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PRAISE FOR HER MAJESTY’S ROYAL COVEN SERIES

‘Juno Dawson is at the top of her game in this vibrant and meticulous take on witchcraft. Her characteristic wit and grit shine through’

Samantha Shannon, No.1 Sunday Times bestselling author of The Priory of the Orange Tree

‘I absolutely DEVOURED this and adored every word. It’s a game changer. Trust me when I tell you, there will not be a better read all year’

Lindsey Kelk, Sunday Times bestselling author of Love Story

‘A shimmering, irresistible cauldron’s brew of my favourite things: a thrilling, witchy plot; a diverse, compelling, and beautifully drawn cast; complex relationships with real heart; laugh-out-loud banter; and the kind of dazzling magic I wish existed. You won’t be able to put it down’

Lana Harper, New York Times bestselling author of Payback’s A Witch

‘Dawson has created your new obsession. HMRC is full of her trademark heart and humour, with a delicious slick of darkness. I fell in love with her coven – and I need the next instalment now!’

Kiran Millwood Hargrave, Sunday Times bestselling author of The Mercies

‘HMRC is such a joy to read – the world building is incredible, the writing sophisticated, and the exploration of gender and identity is done with nuance and care. Utterly compelling’

Louise O’Neill, No.1 bestselling author of Idol

‘It’s genuinely thrilling and hair-raising. Juno is a magician’

Russell T Davies

‘Superb and almost unbearably charming’

New York Times Book Review

‘The story is fast-paced and impossible to put down, and over the course of the two books I started to think of the characters as new friends. Best read while listening to a nostalgic Spice Girls playlist’

Good Housekeeping

‘Talk about a gut punch of a novel … A provocative exploration of intersectional feminism, loyalty, gender and transphobia [that] invites readers into an intricately woven web of magic, friendship, and power’

The Nerd Daily

‘At times funny, at others heartbreaking, but always perfectly calibrated … A thoughtful entry into the witch canon that intrigues and challenges as much as it delights’

BookPage

‘Look, if the idea of a story about a group of girls living in an alternate England and working for a centuries-old secret government bureau of witches doesn’t grab you immediately, I don’t know what to tell you’

Paste

‘Readers who love a big fight between good and evil, who enjoy seeing magic in the everyday world, and those who like their heroine’s journeys to include all facets of heartbreak will savour the cut and thrust of this battle’

Library Journal

‘Cleverly constructed … Readers will be eager for the next instalment’

Publishers Weekly

‘Dawson, in an impressive flex, uses the rules of the fantasy genre to make a statement about people of colour and LGBTQ individuals and how organizations can exclude and ignore them. Readers who enjoy witches and watching change ripple through a culture will enjoy this series’

Booklist (starred)




Epigraph

Le temps viendra 

Je [image: Astrolabe image] anne boleyn

The time will come

I Anne Boleyn

Inscription within Boleyn’s personal prayer book, late 1520s

Maybe I do. Would it be so terrible?

Lady Gaga, when asked if she had a penis on 60 Minutes, 2011
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THE COURT OF KING HENRY VIII – 1536

Queen Anne Boleyn – second wife of King Henry VIII

Princess Elizabeth – daughter of King Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn

Lady Jane Boleyn, Viscountess Rochford – wife of the late George Boleyn, brother to the queen

Lady Grace Fairfax – Lady of the Bedchamber

Lady Cecilia de la Torre – Lady of the Bedchamber

Lady Margery de Leon – costumier to the queen

Lady Temperance Wycliffe – Lady of the Bedchamber

Sir Ambrose Fulke – King’s Special Adviser

Nan Hobbs – an elderly nursemaid

Lady Isabel Agard – Lady of the Bedchamber

Lady Margaret Pole, Countess of Salisbury – former lady-in-waiting to Queen Catherine and governess to Princess Mary

Lady Jane Seymour – Lady of the Bedchamber

Lady Margaret (Meg) Douglas – First Lady of the Bedchamber, and niece of Henry VIII

Katherine Howard – ward of the Dowager Duchess of Norfolk

Thomas Cromwell – Chief Minister to King Henry VIII

Henry Fitzroy, Duke of Richmond and Somerset – illegitimate son of Henry VIII and his former mistress, Elizabeth Blount

Deceased 

Viscount Rochford, George Boleyn – brother of the queen

Catherine of Aragon – first wife of King Henry VIII

Cardinal Wolsey – former Chief Adviser to King Henry VIII




A BLADE FALLS …
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19 May 1536

LADY GRACE FAIRFAX

The Tower of London

The Tower and the sky were the same hopeless grey. When the moment came, all was quiet. So quiet, in fact, that they could hear the head hit the wooden platform they’d erected on the green. Thud. It bounced once, and rolled once. Appalling, and undignified.

