A man nearest the sound jerked to a stop and abruptly turned in the opposite direction, his head low and his eyes wide.

         Another couple walking together noticed his movements and gave the area a wide berth; one woman staring into the dark as the other guided them along, her gaze determinedly forwards. They clutched each other tightly before disappearing into the safety of a house, latches sliding into place almost as soon as the heavy wood door closed behind them.

         Her clever plan of distraction felt more naive with each passing moment.

         ‘We need to get inside before dark,’ Henry said suddenly. ‘Nothing good has been happening after dark.’ His eyes darted around before meeting hers, and he frowned. ‘But you already know that, don’t you?’

         Joan thought about ignoring the sharp comment but nodded instead. ‘I do.’

         Something comes.

         Joan’s feet were moving before Ogun’s voice even settled in her head. Bia jerked in her hand, sending her arm swinging erratically. She was sure she made quite the sight hurrying through the streets near dark and openly carrying a sword, but she didn’t dare shrink Bia back down. Not until they reached the Burbage house and her mother. If they moved quickly, they might be able to avoid the approaching threat.15

         She’d made it about ten paces before she realised Henry wasn’t with her. She turned, ready to fight whatever held him, but he only stood there, that same sour look contorting his face. She scowled back and hissed his name.

         ‘What is all this? Who was that woman back there?’

         Joan shook her head, beckoning him towards her. ‘We need to meet my mother so she can get us out of here.’

         ‘No. Tell me what’s going on, Joan,’ he said, crossing his arms stubbornly.

         She gestured down the road. ‘There’ll be time enough for that once we get to my mother.’

         He shook his head. Joan swallowed a curse and doubled back, reaching for his arm.

         ‘No.’ He jerked away from her. ‘What trouble have you found? Is it because of that damned playhouse that enamours you so? I’ve told you nothing good will come of you working in that place.’

         She clenched her jaw around the scream that threatened to escape her. This was what she hated about Henry. Even when he was kind or helpful, it was only a matter of time before his sense of superiority won over his better nature. He always expected her to stand beneath him because she was a girl. As if he were her guardian and not an overconfident boy who worked for her father and stood to inherit everything despite Joan being the one to constantly repair his shite craftsmanship.

         She couldn’t believe she ever thought of marrying the clod. Not even keeping some hand in her father’s goldsmith business was worth spending the rest of her days as Henry’s wife.16

         She breathed deeply and tried to calm herself. Berating him wouldn’t make him comply. She flexed her fingers around Bia’s hilt. Cramps shot through her knuckles as she relaxed her tight grip.

         Henry had saved her life earlier. She could scrounge up some modicum of patience for him with that fact in mind.

         ‘I’ll answer all your questions once we get to my mother,’ she said softly. ‘I swear it.’

         He stared at her for a long moment. ‘If it’s not the playhouse, then it must be because of that strange magic you use in the shop.’

         The urge to deny his claim nearly pushed an explanation – a lie – out of her mouth, but she stamped it down. He’d already seen too much today to believe any excuses she might offer. She nodded.

         ‘You’re not half as subtle as you think,’ he said. ‘But your’ – he flapped his hand at her – ‘made my work easier so I saw no need to mention it.’

         She rolled her eyes. ‘How generous of you …’ She glanced down the alley, then back at him again. ‘Now can we get moving?’

         It’s close.

         Ogun’s voice sprang into her mind as a howl echoed in the distance once more, sounding much closer than it had when they’d been back at the house. Joan spun in its direction and searched the sky for its source. A dark shape soared overhead, blotting out the stars as it moved toward them.

         Fear clawed at Joan’s belly. She snatched hold of Henry’s wrist and, without another word, dragged the taller boy down the street behind her.

         ‘Joan—’

         She shushed him and kept moving. She could hear the fear shaking his voice, knew he’d glimpsed the creature too. The thrum of beating wings and strange breezes kissing her face quickened her steps.17

         Only prey runs, child. Stay calm.

         Henry slammed into Joan’s back as she suddenly slowed down. Her hands shook as she fought hard against her instincts.

