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            For every Black kid made to feel like you don’t belong.

Ignore them, they’re lying.
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            Chapter One: Fortunes Made & Marred

         

         [image: ]he queen is dead.

         Joan Sands had expected Twelfth Night to go smoothly. She and her twin brother, James, would celebrate their birthday over a lovely morning meal with their family then spend the rest of the day at court with the King’s Men. In the afternoon she’d help him and the rest of the players prepare for their royal performance. They’d pack up and end the evening eating royal delights, until Master Shakespeare and Master Burbage got drunk enough to take each other for an indecent turn on the dance floor. The day followed that exact pattern from the first time she’d attended the Feast of the Epiphany celebrations with the King’s Men four years ago and every time since.

         She’d been a fool to think the mayhem and bloodshed of last November wouldn’t ripple chaos through this day and the royal court.

         The queen is dead, and an imposter sits on her throne.

         The breaking of the Pact between the Fae and the children of the Orisha released chaos upon mortal London. The only person with the knowledge of its sealing – Joan’s godfather, Baba Ben – rotted in the Tower 2of London. Joan had killed Auberon, depriving the worst of the Fae of their leader; and Titanea, the Fae queen, had been killed by the explosion that decimated the House of Lords.

         Or so they’d believed.

         The quiet of the last two months seemed to prove they’d averted a greater crisis. But what did it mean now that Titanea was alive and wearing the face of the mortal queen of England?

         More than that, she was the mastermind behind the broken Pact. She’d had Baba Ben arrested and imprisoned in the Tower of London. She’d orchestrated the explosion that had killed the true Queen Anne and so many others.

         Titanea, who smiled as she lounged on England’s throne and wore the form of its dead monarch.

         Joan sat on the edge of her own gilded chair placed beside Titanea’s on the highest scaffold. The rest of the royal guests spread out before their platform and along the sides of the hall; a sea of festive courtiers perched on row upon row of benches bordering the central playing space.

         Joan had never felt more exposed in her life.

         The warmth of Ogun’s presence burned in her chest, the pulsing heat seeming to encourage her along with the persistent thrum of Bia, the sword she’d worn hidden around her wrist as a bracelet from the moment she’d laid hands on it. No other blade seemed so attuned to Joan’s senses. Even now, its steady rhythm beat in harmony to Ogun’s fire.

         Titanea patted Joan’s cheek. ‘Do not make us regret our love for you, and remember you twice over are in our debt.’

         Joan’s heart raced at the memory, a shiver shooting down her spine as fear and regret overpowered even Ogun’s burn. Her thoughts had been so overtaken first by her mistreatment at the hands of Queen Anne and her 3ladies and then at the queen’s abrupt good grace, that Joan had offered her gratitude without hesitation.

         Strike …

         What a fool she’d been. Now the Fae queen held two chances to command Joan’s absolute obedience to any request she may have. Two magical boons, which Titanea could use to compel her at any time to any purpose.

         The potential in such unmitigated power was terrifying.

         Strike.

         Joan shook her head as if to dislodge the thought that she knew wasn’t her own. She cut a look over her shoulder, certain that the women around them had heard every word. The queen’s ladies faced away from the two of them, not a bit of attention paid to Joan. They twittered idle gossip like an obnoxious flock of birds, speaking eagerly to each other as if willed to do so by some force. A glance at Titanea’s knowing smile told Joan they had been. None of them realised who they served in disguise, though Joan doubted they’d care so long as they continued to curry the monarch’s favour.

         She wondered if the difference mattered to her. She swallowed the uncomfortable lump in her throat when she couldn’t give a simple answer even to herself.

         Yes, Titanea had had Baba Ben arrested, but he was alive and unharmed – if she was to be believed. She’d caused the death of the true queen, but she’d also aided Joan in her greatest time of need. Titanea had given Joan the opportunity to rescue James by telling all under her command to stand down. Whatever dismay Joan felt over the loss of the true Queen Anne was hardly strong enough to drive an attack on its own, let alone when weighed against Titanea’s aid.

         Strike. 4

         Ogun and Bia held no such doubts. The sword at her wrist pulsed so intensely that she feared Titanea could feel the vibrations. Her chest blazed with Ogun’s pressure, the scorching heat urging her, driving her to attack the Fae queen though she’d done no harm in the time since the explosion.

         Strike.

         Ogun’s command echoed firm and sure within her, but Joan didn’t feel the Orisha’s certainty. The doubt she held in her mind stayed her hand. She couldn’t attack Titanea if any remained, refused to gamble with the lives of her loved ones. The stakes here loomed too high to allow any such errors.

         Now. Strike now.

         Joan took a shuddering breath, forcing the demand down and trying to calm the fire within her. Moving to murder Titanea now was not only unprovoked but rash and unwise. However much Bia and Ogun compelled her to attack, Joan knew she could not. She needed to be sure.

         ‘Why have you done this?’ Joan said, even as the insistent whispers raced through her mind.

         Strike.

         Titanea smiled indulgently and squeezed Joan’s cheeks. ‘Know us better and you will understand the why, dear Joan.’