No provision had been made for her burial. She had been a problem to be solved, and now it was done. No man had prepared for the immediate next, and so it fell to the women.

For now, it was enough to get her away from the watchful ghouls at the scaffold on the centre of the courtyard. The ladies-in-waiting took the head and body into the chapel, and wept. Their vulgar display was quite ghastly, and the men left. Just as the women had known they would.

Only six witches remained in their coven.

For weeks, they had been detained in the royal lodgings, sharing in the queen’s isolation. It had not been hard to convince Cromwell to allow them to share these final weeks in captivity with the queen; they’d scarcely needed magic. A man preoccupied with self-preservation above all else.

And so they had attended her until the very end. It was their duty, but more than that, they loved her. Clothed in black and grey, they had marched the final procession to the gallows.

Struggling to keep her stiffening limbs aloft, the women now lay the queen’s body to rest on the floor before the altar. It was day; the candles were not yet lit. Absurd and unsure, Lady Grace Fairfax cradled the head as a babe. As the others looked to her, she placed it next to the exposed collar. Eyes closed and lips parted, she didn’t look like Anne at all; so slack and unrefined. She didn’t look at peace, she looked dead, some wet trout at a fishmonger. Grace tugged the white cloth from the altar, a golden cross clattering to the floor. She placed it over her face.

The women drew close, formed a circle around the body. Now, a dreadful quiet.

Grace looked to her fellow witches. Why was no one doing anything? ‘Well?’ she said impatiently. ‘Revive her.’

The viscountess, Lady Rochford, clasped the silk blindfold to her breast, her knuckles white. ‘Heresy, sister. We cannot.’

Grace ignored the outburst, instead turning to the old woman, the healer. ‘Nan, can it be done?’

Nan Hobbs dutifully held her papery hands over the body. After a moment, she shook her head. ‘There is nothing to heal, child.’

‘She is the queen,’ Grace spat. Sour bile burned under her breastbone. She knew this coarse conduct was beneath her, but how could someone of Anne’s magnitude be gone with such scant ceremony? After days of torturous waiting, and weeks of slow decline, it had taken a casual second.

Lady Jane Rochford, now, Grace supposed, their de facto leader, passed through what thin daylight filtered through the stained-glass windows of St Peter ad Vincula. She sighed. ‘She is queen no longer. Seymour’s girl will be upon the throne by week’s end.’

‘No queen of mine,’ Lady Margery breathed, crouching at Grace’s side.

‘Nor mine,’ agreed Grace.

There followed yet more silence. The air in the church felt oddly relaxed, and Grace found it disrespectful. The nerve of the world, turning when hers had stopped still. The column of meek sunlight advanced across the slabs. In these turgid minutes, Grace reckoned with the truth. Anne was gone, and no witch would bring her back. She was a fool unmasked, because she had not allowed herself to believe it, not truly. How she had courted some divine intervention, if not from the king, from the Mother. She’d have entertained, in her darkest moments, the treacherous tongue of Satanis himself.

And guilt. Such guilt. She could have stopped the blade. Any of them could have. Anne could have, instead of reading her carefully rehearsed lines so dutifully. She could have made the executioner plunge his blade into his own chest. They could have shown the world, at last, what it really was to be a witch. Alas, a display of their nature would bring a rain of fire down upon all witchkind. That, or they were cowards. Grace felt the air around her skin fizz. It was tempting to turn this fury outwards, but for what? She could have saved her. She had not.

The church door whined open, breaking her from her stupor. Isabel and Temperance, returning from the White Tower, carrying between them a plain wooden box. ‘What is this? Where is the coffin?’ Jane said, her face still ashen.

Grace did not much care for the viscountess, but she had not yet seen the woman weep, and she respected her grim resolve in the face of this grinding misery. She looked weary, her eyes sunken and cheeks hollow. Her husband and her sister-in-law, gone both, in a matter of hours. Their swift downfall was just that, a terrible fall, a plunge. Perhaps Jane’s grief was yet to catch her up. Grace knew a dark tide would engulf her eventually. This was only the start.

‘My lady, there is no coffin,’ Temperance said, unable to meet her gaze.

‘What?’ Grace blinked in disbelief.

‘This was as good as we could find,’ Isabel, the youngest in their coven, said as they set down the grimy arrow box.

‘They mock us,’ Grace snarled. ‘Killing her wasn’t enough. Now they defile her.’ She looked to the sky beyond the windows, feeling her eyes turn black. She summoned howling westerly winds. Grey clouds, irate, pooled around the Tower. This day, this city, would mourn Anne Boleyn. They would hear the Mother scream in righteous fury.