         ‘Only prey runs,’ she whispered Ogun’s words to Henry and kept a tight hold on his wrist. Up ahead was the turn that would lead to the last street before the Burbages’ house, a narrow alley only wide enough to pass on foot.

         It might not stop the creature, but, based on Joan’s glimpse of its size, it would slow the thing down and buy them some time. She heard a thud and the screech of claws on the stone roadway. Henry’s arm jerked in her grip, and she squeezed harder.

         ‘Don’t look,’ she whispered. ‘Keep your eyes on the road.’ She tried to steady her voice even as the hair on the back of her neck stood on end and everything within her screamed to run.

         The creature snorted, the sound thundering around them and blowing hard enough to ruffle both their cloaks.

         Only prey runs, Joan thought, repeating the words in her head to beat down her instincts. Only prey runs.

         A few more steps to the street, a few more steps to salvation.

         ‘By God’s grace!’

         Joan turned towards the voice. A man had ridden out onto the wide street. The horse beneath him neighed frantically and bucked its rider, sprinting past Joan and Henry as the man tumbled to the ground. His eyes were wide as he scrambled back the way he’d come. A large reptilian head on a long, sleek neck swung in the man’s direction. Joan clutched Bia in her grip and sprinted out into the road.

         ‘Don’t!’18

         Henry’s hand slammed over her mouth as he wrapped his arm around her waist and jerked her backwards. Joan had one more glimpse of the creature – tall enough to reach the second floor of the buildings around it. It leaned down over the poor man, swishing its long, whiplike tail like a cat on the hunt.

         Henry’s back hit the wall of a building on the tiny side street, his breath harsh in her ear. She squirmed against him as he used his whole body to keep her in their hiding place. Screams erupted behind them and then went suddenly silent, replaced with the wet crunch of the creature feeding.

         ‘Do you want us to be next?’ he whispered.

         Joan went still as fear and rage battled in her gut.

         He was right. She could’ve broken Henry’s hold and attempted to save the stranger and made a target of herself, but then what? She’d have no chance against it alone, and only James knew she was here …

         She shook her head and hated herself for it.

         Henry let her go but stayed close enough to whisper. ‘Where are we going?’

         ‘Holywell La—’

         A leathery green tail slammed into the ground in front of them with a thud that rattled Joan’s bones. It curled towards her. She scrambled out of reach, grabbing at Henry to drag him with her. He shoved her away. She hit the ground with a grunt, barely managing to keep hold of Bia. Tiny stones dug into her knees through her wool trousers as she pushed herself up. The creature’s tail wrapped around Henry’s waist. He beat against it, his face going red with the effort.

         Joan’s heart thudded in her chest. ‘Henry!’ She lifted Bia, the iron-coated blade glinting in the moonlight, and slashed at the tail. The sword cut through in one clean blow. The creature screeched in pain as the blade 19burned through its flesh. The useless appendage dropped to the ground, and Henry stumbled forwards into her arms.

         ‘Let’s go,’ Joan said as she pulled him down the street with her.

         A deep grumble vibrated the road beneath her, and Henry jerked back against her hand. She turned, locking eyes with him, terror spread across his face. His gaze shifted down to the talons wrapped around his ankle. Over his shoulder, Joan met the slitted gaze of the creature. The narrow street barely gave it space to stretch its wing out to them, but it was enough. The single eye narrowed at her before it yanked Henry towards itself. He screamed as it pulled him up into the air. Joan locked her hand around his wrist and dug her heels into the ground. The creature dragged them both back down the road.

         ‘Hold on!’ Joan shouted. She dropped Bia and grabbed hold of a dark wooden beam, grunting as the force of halting their movement popped her shoulder. ‘I’ve got you.’

         The creature let out another rumbling growl. Joan gritted her teeth and held fast. She scrambled to stay upright and keep her grip. Henry watched her with wide eyes. Her fingers ached. Her feet slipped in the mud. Henry grunted as the creature yanked at him again before he clenched his jaw. His gaze hardened.