         Joan gritted her teeth but held the smile on her face. The vague response along with Ogun’s pressing made her head swim. Joan hadn’t expected a direct answer to her question, but Titanea’s face held genuine affection. There was an advantage to be found in that. She only needed to press it.

         ‘I would like to, Your Highness,’ Joan said, exaggerating the deference in her voice. She cast her gaze down demurely. ‘But your star lies so far above my own that we may find no more opportune moment to speak than 5this.’ She frowned and lifted her eyes. ‘A mere merchant’s daughter could hardly hope to meet with Queen Anne once. Twice is unprecedented and I fear any more time together would be impossible.’ The sad resignation she forced into the words would’ve made James proud.

         Had her brother been in her place, he’d have cajoled a full confession out of Titanea as easily as breathing, but he stood with the actors in the tiring-room, the lot of them completely unaware of the queen’s true identity. Joan prayed her own playing moved Titanea to make even a small admission, anything to help Joan plan her next action.

         Strike.

         Joan watched the Fae queen’s expression shift from comprehension to dismay to a sudden sly satisfaction. She released Joan’s face and leaned back on her throne. ‘If it’s time you want, dear Joan, then time you shall have.’ She patted Joan’s hand gently, her grin shooting apprehension through Joan’s gut.

         Strike!

         The Orisha’s voice screamed in Joan’s head, and she found herself fighting against the familiar haze of Ogun’s possession. Her vision darkened around the edges.

         Strike!

         She’d wavered for too long, and her indecision left her conflicted mind open for Ogun to overtake her. He’d attack where she wouldn’t and damn them all to traitor’s deaths.

         She tried to resist but felt herself drifting, a numbness overwhelming her as her consciousness was shoved away from her physical body. Ogun pushed through and left her to see and feel with no control of her actions.

         It played out in her head. She’d grab the front of Titanea’s chemise, wrenching the Fae queen forwards as she called forth an iron blade. 6One jab through the woman’s throat would finish her with a wound she couldn’t hope to heal.

         A quick, clean kill before a room of spectators and an assured death for Joan and every single person she loved.

         Her fingers twitched when the cool rush of iron flowed down her arm towards her palm. She breathed deeply, exerting all of her will to force the Orisha back. Her hands tingled with the effort, her movements nearly her own again. She shifted forwards just as someone seized her wrist. She spun and met Cecil’s fierce gaze. Terror surged through her, slamming full awareness back into her body with a cold clarity.

         ‘His Majesty the king approaches,’ he said to Titanea, eyes slipping from Joan’s face to her open palm, and then to her other hand still clasped within Titanea’s. His scowl deepened. Did he know what she’d been about to do under Ogun’s control?

         ‘Cross me again and I’ll see you burn, girl.’

         The memory of the threat he’d hissed earlier in the hall rushed back into her mind. Even Cecil’s own family wasn’t free from his wrath. She passed the heads of Cecil’s own in-laws, tarred and perched atop London Bridge as gruesome trophies, each time she crossed the Thames. If he’d seen her attempt …

         Titanea raised one blonde eyebrow. ‘We shall prepare space for the king.’

         She snapped her fingers, and a flurry of activity burst around them. Two servants brought up another throne, larger and more ornate than the queen’s, and placed it beside her. Her ladies scrambled to their feet, Lady Foul-Breath stumbling up from her cushion on the floor. Their idle chatter flooded Joan’s ears. Lady Goose Neck attempted to shoulder Joan out of the way. Joan planted her feet and let the woman ricochet off her. 7

         Cecil’s nails dug into Joan’s skin. ‘Shall I return this child to her players?’ He spoke the words lightly even as he attempted to draw blood with his hold.

         Damn that man. But she was herself again and Ogun’s voice had gone quiet.

         ‘Your Highness,’ Joan blurted, squeezing Titanea’s hand even as she felt Cecil’s grip on her other wrist tighten. ‘If I might have your ear for one moment more.’

         Cecil jerked her backwards. Joan stumbled, her attention on Titanea the only thing that allowed the weaker man to move her even slightly. The Fae queen scowled and laced her fingers through Joan’s, holding fast.

         ‘Have we dismissed her, Salisbury?’ she said, her voice sharp with command.

         Cecil paled.

         ‘Oh my,’ a voice said from behind them, their tone gleefully scandalised. ‘It seems Lord Salisbury has soured Her Highness’s happy mood.’

         ‘You’d suppose that after his last failure nearly killed my queen, he’d tread more cautiously before her,’ another replied.

         Joan twisted over her shoulder to see the tall, pale form of King James ascending the stairs to the raised dais. Clusters of flickering candles on polished gold candelabras cast shifting light and shadow across his imposing form, playing over his sculpted blondee hair and beard. A striking young man barely older than Joan herself stood just behind the king, his equally flaxen hair secured with an ebony ribbon at his nape and pulled over one shoulder.

         His gaze shifted from Joan’s face to where Cecil held her wrist before sliding over to where Titanea’s fingers intertwined with her own. A sly 8smile spread across the young man’s face as he leaned towards the king. ‘It seems this girl has caused some strife between our queen and Lord Salisbury. I’m surprised he has the temerity to so challenge Her Highness.’