Lightning lit the chapel, soon followed by a doleful rumble of thunder.

Jane Rochford clamped a hand on her shoulder. ‘Lady Fairfax, I implore you. Reserve your vengeance. You shall require every last drop for the traitor.’

Indeed. There was only one cure for a witch who betrays her coven, and it was purifying fire. Grace Fairfax would find the witch that forsook their gracious queen, their high priestess, her Anne, and she would eviscerate her.

She would avenge the woman she loved with blood.




… AND A STORY BEGINS
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Then – Ten Years Earlier – Summer 1526

LADY GRACE FAIRFAX

Palace of Placentia – London

Court was new, and loud, and crowded. Who would have believed there were so many people in the world. If the king’s empire was a living, breathing beast, Grace found herself in its beating heart. The palace was beyond anything Grace could have imagined; a city within a city. The kitchens alone were greater than her childhood home. She had travelled many furlongs from the swooning moorlands of Yorkshire.

A steady metallic clank echoed from the armoury, a choke of smelt and ore billowing across the yard. Through this smog, a procession of fine horses was led towards the stables. A satisfied Grace waited for them to pass and proceeded with haste, carrying a basket of plums, pomegranates and apples across the servant’s yard to the kitchens to be prepared. The queen had demanded her fruits, and Grace was keen to make a good impression. Still not quite sure of the correct order of things, she’d used some initiative and sent a boy to market at once, then loitered at the kitchen gate until his return, wanting Her Majesty to know she had personally secured this bounty.

That was how court worked, her dear aunt Elinor had told her. Be seen; make friends, but only important ones. Avoid gossip, however delicious. Avoid men altogether. So far these rules were working, although she’d only been here a week or so. In that time, she’d only interacted directly with Queen Catherine a handful of times, as was to be expected so soon into her posting, but Grace found her affable and kind, if … predisposed. The queen was pious and serious, certainly, devoting many of her waking hours to silent prayer. Grace wanted to ingratiate herself as quickly as she could. She would not risk being sent away. There would be no return.

Outside the palace, the mighty sails of the king’s ships on the river caught the milky afternoon sunlight, almost winking. Grace marvelled. The Thames snaked alongside the palace, the river was as wide as any water she’d ever seen. Grace imagined how it would feel one day to see the sea. She felt a very long way away from home, from her husband. She was free.

This was all born of luck, and Grace thanked the blue of the sky. The king was paranoid, still mindful of the north. He was right to be, in her opinion, not that anyone had ever sought that. He wanted the great northern Yorkshire hound obedient and servile, and so the nobles and landowners of the county had to be buttered – men like her husband. Robert Fairfax was a wealthy man. Many years earlier, he had inherited five hundred acres outside Bradford. It was prime grazing land for sheep, their fleeces bound for the county’s mills, making him one of the most prosperous men in the north. In the king’s eyes he could be a valued ally, or an influential dissenter. As such, he’d been bestowed with the title of Lord Fairfax immediately after the war. That was how she, a mere printer’s daughter, had become a lady.

It was no secret the king liked decorating his court with pretty girls. Among the lords, there was brisk competition as to whose wives attended court regularly. It was a medal of honour: the closer one got to the king or queen, the greater the brag. It was also said the king didn’t want too many of the queen’s native Spaniards around her, lest they somehow ferret secrets back to the king of Spain. It hadn’t, therefore, been at all difficult for Lord Fairfax to install Grace, young, pretty and very English, in London.

Grace had tried to hide her delight, she really had. She had dutifully dabbed imaginary tears from her eyes while edging towards the carriage, just as Robert had made the appropriate overtures about how the hall wouldn’t be the same without her. Neither had acknowledged the young scullery maid or her swollen belly.

She had been nervous, of course. She had never been to the other side of the Pennines her entire life – but this opportunity would rid her of Robert. Finally.

And so she would be the best lady-in-waiting the queen had ever had. For one thing, she was wholly immune to the famished stares of the king. He had noticed Grace the first time she attended church with Catherine, and she had noticed him noticing her. All her life, people had remarked at Grace’s beauty: her alabaster skin, her almost-white hair. It was remarkable, she supposed, in that people oft remarked on it. But no one did cold quite like Grace Fairfax. As the king had sized her up, she’d brought an icy chill about his neck.

That was something she could do. Since she was a child, Grace could make things happen just by thinking of them.

No sooner had the king eyed her, he’d recoiled. All he could think about was getting away from her.