         Joan’s heart thudded in her chest. ‘Don’t …’ she ground out. ‘I’ve got you.’

         He twisted his arm and broke free at the weakest part of her grip. Joan grabbed at him, her battered fingers leaving bloody trails on his white sleeve as he was jerked up and out of sight. He screamed again before the sound was muffled by a wet crunch.

         Joan snatched Bia up with shaking hands and slipped back into the shadows of the tiny street, out of the creature’s sight. The bell at St. Paul’s 20clanged in the distance, marking a new hour. She jerked as the sound seemed to rattle through her head. A sob built in her throat. Her eyes burned and her nose clogged, but she swallowed it down.

         A rush of foul, hot air washed over her – the creature’s breath –as it tried to shove its head between the street’s close-set buildings. Joan froze as it sniffed the air, the tip of its snout just beyond her hiding place. It snorted again and pulled back, scraping plaster off the buildings its head dragged against.

         The next toll of St. Paul’s bell launched her into motion. She bolted down the street, everything around her blurring with her speed and the hot burn of tears in her eyes. She didn’t stop; she trusted her feet to remember the familiar path as she desperately listened. She clutched Bia in her hand and, by the sixth knell, found herself on the doorstep of the Burbage household, breathless and heartbroken.
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            Chapter Three

            Trust Not the Air

         

         The Burbage family lived in Shoreditch at the centre of Holywell Lane, in two connected houses that rose up in three floors of white plaster and dark wood beams. Master Burbage and his wife, Winifred, resided on one side while his mother and brother, Mr. Cuthbert, occupied the other. Though at least three windows spread across each floor, light glowed only from a single one on the first floor of Master Burbage’s side, the shadowy forms moving about the only evidence that someone was inside and awake.

         Joan stood on the stone front step and tried to remember the secret knock pattern James had taught her. She could barely focus. Sweat and blood mingled together, stinging every tiny cut on her hands. Still, she clung to Bia’s hilt. She struggled not to drop the sword as it shook and twitched in her grip. Her ears listened desperately for the sounds of the creature’s approach.

         She had no idea what she would do if it had followed her here; only that she refused to lose another person tonight. She screwed her eyes closed. The image of Henry’s horrified face as he was yanked into the 22darkness appeared in her mind as clearly as if she was watching it happen again, details she hadn’t noticed before bursting forth. The beads of sweat spread across his hairline, the sheen of tears glossing his resolved gaze. How he’d grabbed at her outstretched hand for the briefest moment and pulled back before she could reach him again.

         Smaller noises, the scurrying footfalls of something with legs too numerous to be human, drifted out of the shadows along the road. Her eyes popped open, breaths rushing out of her in quick pants. She glanced over her shoulder and saw the slightest reflection of light off of something that might’ve been a piece of glass. Or an eye …

         She needed to get inside. She needed to get back to Stratford.

         She never should’ve come in the first place.

         Bia twitched in her grip again. Joan wrapped both hands around the sword and focused on its vibrations. It settled her mind. She took a steadying breath and finally pulled the pattern from her memory: one long hit, a pause, then four short raps. Her knocking sounded like rifle shots in the quiet. The movements she’d been hearing went suddenly silent.

         She braced herself to be attacked.

         The heavy wooden door creaked open, and Master Shakespeare peeked around its side. ‘What are you doing? You shouldn’t be here!’ He noticed her trousers and shook his head. ‘The curse of twins …’ he muttered.

         Master Shakespeare frowned at her, eyes widening in alarm as he took in her bloody, shaking hands. He pulled her inside with an arm around her shoulders, then tugged down one of his sleeves, using the fabric to wipe the tears from her face. ‘Come along, we’re getting you back to Stratford immediately.’

         Joan nodded and followed him up the dimly lit stairs to the house’s main floor, wood creaking loudly under their feet. She slipped Bia around 23her wrist discreetly as they moved. Her presence and ragged appearance would be alarming enough, a stark deviation from the careful plan they’d laid out the day before in the safety of Master Shakespeare’s home. Her mother could get them all back to Stratford-upon-Avon before Joan would need to draw it again. Showing up with the sword in hand would only cause more panic.