         ‘How impertinent,’ the king grunted before dropping comfortably onto his throne. ‘Erskine? Remind the Earl of Salisbury of his place.’

         Cecil froze as a tall man approached from behind him, candlelight dancing over sharp features set in a pale but handsome face. His short fair hair was combed carefully to one side and brushed against his bushy blonde beard. He wore the crimson uniform of a yeoman guard, well-cut and bearing a host of medals and embellishments. A sword hung at his waist, shiny and well-made, but Joan could see the worn leather of the grip that spoke of its frequent use.

         Erskine – for that must be his name – raised a bushy blonde eyebrow. ‘I doubt the maid deserves such rough treatment.’ A heavy Scottish accent coloured his deep voice, making the words sing. He placed one gloved hand casually on the hilt of his sword.

         Cecil dropped Joan’s wrist as if she’d burned him. She stumbled with the sudden release, and only Titanea tightening her grip kept her standing.

         The young man slipped into place behind the king and leaned across the high back of the chair with an ease that spoke of comfort and frequency. A series of servants scurried around them, placing the brightly coloured standards bearing the royal Stuart crest all around the dais before disappearing discreetly.

         King James’s gaze swept over Joan. ‘A blackamoor?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Is she so special?’ 9

         ‘She is indeed, my lord,’ Titanea said, squeezing Joan’s fingers again. ‘After the loss of my dear Lady Clifford, I’ve found myself quite comforted by this girl’s presence.’ She sniffled, and one of her ladies dropped a delicate handkerchief into her other hand.

         Joan fought the urge to snort as she watched the woman dab at dry eyes. The king smiled indulgently at Titanea, his expression gentle and affectionate.

         ‘Of course, my queen,’ he said. ‘What would you have done with the girl?’

         The queen is dead, and a Fae imposter sits on her throne.

         Titanea cast a grateful look at the king, then turned to Joan, her expression sharp with glee. ‘I want her as my lady-in-waiting.’

         ‘What?’ Joan blurted. Shock shoved any sense of propriety from Joan’s mind as she boldly locked eyes with Titanea.

         The Fae queen jerked her close to whisper in her ear. ‘You wanted time, dear Joan, and time you shall have.’

         Long live the queen.
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            Chapter Two: To Hang on Princes’ Favours

         

         [image: ]itanea’s request hung so heavily in the air, no one seemed to notice Joan’s breach of etiquette.

         ‘I want her as my lady-in-waiting.’

         Joan cursed in her mind even as she appraised the opportunity Titanea had just given her.

         Time indeed. The queen’s ladies-in-waiting were members of the royal household, spending nearly every moment in the monarch’s company. Joan needed answers from Titanea and hoped to secure the release of Baba Ben, and the Fae queen offered the perfect chance to achieve both.

         But life at court would mean the loss of everything else she held dear. No lady-in-waiting could toil in a goldsmith’s shop. No member of the queen’s household could consort with the King’s Men beyond hearing a play. She’d be leaving behind her friends, her family.

         She’d be leaving behind Nick’s suit.

         Her heart thudded in her chest at the thought.

         Cecil surged forwards, his pale, haggard face twisted in dismay. ‘Your Majesty, I dare not to question the queen’s judgement’—he bowed his head deeply to Titanea, who watched him with pursed lips—‘but perhaps 11a less base choice would offer more comfort. My own daughter, Frances, is well-read and understands the intricacies of both the court and serving the crown.’

         ‘That sounds exactly as if you are questioning the queen’s judgement.’ The young man standing just behind the throne draped himself across it to brush his fingers against the king’s shoulders. ‘Although I could be mistaken, Your Majesty. Lord Salisbury is so much more slippery than I.’

         The king laughed, the sudden sound echoing out through the room. Cecil seemed to shrink at this, and the grin the young man sent back as he straightened was positively vicious.

         Joan let herself enjoy Cecil’s embarrassment. It was the least of what he deserved.

         Cecil’s gaze darted between the king and queen before he bowed his head. ‘I mean no offence, Your Highness. The daughter of a mere merchant – even if he is a goldsmith – is not properly placed for such a high position. However, my daughter, Frances has the gentle breeding—’

         ‘We do not want your daughter.’ Titanea narrowed her eyes at him. ‘We want Joan.’

         The queen’s ladies rushed to her side, Lady Goose Neck leading with Lady Foul-Breath and Lady Snort just behind her. Joan hadn’t bothered to learn any of their true names and she let her mental rudeness stand in for admonishing their abhorrent behaviour towards her in real life.

         ‘My lady, I must agree with Lord Salisbury.’ Lady Goose Neck glared at Joan from just out of Titanea’s view, a look that held nothing but venom and ill intent. The lady placed one pale hand on Titanea’s shoulder and leaned close to the queen. ‘Frances Cecil has grown to be quite a lovely young woman and, in my opinion—’ 12

         Titanea swatted her hand away, the casual flick of her fingers catching Lady Goose Neck’s nose. ‘Your opinion matters not, Catherine. Only our own. Joan Sands shall join our household and serve us.’