She was mulling on this first encounter with the king when she fell. As she took a step up to enter the Boiling Kitchen, she tripped over her hem. Her only thought was to protect the fruit, and she wrapped her body around it as she tumbled. Instinctively, she summoned a little air around herself to cushion the fall. She landed on her knees, a couple of plums rolling across the flagstones. Her knees hurt, although not as badly as her pride.

‘Here, allow me,’ a kind voice said, and a girl appeared at her side, stooping to pick up the plums. Grace recognised her as another of Catherine’s ladies.

So far, Grace had sensed the other ladies evaluating her, trying to establish if she was some sort of a threat. To whom she couldn’t fathom. She’d been at court only eight days, and already she sensed something amiss. It seemed the queen was not in favour with the king. There was much to learn.

‘Are you hurt?’ the girl asked as they made their way past the network of larders and salting rooms towards the kitchen.

‘I aren’t,’ Grace said.

‘I aaaren’t!’ the girl imitated her long Yorkshire vowels. ‘I just love your accent. It’s so funny.’

Grace felt her face warm. She was, of course, aware that people of the south sounded different to those in the north, but she hadn’t been prepared for just how much she’d stand out. Already, she found herself trying to copy the rounded vowels of the elite.

The Spanish girl was becoming, a sprinkle of freckles across her cherub nose, and her hair escaping her bonnet in tight auburn ringlets. She placed the fruit back in the basket. ‘Are these for Her Majesty?’

‘Yes.’ Grace had a creeping sense that the younger, yet more experienced, girl was about to relieve her of her haul.

‘Wonderful, I was sent to fetch her a posset. We can go together.’ She smiled and looped her arm through Grace’s. ‘I’m Cecilia. Lady de la Torre.’

‘Lady Fairfax. Grace.’

‘I know who you are. We’ve spoken of little else all week.’ Cecilia grinned naughtily as they entered the thrum of the Great Kitchen. The air was delicious, thick with hog fat. A turnbroach stood at the spit, dutifully turning the roast over the flames. ‘That’s not true, but a newcomer is always an event. Especially a pretty one …’

Grace silently cursed the shape of her face. In truth, it had brought her nothing but trouble. She’d been betrothed to Robert at thirteen, married at fourteen, having been classed eligible when she was nine or ten. She had two eyes, a nose and a mouth like anyone else; it was perplexing.

Fending off the compliment, Grace instead asked, ‘Why? Because of Lady Blount?’ That scandal was no currency; Grace had briefly met the little lord, the king’s bastard, just yesterday.

A couple of the kitchen girls giggled at the mention of the mistress’s name. Cecilia fixed them with a look and they scuttled back to their duties. ‘Keep your voice down! We just call her Bessie around here, but no, she’s long since gone.’ She then added conspiratorially, ‘but what do you make of Lady Boleyn?’

This was not the first time she’d heard the name Anne Boleyn. She was only one of the queen’s ladies, but everyone seemed especially keen to find favour with her. Maybe that meant something. ‘I think nothing of her, we haven’t met. Why? Is she favoured by the queen?’

Even the flustered cook rolled her eyes a little at her naivety. Cecilia laughed unreservedly as Cook handed her a fresh posset. ‘Dear sweet Grace, you have much to learn! Come let’s take these to the waning queen.’

‘You watch your mouth Mistress Cecilia!’ Cook slapped Cecilia on the rear as they departed, and she hooted once more.

‘So Lady Fairfax,’ Cecilia asked as they crossed the sunny courtyard in the direction of the queen’s apartments. ‘Where does Lord Fairfax reside?’

‘To the north. In Yorkshire.’

‘I see. Do you miss him terribly?’

‘Oh yes, very much so,’ Grace lied.

Cecilia laughed gaily, although Grace wasn’t sure why. Nonetheless, Grace had made her first friend. She wasn’t yet sure if she had made an important one.

***

Some days later, Grace awoke to a voice inside her head.

Grace Fairfax, hear me.

Grace sat up in her cot and looked around the bedchamber. In the next bed, Cecilia slept soundly. They had been assigned to share a chamber shortly after they had met that day in the kitchen. She was about to dismiss the strange premonition as a dream when she heard it again. The words filled her skull, clear and precise.

Lady Fairfax, hear me. Come to the wine cellar. Come at once. Tell no one.

A swift fever swept over her, and Grace almost vomited. Her hand flew to her mouth. One of them. In court. It had been many, many years since she’d heard another speak to her in this manner. Her aunt Elinor, back in Bingley, had taught her about their kind when she was a little girl, and what they could do. She had also stressed, in the sternest possible terms, that she must conceal her gifts, whatever the cost
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