         Bia vibrated, and Joan tucked her arm behind her back as they reached the top of the staircase. The sitting room spread out before them, the wide open space large enough to fit most of the company of the King’s Men at once – and often had. The fireplace took up most of the wall directly opposite the stairs, plush rugs woven through with dusky green and cream covered the wood floors – they gave gently under Joan’s feet. She flinched as she tracked muddy footprints across them. A long brown and emerald settee surrounded by four matching high-backed chairs sat around a low table of ash grey wood. Two matching benches pressed against the opposite wall, thick knit blankets folded and placed on them in two neat stacks.

         Usually, the arrangement felt warm and welcoming, the space obviously meant for fellowship, but a miasma of fear permeated the room now. It lurked in the dark corners, seeming to send the shadows creeping out to swallow any bit of candlelight. A chill raced down Joan’s spine. She clenched her fist against it and flinched as she agitated the cuts on her hand. She wiped it along her trousers and hoped the blood wouldn’t show against the dark wool.

         Master Burbage stood near the fireplace. He clung to his wife, whispering tenderly to her and the baby in her arms as he stroked his wife’s hair. Mrs. Burbage gripped him back just as tightly. Her blonde braid hung over her shoulder, brushing against the blanket-wrapped bundle she held close to her pale face. A tiny, chubby hand of the same complexion 24reached up to pat at her cheek. The baby cooed and wiggled sleepily but seemed content enough not to cry.

         Joan’s mother walked over to the settee where Mother Burbage, her pale face tired beneath her cap, and Master Burbage’s brother, Mr. Cuthbert, both huddled. Mrs. Sands tucked a heavy wool cloak around the old woman’s shoulders as Cuthbert looked on, shifting nervously from side to side. Several bags lay on the floor around their feet.

         Bia shook again at Joan’s wrist, and Ogun’s presence burned hot in her chest.

         There’s danger here.

         She almost blurted out the words but held them in her head. The three Burbages were already frightened enough without hearing Ogun’s warning.

         She grabbed Shakespeare’s arm and whispered, ‘Ogun says there’s something here with us.’

         Shakespeare frowned, glancing back down the stairs before quickly moving across the room to Joan’s mother.

         ‘Bess,’ he said, his voice quiet but enough to catch everyone’s attention. ‘Make your doorway.’

         Her mother caught sight of her, jerking in alarm. ‘Joan? What are you—’ She clamped her mouth shut and scowled pointedly at Joan before she sprang into action.

         Shakespeare came over to help Mother Burbage stand as Joan’s mother traced the shape of a door in the empty air. Joan hung behind, shifting her attention from the dark stairway to the rooms around them. If there was danger here, she’d find it.

         ‘I’m glad you’ve come for us,’ Mr. Cuthbert said. He’d walked across the room to stand close by her, wringing his hands and glancing between 25his brother, sister-in-law and mother. He towered over Joan, tall and thin where his brother was more broadly built. His coppery brown hair hung around his slightly tanned face and ears in a short cut that defied modern fashion. His bushy moustache twitched as he smiled, the skin around his impossibly blue eyes crinkling in deep wrinkles.

         Joan forced an answering turn to her lips. She didn’t want to risk fraying the man’s nerves any further by revealing her own nervousness. It seemed to work, as his shoulders dropped a bit and he relaxed.

         Hinges creaked as Mrs. Sands opened her magical doorway. On the other side, Joan could see the neat white facade of New Place, Master Shakespeare’s house in the countryside, windows lit brightly and shining like a beacon in the night.

         Mrs. Sands waved her hand at Burbage and his wife, letting the two of them cross through to safety with their baby. Shakespeare approached more slowly with Mother Burbage, the old woman’s steps sluggish with the aches of age. Joan turned to tell Mr. Cuthbert to follow.