         The woman squeaked at the hit before gathering herself to speak again.

         ‘Silence,’ the king said, his tone sharp. ‘It seems during my queen’s convalescence you have all forgotten your true places. Queen Anne has spoken, and she shall have exactly what she wishes.’

         Cecil and the ladies bowed before the king as Titanea grinned, first at Cecil, then at Joan.

         The queen’s delicate, pale finger curled under Joan’s chin and lifted her face. ‘You will accept my offer, dear Joan, and become a member of my household. It will please me well.’

         Joan felt a chill race up her spine as if icy-cold water washed over her whole body. Something frigid bubbled up in her throat, foreign and nearly choking her with its force. She could barely breathe around the crush of it. It felt like drowning while every bone in her body was being ground to dust. She tried to cough, to reach for her suddenly tight throat.

         Titanea squeezed her hand tightly, her grip strong enough to hold Joan easily and pressed her thumb into Joan’s chin. ‘Say “yes,” Joan,’ she whispered so only they could hear as her gaze turned sharp, ‘and the pain will stop.’

         ‘Yes, Your Majesty. I shall do as you wish.’ The words burst from Joan’s lips in a rush of air.

         Titanea nodded, and the icy force gripping Joan disappeared as suddenly as it had come, leaving her shivering and her teeth chattering. She tried not to curl in on herself as the fading pain rippled through her body. Titanea grabbed Joan’s other hand to steady her as she shook. 13

         She’d used one of the boons Joan owed to her. No doubt she’d have died if she hadn’t agreed, ripped apart by the magic powering through her.

         ‘You must acquaint yourself with losing, dear Joan,’ Titanea said into her ear, ‘before that stubborn need to win proves deadly.’ She patted Joan’s cheek and leaned away.

         Joan grit her teeth as more shudders racked her body. The Fae queen held one more boon to wield at her pleasure. Joan feared its use.

         ‘Lord Salisbury does make one valid point about Joan’s station,’ that same meddling, provoking young man behind the king said lightly, ‘but one that is easily remedied should His Majesty choose to be generous.’

         Titanea smiled brightly. ‘Wise words, Lord Montgomery.’

         Excitement slipped over King James’ face as he stood. Cecil and Erskine stepped to one side of the throne, Erskine deliberately placing himself nearest the king. Titanea released Joan’s hand and sat back as her courtiers surrounded her as if summoned. Joan blinked hard, her mind still stumbling through a haze of pain. Someone touched her arm. She turned to see the king’s young man smiling at her. He beckoned her over to where he’d tucked himself behind both thrones.

         ‘Come stand by me,’ he said pleasantly, his hand outstretched.

         Joan took it and slipped back into the half shadows alongside him. He wrapped her arm around his as King James raised his hands and a hush settled over the entire hall. All eyes looked to their monarch.

         ‘When Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judaea in the time of Herod the king, behold, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem, saying, “Where is the one that is born King of the Jews? We saw the star for him in the east, and are come to worship him.” ’

         An excited murmur rippled through the crowd. The king’s annual scripture recitation was only ever done in Latin or Greek. Tonight 14marked the first time His Majesty or any ruler had done it in plain English. King James tilted his head, basking in the excitement flowing over his subjects.

         ‘He’s very proud of this translation of the holy book,’ the young man whispered to Joan. He patted her hand gently, his expression both kind and mischievous. ‘Philip Herbert, gentleman of the bedchamber and first Earl of Montgomery. But you, “dear Joan,” may call me Philip.’

         The name sparked a memory in Joan’s mind, the barest bit of gossip traded between Shakespeare, Burbage, and Roz before a performance.

         ‘You’re the king’s favourite,’ she whispered back.

         He raised an eyebrow. ‘I am he, as it seems you are now the queen’s. ’Tis a blessing and a burden. Tread carefully.’

         The king spread his arms wide, and the room once again fell into silence.

         ‘Today we celebrate the Epiphany and the arrival of those wise men who sought to venerate our Lord and saviour. We also celebrate the life of our dear queen, who survived a great blow to the crown and, in sustaining life, finds herself again able to blow the crown.’

         Someone in the back of the hall gasped at the king’s sudden shift from holy to base. Philip snorted beside Joan, and she bit her lip to stifle her laughter. The language of the scripture might be new, but King James’s penchant for loosing bawdy jokes in the same breath remained unchanged from year to year.

         The king laughed to himself at the scandalised reaction before silencing everyone once again. ‘My lady has an announcement,’ he said, then turned to sit again upon his throne.

         Titanea, Joan thought, Titanea has an announcement. 15

         Excited whispers passed among the courtiers as Queen Anne – just as blonde and pale and richly dressed as her husband – stepped up to address them. She lifted her hand, and the jewelled rings on each finger caught the light and sent it sparking in fragments throughout the room. Several people cooed in delight.

         ‘Gentle friends, today is a day of great joy as we return to you alive and whole.’ The crowd erupted into loud cheers. Titanea basked in their adoration, smiling benevolently before she silenced them with a wave. ‘But it is also a day of extreme sadness as we mourn the loss of dear Lady Clifford, robbed of her youth in the explosion that was intended to sabotage the crown.’ Here she pulled a handkerchief from her bosom and dabbed delicately at her eyes. She sniffled twice before she continued. ‘While we will all miss Lady Clifford’s sweet presence and youthful energy in our court, the time has come to name her replacement.’

         Joan braced herself for what she knew came next.

         Titanea dabbed at her false blue eyes again and sniffed a third time. ‘In an effort to match Lady Clifford’s exuberance and buoyant spirit, we have selected a young lady who, while not of noble blood, has impressed us greatly with her accomplishments. Mistress Joan Sands.’

         The hall erupted in confusion at the queen’s proclamation. Joan flinched even though she had expected the announcement. She searched the crowd for the King’s Men but knew they were backstage packing up their properties and costumes. She wished she had them here now: Master Shakespeare to advise her on this sudden shift in her fortunes and Master Phillips to tell her more of Titanea.

         James slipped out from behind the curtain that divided the playing space from their temporary backstage and tiring area. He still wore Hermia’s white dress, styled wig clutched in his hands. Their eyes met across 16the vast room, and something he saw on her face shifted his expression from encouraging to horrified.

         Joan hated that her confusion and dismay could be read so easily and at such a distance, but no one knew her better than her twin brother. He’d understand the smallest shifts in her demeanour where others saw nothing.

         Or so she hoped. Life at court would be hell if she couldn’t guard her thoughts.

         She forced her lips into a more pleasant smile both to reassure her brother and to disguise her true feelings. She wished she could explain everything to him now; tell him about Titanea being alive and making Joan one of her ladies. Joan hoped he’d take the surprise well.

         James’s frown deepened.

         Never mind.

         She clutched her skirts with her free hand, putting all her anxiety into the movement no one would see. She shifted her gaze away from James – she couldn’t watch him any longer. Somehow, the opinions of a crowd of strangers didn’t trigger the same nerves in her that watching her brother’s shifting expression did.

         Another face in the sea of courtiers suddenly caught her eye. A tall girl about her age with pale brown skin and thick, curly black hair pulled back tightly stood among a cluster of people not twenty paces from the royal dais, familiar and infinitely welcome.

         Rose.

         Joan’s heart skipped a beat. She hadn’t seen Rose since she’d disappeared in the chaos of last November’s explosion, dashing into the rubble to rescue Titanea, but Joan had thought about the beautiful girl nearly every day.

         Philip tugged her back and Joan jerked to attention, feeling like she’d just come up from underwater. 17

         ‘Now’s not our time yet.’ He shot another sly grin her way.

         She turned, her gaze searching the crowd for that familiar face again. But Rose had disappeared into the sea of revellers. Joan wanted nothing more than to scour the entire hall for the other girl.

         She was being foolish. Not only had Nick declared his intentions to court her, but it had also been months since she or any of them had heard from Rose.

         Joan knew she should accept what that meant. As the half-Fae, half-mortal daughter of the powerful Robin Goodfellow, few forces could’ve stopped Rose from contacting Joan if she wanted. That she hadn’t done so was message enough.

         But Joan couldn’t let the girl go.

         ‘Your part approaches,’ Philip said, catching Joan’s attention as he patted her hand.

         King James grinned. He glanced over his shoulder at Philip, who drew an ornate – and impractical – sword from behind the throne and winked at Joan. She recognised it, had seen it used in years prior when the king bestowed titles upon the favoured.

         Oh.

         Philip tugged her forwards as he presented the ceremonial blade to King James with a flourish, the two men’s fingers tangling together briefly.

         The king turned to Joan. ‘Well, child, another’s death proves a double blessing to you.’

         ‘Kneel,’ Philip whispered as he moved past her to stand behind the throne once more. He gestured towards the floor, smiling when she followed his direction.

         King James raised the sword with one hand, his expression gleeful. ‘I’d hoped to do another of these,’ he mumbled to no one in particular. 18‘No other reason to linger so at court.’ He lowered his blade, tapping the flat side against each of Joan’s shoulders. ‘From this day forth thou shalt be styled as’ – he paused and Titanea leaned forwards to whisper into his ear – ‘suo jure Baroness de Clifford. Rise, Lady Joan Sands, Baroness de Clifford.’

         A gasp rushed over the crowd at the king’s proclamation.

         ‘Rise, Lady Joan,’ Titanea said. ‘This pleases us well.’

         Joan straightened and met the queen’s eye. She felt the heat of Ogun’s presence blaze into awareness in her chest and did her best to tamp it down.

         ‘My lord—’ Cecil called out as he moved towards the king.

         The king waved him off. ‘Make it so, Salisbury.’

         ‘But, Your Majesty, I must—’

         ‘Make it so, my beagle,’ King James said suddenly, his face a dark storm of rage. ‘Do not question your sovereign liege.’

         ‘I—’ Cecil looked lost, as if the king’s words had been a physical blow before his expression went blank. ‘Your will is my own, Your Majesty. I shall see it done.’ He bowed deeply.