         ‘Thank you,’ he said, taking her hand in both of his. His fingers trembled with fear even as he held hers firmly. ‘Thank all of you.’ He brushed against the sword at Joan’s wrist and tore away from her with a sharp hiss.

         Her eyes widened as their gazes met. Cuthbert stared back at her, calm confusion on his face. Joan grabbed his arm, iron flowing across her palm as she moved. He dodged her touch with a screech, his mouth opening wide enough to split his face. He lashed out. Too-sharp nails scratched across Joan’s cheek as he twisted out of her reach.26

         ‘Christ!’ Shakespeare shouted. He tugged Mother Burbage back as the creature pretending to be Cuthbert shoved his way towards the open doorway into Stratford.

         Shite!

         Mother Burbage screamed and reached for the creature. ‘My boy! What’s happened to my boy?’

         Joan dove after the false Cuthbert, catching it around the waist and dragging it to the floor. Her breath whooshed out of her as the Fae landed fully on top of her but threaded her arms around its shoulders and tightened her grip to hold it in place. Just beyond them, Shakespeare held on to Mother Burbage, pulling her towards the doorway. Their already slow progress nearly stopped as she reached desperately for the creature she still thought was her son.

         ‘My boy! Cuthbert!’

         The creature thrashed in Joan’s hold. She tried to get her fingertips to Bia without losing her grip. It nearly broke free before she jerked it back.

         ‘Go,’ Joan shouted, ‘while I’m holding it.’

         Her mother placed her hands on either side of the doorway and pulled it towards herself. The magical opening seemed to shiver before easing across the floor.

         The creature screeched and flipped the two of them over onto their sides. It bucked against her, trying to shake her off, but Joan locked her legs around its waist. She slammed her iron-coated palm into its face. It shrieked again and stilled. Joan fortified her hold and glanced up at the others. Shakespeare was attempting to carry Mother Burbage through the doorway as the old woman found every possible way to thwart his efforts. They’d barely made it beyond the settee, and the safety of Stratford was still several paces away.27

         The false Cuthbert twitched suddenly and its shoulders seemed to pop out of their sockets and flip backwards. Its head turned fully on its body, neck twisting unnaturally until its false blue eyes peered directly into Joan’s.

         She shoved herself back with a shout as it snapped at her, forced to let go or be bitten. It grinned, smile too wide and feet still turned in the wrong direction, before bounding over her head.

         ‘No!’ Joan scrambled after it but could already see she wouldn’t catch up in time.

         She reached out a hand, calling to the metal candlesticks from the mantle to her left. They sang in response as the silver dissolved into liquid and swept towards her. Joan twisted her fingers. The metal shaped itself into a rope that wrapped around the creature’s shoulders before flowing back into Joan’s grip. She pulled it taught. The creature jerked to a stop just as it reached the doorway. She planted her feet as it threatened to drag her along with it and wound the rope’s slack around her hand. She hauled the creature back.

         Her mother looked up, scowling in exertion as she struggled to shift the doorway towards the centre of the room. Her eyes widened as she saw the creature straining against Joan’s hold. Joan grunted and pulled the creature backwards two more steps.

         ‘Go,’ Joan ground out, her voice strained, ‘I can’t hold it much longer.’

         Her mother scowled over at Shakespeare, who still wrestled with an uncooperative Mother Burbage. Mrs. Sands screamed in frustration and pulled the door with all her might. The magic shivered, whining like stressed wood before shooting past the creature and sweeping the three of them safely into Stratford-upon-Avon.

         Joan looped the metal rope around her arm as the creature attempted to follow the doorway. She jerked it back again and met her mother’s gaze 28through the opening. With the creature positioned between Joan and the doorway, she couldn’t follow the others through. She nodded to her mother.

         ‘I’m coming back for you,’ Mrs. Sands said fiercely.

         Joan forced a smile through the strain of holding the creature. ‘I know.’ The metal rope slipped a little as fresh blood leaked out over her fingers, but she held fast.

         Her mother slammed the doorway closed, leaving Joan alone in London once again.
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