         ‘Your grace knows no bounds,’ Titanea said as she stroked the king’s arm gently and then turned to Joan. ‘We shall call you to us in two days’ time. But for now, do enjoy tonight’s festivities, Lady Clifford. You are dismissed.’
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            Chapter Three: Sweet Word & Low-crooked Curtsies

         

         [image: ]he king lifted his hand, silencing the room once more. ‘Remove these stalls, for now we celebrate our most holy Lord with feasting, with dancing and with music!’ He waved, and a rush of servants began to drag away benches and bring in tables, food and wine.

         The royal musicians settled on the stage and struck up an easy pavane. Dancers found partners and took to the floor even as it was still being cleared. Philip stepped up to Titanea’s throne, bowing deeply with a flourish of his cape.

         ‘Your Highness’ – he presented his hand to the queen – ‘might you grace your humble servant with this evening’s first dance?’

         Titanea laughed brightly as she accepted. ‘You are hardly our servant, Lord Montgomery.’ She let him pull her to her feet and looped her arm through his. She glanced over at Joan. ‘Dance and be merry, dear Joan, for you become ours in two days’ time.’

         A promise and a threat. 20

         Joan curtsied, praying her sweaty hands didn’t leave dark stains on her skirts and reveal her nerves to the world. Philip caught her eye as he led Titanea past.

         ‘Keep your wits,’ he mouthed. Then he was gone, guiding the queen down the wooden stairs and onto the dance floor. He moved with the smoothness of a practiced dancer, and Joan noticed how the king’s eyes followed him intently but only sporadically checked in on the queen.

         Joan set that information in her mind for later use and prepared to descend into the crowd herself. She’d been dismissed; there was no more need to stay in this vulnerable position. Besides, she needed to find James and the rest of the King’s Men. The confusion muddling her thoughts might be resolved once she reached backstage and the comfort of her family of players.

         ‘How old are you, girl?’ the king said suddenly.

         Joan started, sputtering with surprise before answering. ‘I’m seventeen today, Your Majesty.’

         ‘A child.’ The king’s eyes swept over her appraisingly, something in his gaze making her want to shrink until she could no longer be perceived. Then he waved her away with a flick of his wrist.

         Joan curtsied again before tucking her shaking hands into the folds of her skirts. She felt eyes on her back as she headed towards the stairs leading down off the royal dais but didn’t dare look back.

         She just needed to find her players and all would be well. Or at least better …

         She slipped around behind Cecil, trying to give the man a wide berth. He grabbed her arm before she could pass, jerking her towards him.

         ‘You dare steal what rightfully belongs to your betters,’ he sneered. ‘You’ll regret crossing me again, girl.’ 21

         Joan tugged away from him, using just enough strength to make the man stumble. ‘You mistake me, Lord Salisbury. I can hardly “steal” something that was freely given.’

         ‘Sneering jealousy isn’t becoming on someone with such a sallow complexion,’ Erskine said lightly as he stepped up behind Joan. ‘It’ll deepen your wrinkles.’

         Cecil flinched away from the taller man before straightening again. He puffed out his chest. ‘You lack-brained, light-footed bastard,’ he spat.

         Erskine laughed him off and stepped between Joan and Cecil, his hand once again on the hilt of his sword. He gestured for Joan to head down the wooden steps but kept his eyes locked on the other man. Erskine followed behind her and held her for a moment on the bottom step.

         He glanced back at Cecil for a moment then shifted closer to Joan. ‘Not even I can drive that man to such vexation. Quite the feat.’

         ‘It’s alarmingly simple,’ Joan said, ‘’Tis merely my existence that enrages him.’

         Erskine laughed again. ‘He’s an anxious social climber who’s fallen out of favour. A dangerous thing, that.’ He grabbed her shoulder just before she stepped back into the gathered crowd. ‘Best fortify yourself before I throw you to the wolves.’

         Joan thought of everything that had led her to this moment. Nothing could have prepared her for the chaos of two months ago, but perhaps that had prepared her for this. She’d find an advantage, she was sure of it.

         There’s only one choice. Forwards.

         She lifted her chin and straightened her shoulders. ‘Thank you, Lord Erskine.’ 22

         ‘It’s Lord Fentoun, as of today, actually.’ He gave her a playful wink. ‘You’re not the only one to have their status elevated. Though I doubt my new title will cause me nearly as much trouble.’

         Joan chuckled to herself. This man seemed an ally – or as close to one as she could expect at court – as did Philip. She didn’t know how far she could trust them yet, but they could at least share in their mutual dislike of Robert Cecil. For now, that might be enough.

         He lifted her hand, dipping into a quick bow before a frown overtook his face. ‘This bracelet you wear, is it styled after a sword?’

         Shite.

         ‘It is, my lord.’ Joan’s heart thundered in her chest. How much of Bia’s true nature could this man sense? Was he Fae? Had she been discovered?

         Would she be drawn into a fight in front of the whole court? The fingers of her right hand flexed as she calculated how quickly she could pull the blade.

         Erskine straightened, turning her arm over to look more closely at Bia. ‘The detail is exquisite. Is this of your father’s making?’ He glanced up, the smile on his face broad. ‘I think I should like one for myself.’

         ‘I’m afraid it was a gift,’ she said, words rushing out of her in a relieved huff. ‘Though I’m sure he could make you something just as lovely should you commission it.’

         He nodded. ‘That I shall, Lady Clifford.’ He squeezed her hand and released it, turning to head up the stairs. He paused to lean back. ‘Oh, and happy birthday.’

         Joan watched him go, a matching smile shifting over her face. Even if this man didn’t prove himself a true ally, she could count on his chivalry at least to offer some shield. And he didn’t appear to be Fae. 23

         She’d withheld her thanks all the same.

         Joan sighed again, relief washing over her as Bia swung round her wrist. She was thankful that the secret remained intact. She descended the final step and was immediately engulfed in a sea of mincing courtiers. Lord Fentoun’s presence had held them back but now they swarmed like a colony of ants on a bit of sugar.

         ‘Congratulations to you, Lady Joan,’ one woman said, the cloying smile on her face wide but not reaching her eyes.

         A man stepped directly into Joan’s path. ‘How did you capture Her Majesty’s attention, Lady Joan?’

         She had neither the time nor the patience for being so waylaid. She clenched and unclenched her fist as she touched the fingers of her other hand to Bia’s cold metal. Lord, that she could fight her way through this obstruction.

         But if she couldn’t attack, she could at least evade.

         Joan twisted her body, slipping around the courtiers clamouring for her attention with ease. The simpering calls of ‘Lady Joan! Lady Joan!’ buffeted her from all angles but she ignored them. She clamped down on the frustrated scream building under the onslaught and forced her fingers away from the blade at her wrist. Here among the most powerful people in England and with all eyes on her was no place to pull a sword.

         Someone grabbed her wrist and she jerked to a stop, prepared to defend herself as firmly and gently as she could. She might not be able to draw Bia here, but she’d make whoever threatened her now hurt. The cool rush of iron flowed down her arm to coat her hand.

         ‘Joan Sands!’ 24

         Joan spun, hiding her palm in the folds of her skirts as she called the metal back into herself. Before her stood a boy about her age, a slim girl with matching angular features lurking just behind him. Both had dark brown hair that hung around pale faces, hers arranged in stiff ringlets and his in carefully placed clumps. They wore matching black garments made of expensive brocade woven with intricate patterns that could only be noticed up close.

         The boy looked familiar and clearly knew her name, but Joan couldn’t for the life of her place where they’d met.

         ‘This is she, Frances, the girl I spoke of!’ He grinned widely, hazel eyes crinkling with pleasure. ‘I’d never forget the face of the angel who saved my life. I prayed I’d find you here tonight.’

         Saved? When had she …

         The memory hit her all at once. She’d followed a jack-in-irons halfway across London to a house on the Strand and saved a boy from being devoured in front of his father, Robert Cecil. Her actions that night revealed her abilities to the secretary of state and led to him demanding that she kill Auberon. Despite the fact that she’d saved his life, she wouldn’t be surprised if Cecil’s son hated her as much as his father did. And yet, he appeared happy to see her.

         The girl she did not recognise but he’d called her ‘Frances.’ That and the shape of her face, so similar to the boy next to her, told Joan all she needed. This was Frances Cecil, Lord Salisbury’s daughter and the one who’d been expecting to become Queen Anne’s lady-in-waiting in Joan’s stead.

         ‘Lord Cecil, it is a pleasure to see you well.’ She swept into a small curtsy. ‘And a pleasure to meet you, Lady Cecil.’

         William lifted her hand to his lips, his palm slick with sweat as he pressed a soft kiss against her knuckles. ‘It’s actually Lord Cranborne, but it would please me much for you to call me William.’ 25

         Joan heard the whispers begin all around them as the courtiers speculated on the nature of her relationship with William Cecil. She frowned, annoyance spiking at the sudden attention and their desire to make a scandal out of something as inane as the exchanging of names.

         This is the way of court. My every move is fodder for their entertainment. How vexing.

         ‘Shall we speak apart?’ she said suddenly, gesturing away from the gossiping throng.

         Whatever the Cecil siblings had in store, she doubted it would be worse than that bombardment of power-hungry courtiers.

         Unless they were taking her to see their father.

         William grinned and looped Joan’s arm through his. ‘Excellent idea. We’ll take a turn around the room.’

         ‘Yes, that should be private enough,’ Frances said as she grabbed Joan’s other arm. ‘Go on, William.’

         The three of them strode along the edge of the hall, moving silently until they skirted the dance floor. Joan spotted Philip guiding Titanea through the pavane’s slow dance moves. She leaned heavily on his arm though no other sign of her weakness displayed itself.

         How curious.

         ‘Lord Cranborne—’ She caught his frown from the corner of her eye and adjusted. ‘William. I’m glad to see you are in good health and am happy to speak now that our environment is not so dangerous.’

         He leaned close and lowered his voice. ‘The court has its own dangers, though none so deadly as that monster you defeated on my behalf.’ He grinned again at the secret that passed between them.

         A quick laugh burst from Joan’s lips before she could stop it, and she found herself smiling back. She appreciated his discretion. 26

         ‘I’m well-acquainted with the latter, but I’m happy to have a friend well-versed in the former to guide me should I need it.’

         William suddenly squeezed Joan’s arm. ‘I had hoped for months to become further acquainted with you.’

         Something in his voice made her wary, a plaintive tone that she’d heard from admirers.

         Her hand slipped up to grasp the engraved iron pendant hanging from the chain around her neck. She remembered Nicholas Tooley’s warm smile and beautiful brown eyes, the way his brown cheeks had burned red as he’d given her the gift she now wore and declared that he intended to court her once his apprenticeship ended. She could feel her own cheeks heat up and the inside of her wrist tingled where he’d placed that soft kiss.

         But even as the warmth of Nick’s promise engulfed her, memories of another, of the girl made of magic and determination whose face and words Joan couldn’t seem to forget.

         ‘Stop thinking of what’s proper when you could have us both.’

         Her mind was split enough already, bouncing between two who captivated her far more fiercely than William Cecil ever could.

         She prayed there was no cause to count the son of Robert Cecil in that number.

         ‘My brother speaks of you incessantly,’ Frances blurted. She plucked some imperfection from her gown. ‘He’s quite infatuated.’

         William’s face turned bright crimson, but he didn’t let go of Joan’s arm.

         Damnation.

         Of all the eyes to catch at court, how had her luck so run to have attracted this boy’s? 27

         ‘You flatter me, my lord,’ she hedged, hoping to ease the sting of his sister’s revelation and the inevitable rejection, ‘but I—’

         He turned to her and grabbed her hand tightly. ‘Before you answer, consider this …’ He squeezed, his nerves making his grip too strong.

         Joan could weather it, but still …

         ‘My father does not know of my affections towards you, nor will he’—his face turned ever redder, the crimson heat creeping from his cheeks to the tips of his ears—‘unless you deny my suit.’

         Joan felt as if his threat had stolen the very ground beneath her feet. His face seemed to brighten at her expression. She wanted to pummel him.

         ‘William, what is this?’ Frances hissed. She tugged at her brother’s arm. ‘This isn’t how I advised you.’

         William shook his sister off, keeping his eyes locked on Joan’s. ‘Joan, accept me and my father will hear nothing of it. Then, when I have devised a way for us to marry without sanction, I’ll make you my wife. Is it not well done?’

         ‘William, what are you doing?’ Frances whispered. She glanced between William and Joan, her expression stricken. ‘Lady Clifford, I—’

         Joan jerked her hand back, but William only squeezed harder. ‘Is it not well done, Joan?’

         How dare you?

         She ripped out of his grip, the strength of it making him stumble.

         How dare you, you selfish, entitled parasite!

         She wanted to shout the words in his face. She wanted to shove him away and strike him, to rail at him for having the audacity to threaten her into compliance.

         But he only dared be so brazen because he knew the fear his father inspired. He knew the power Robert Cecil held over her and how easily he 28could destroy her with a word. And he would punish her for catching the heart of his precious son, no matter how she loathed William’s attention.

         She nearly regretted saving the boy’s life. She could have avoided this violation if she’d simply let him be devoured that night.

         ‘William, Frances?’ Cecil’s rasping voice broke through their tense silence. ‘Is there something you needed from this girl?’

         The siblings’ faces paled as they spotted their father. A chill raced down Joan’s spine. She could feel the man approaching from behind her but she dared not turn to meet his gaze. She fisted her hands at her sides as her fingers went numb and cold. Her eyes met William’s.

         What would he say in this moment? She’d neither agreed nor denied him.

         He looked back expectantly. ‘Well, Father, if you must know …’ He paused here and raised an eyebrow as he stared at her.

         He’d do it. He’d follow through with his threat and expose her to his father’s wrath. If she said yes, she’d be surrendering to a tyrant, but if she said no …

         Maybe she could buy herself time. Surely her new position as a member of Titanea’s household offered Joan some protection from Cecil’s menace and his son’s too. She could acquiesce for two days, then tear William down as viciously as her station would allow.

         But tonight, she needed to choose safety, no matter how it galled her.

         ‘Yes,’ she whispered, barely giving the word breath but exaggerating the shaping of it with her mouth. Cecil could neither see nor hear her but William would understand.

         His eyes seemed to sparkle as cleared his throat and straightened his posture. ‘Frances wanted to meet her.’ 29

         Frances started at her brother’s casual implication and turned to gape at her father.

         ‘You should know who stole your rightful place at the queen’s side,’ Cecil said, ‘but enough. I must have a word with her myself.’

         He stood close behind Joan now. She didn’t move besides clenching her hands more tightly. Frances cast her eyes to the ground before she looped her arm through William’s to drag him away. They whispered fiercely to each other as they disappeared into the crowd.

         Cecil grabbed her suddenly, his grip on her arm hard enough to bruise as he dragged her back across the room. Joan let him pull her along but petulantly dropped her weight every few steps, forcing him to strain against her.
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